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Lawrence Buell (b. 1939) is currently a Powell M. Cabot Professor of American Literature at Harvard University. His scholarly interests include nineteenth-century American literature, postcolonial Anglophone literatures and literature and the environment.
One of the most outstanding researchers of American Transcendentalism and a pioneer
of ecocriticism, Buell has published six books, the most recent of which is The Future of
Environmental Criticism : Environmental Crisis and Literary Imagination (Blackwell,
  DQ LPSRUWDQW VWXG\ PDUNLQJ WKH DXWKRU¶V VKLIW IURP ILUVW-wave to second-wave
ecocritical analysis. His book on Emerson ( E merson, Harvard University Press, 2003)
earned him the Warren-Brooks Award for outstanding literary criticism and Writing for
an Endangered World (Harvard University Press, 2001) received the 2001 John G. Cawelti Award for the best book in the field of American Culture Studies.
%XHOO¶VLQWerest in environmental issues, considered especially in connection with the
problem of American national identity, dates back to the beginnings of his academic
career. His first ecocritical book appeared in 1995 under the title The Environmental
Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing and The Formation of American Culture (HarYDUG 8QLYHUVLW\ 3UHVV  %XHOO¶V HUXGLWH NQRZOHGJH RI $QJORSKRQH OLWHUDWXUH, combined
ZLWKKLVLPSDVVLRQHGVHDUFKIRUZKDWKHGHVFULEHVDV³PDWXUHHQYLURQPHQWDODHVWKHWLFV´ ,
contribute to the body of work that is eminent in its scope and profundity and that constitutes a challenge to the dominant ways of thinking about the relationship between the
environment, culture and politics.
***
JULIA FIEDORCZUK: What is ecocriticism?
LAWRENCE BUELL: The so-called ecocritical movement is still only a dozen years old.
So perhaps I should start with a definition. For more detail, please see my book The Future of Environmental Criticism (2005). Ecocriticism is an interdisciplinary movement
committed not to any one methodology but to a particular subject: the subject of how
literature and other media express environmental awareness and concern.
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)RUDWOHDVWWZRUHDVRQV³HFRFULWLFLVP´LVDVRPHZKDWFRQIXVLQJDQGLQDGHTXDWHWHUP
)RURQHWKLQJ³HFR´VXJJHVWVDVSHFLILFDOO\ELRWLFRU³QDWXUDOZRUOG´HPSKDVLVWRRQDrrow to encompass the broad range of environmental interests actually pursued by selfidentified ecocritics, many of whom are at least as concerned with the built environment
and its effects on both human and non-human life forms. And secondly, many literary
scholars who are passionately concerned with environmental issues²including two of
the three scholars whose work I am about to discuss²ZRXOGREMHFWWRWKHODEHORI³HFoFULWLF´ DV H[FHVVLYHO\ UHVWULFWLYH EHFDXVH ³HFRFULWLFLVP´ LQ WKH ILUVW LQVWDQFH ZDV XVHG
especially to designate a particular kind of literary criticism that focused preeminently on
nature writing and post-Wordsworthian nature poetry with a view to emphasizing its
potential for reconnecting people to nature. Hence I myself prefer the less familiar but
PRUH FDSDFLRXV UXEULF RI ³HQYLURQPHQWDO FULWLFLVP´ %XW ³HFRFULWLFLVP´ LV QRQHWKeless
the omnibus term, or nickname, by which environmentally-oriented literary studies is
most likely to be known for the foreseeable future; and so I retain use of it here.

Julia Fiedorczuk

Can you talk a little about the beginnings of ecocriticism?
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Ecocriticism did not start as a transnational project, but rather as a movement within
U.S. and British literary studies. But since then it has spread worldwide. In China, two
major conferences have taken place during the autumn of 2008. And, increasingly,
American ecocriticism, which still leads the movement, stresses the importance of thinking of national imagination and national territory as interconnected with the rest of the
world, not distinct from it. It now seems self-evident that such prominent ecocritical
concerns as the representation of environmental instability or endangerment and the
WKHRU\RI³SODFH´RU³VHQVHRISODFH´PXVWEHXQGHUVWRRGLQFRPSDUDWLYHWHUPV It could
even be argued that ecocriticism was always at least incipiently transnational. For instance, the first of my own three ecocritical books, The Environmental I magination, centers especially on Henry David Thoreau and U.S. nature writing, but it prepares the way
for this by surveying how the dissemination of Eurocentric pastoral ideology throughout
the Afro-Atlantic world helped form the bases of various counter-colonial discourses of
nationalism in a wide number of national cultures throughout Europe, Africa and the
Americas±not just in the U.S.
,¶PJODG\RXPHQWLRQWKHWHUPLQRORJLFDOLVVXH,WKLQNWKHSUREOHPZLWKWKHWHUPHFR FULWLFLVPEHVLGHLWVQDUURZQHVVLVWKDWWKHSUHIL[³HFR´LV so dra matically overused, for
LQVWDQFH LQ PDUNHWLQJ 6XFK GHVLJQDWLRQV DV ³HFR´ DQG ³ELR´ DUH FRPPRQO\ XVHG WR
make products more sellable.

7KHH[WHQWWKDWWKH³HFR´LQ³HFRFULWLF´LVQHJDWLYHO\YLHZHGE\QRQ-literature types is
more because of the construction of focus of the very early ecocritical efforts than because of the eco-PR industry you allude to. That too has not passed without criticism, but
, GRQ¶W WKLQN LW DIIHFWV WKH KXPDQLVWLF FULWLFDO SURMHFW )RU WKDW PDWWHU WKH WHUPV ³HQYiURQPHQW´DQG³HQYLURQPHQWDOLVP´DUHDOVRXVHd in grossly elasticized and/or misleading
senses to the same end, as with the first President Bush claiming that he wanted to be
³WKHHQYLURQPHQWSUHVLGHQW´
Regarding the politics of ecocriticism itself, most ecocritics think of their ecocritical
work as implicitly, if not overtly, progressive political interventions, although within the
movement one finds the same tension as in environmental history between a naturecentric protectionist strain and public health environmentalism concerned especially with
such issues as pollution, global warming, and environmental justice. Broadly speaking,
the center of ecocritical interest has been shifting from the first emphasis to the second,
DQGDVSDUWRIWKLV VKLIWRQH VHHVDFHUWDLQDPRXQWRI ³LQWUaWULEDO´ FULWLFLsm of the kind
you rightly mention as often coming from outside²QDPHO\ FRQWHPSW IRU ³WUHHKXJJLQJ´LPDJHVDQGWKHOLNH This internal critique is directed toward the conceptual or
WKHRUHWLFDOQDLYHW\RIVLPSOLVWLFYHUVLRQVRI³GHHSHFRORJ\´DVZHOODVPRWivated by political commitment.
,VWKHXVHRIWKHWHUP³HQYLURQPHQWDO´SDUWRIWKHVROXWLRQWRWKHVHSUREOHPV" 3H rKDSV\RXZLOOILQGWKLVLQWHUHVWLQJ³HQYLURQPHQWDOFULWLFLVP´LVQRWHDVLO\WUDQVODWDEOH
into Polish. Whi OHWKH3ROLVKQRXQ³ĞURGRZLVNR´XVXDOO\XVHGZLWKDVSHFLILFDWLRQVXFK
DV³QDWXUDO´³XUEDQ´RU³FKHPLFDO´ PHDQVPRUHRUOHVVWKHVDPHDVWKH(QJOLVK³HnYLURQPHQW´ WKH DGMHFWLYH ³ĞURGRZLVNRZ\´ KDV D GLIIHUHQWVHW RI FRQQRW ations than the
(QJOLVKWHUP³HQYLURQPHQWDO´ 
You do well to call attention to translation problems. As ecocriticism continues to
spread, these are becoming increasingly consequential. Polish is not the only language
ZLWK QR SUHFLVH HTXLYDOHQW IRU ³HQYLURQPHQW´ In China too, so I am told, the standard
translation for environment is a term (huan-MLQJ WKDW PHDQVVRPHWKLQJ PRUHOLNH³Pihedgehogpower@gmail.com

The Problems of Environmental Criticism: An Interview with Lawrence Buell

On the other hand, one must remember that ecology (and, by extension, ecocriticism)
is sometimes viewed negatively on the grounds of its alleged naivety (the stereotypical
image of the ecologist is that of a simple-minded tree-hugging individual who does not
understand the higher orders of economy and infrastructural development). Does this
negative stereotype of the ecologist and the ecocritic exist in the United States? If so,
how does ecocriticism respond to this problem?
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OLHX´²the sense of physical environment is attenuated to the vanishing point. Some day
there ought to be a multilinguistic task force deployed to work on this kind of issue.
A retirement project for me, perhaps?

Julia Fiedorczuk

I think that many languages will probably end up adapting English term inology. That
RIWHQ KDSSHQV LQ FULWLFDO GLVFRXUVH )RU LQVWDQFH WKH (QJOLVK WHUP ³JHQGHU´ LV QRZ
widely used in Polish (PoOLVK XVHV WKH VDPH ZRUG WR GHQRWH ³VH[´ DQG ³JHQGHU´ 
Speaking of which, I have noticed that skeptical reactions among Polish academics echo
the kind of responses that gender or queer studies evoked, say, ten years ago. I would
like to ask you about the affinities (and differences) between ecocriticism and other kinds
of political criticism, such as feminist criticism or postcolonial theory. In The Future of
Environmental Criticism \RXVD\WKDWHFRFULWLFLVP³KDVQRW\HWDFKLHYHGWKHVWDQGLQJ´
accorded to those other discourses but you also say you believe it eventually will. Why
do you think it is still not treated with the sa me a mount of respectful scholarly attention?
Is it just because it is new, or is it because, ultimately, it deals with non-human otherness?
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As to why ecocriticism or environmental criticism should have lagged behind race,
gender, sexuality, and postcolonial studies, one reason, surely, is that environmental imSHULOPHQWGLGQRWEHFRPHFRQVLVWHQWO\³IURQW-SDJHQHZV´XQWLODERXWWKHs. Another
reason, perhaps equally imSRUWDQWLVWKDW³HQYLURQPHQW´GLIIHUVIURPWKHRWKHUVLQEHLQJ
a non-KXPDQRUOHW¶VVD\DWUDQVKXPDQHQWLW\DQGRQ WKDWDFFRXQW QRWLQVRREYLRXV
self-evident a sense a part of personal or social identity. Thus it might be argued that
environmental criticism would predictably be a harder sell than the other two revisionisms, especially insofar as it involves privileging the welfare of the non-human equally
or more than the human. On the other hand, the lines of distinction are hardly absolute,
and there has been mutual cross-pollination, as in the case of ecofeminism and environmental justice criticism (discussed in chapter 4 of my The Future of Environmental Criticism). These synergies, as I intimated before, help account for the shift from the more
ecocentric paradigm of first-wave ecococriticism to the more sociocentric paradigm of
second wave ecocriticism that now more or less prevails.

Could you say more about environmental justice criticism? What is it and how does it
GLIIHUIURPZKDW\RXFDOO³ILUVW-ZDYHHFRFULWLFLVP´?
³(QYLURQPHQWDO MXVWLFH´ UHIHUV WR WKH SUREOHP RI LQ HTXLWDEOH GLVWULEXWLRQ RI HQYironmental ills and benefits across population groups. In the U.S. this has been associated

Another kind of accusation that is sometimes made against eco- or environmental
criticism is that it is not theoretically sophisticated: according to this hostile view, ecocritics express their love of nature where they lack intellectual rigor. Is this kind of suspicion still present a mong American academics? If so, what is your way of responding
to it?
This is indeed a common but increasingly outdated charge. The very first ecocritics
GLGLQGHHGVRPHWLPHVH[KLELWZKDW3DXOGH0DQIDPRXVO\FDOOHG³UHVLVWDQFHWRWKHRU\´
in their anxiety tRUHLQIRUFHWUDGLWLRQDOQDWXUHZULWLQJDQGQDWXUHSRHWU\¶VHWKRVDVWKH\
WRRNLWRI³UHWXUQWRQDWXUH´RYHUDJDLQVWSRVWVWUXFWXUDOLVWGHFRXSOLQJRIZRUGZRUOGDQG
material world, the new historicist push to represent figures like the Romantic poet
Wordsworth as dis-invested in nature. But since the mid-1990s ecocriticism has become
increasingly, although not universally, more sophisticated. One has only to read the most
UHFHQWPDMRUERRN8UVXOD+HLVH¶V Sense of Place and Sense of Planet (Oxford University Press, 2008), to perceive that.

I have recently come across an article by Dana Phillips, WLWOHG³(FRFULWLFLVP(FRSR eWLFV DQG D &UHHG 2XWZRUQ´, in which the author expresses his very critical views on
ecocriticism in general , DQG -RQDWKDQ %DWH¶V HFRSR etics in particular. Let me quote
some fragPHQWV³HFRFULWLFV« KDYHEHHQWU\LQJWRUHYLYH IRUPVRIFRPPRQVHQVHWKDW
they suppose to have been vital to the earth-FHQWHUHGWUDGLWLRQVRIWKHSDVW«8QIRUWunately, it has met with and is likely to continue to meet with limited success, in part beFDXVHLWLVDWRGGVZLWKWKHIDFWVRIFRQWHPSRUDU\LQWHOOHFWXDOOLIH´³7RRPDQ\HFRFULWLFV
DUHIRQGRIDVVXPLQJWKHSRVWXUHRIWKHIDX[QDwIDQGZKLOHVWDQGLQJLQWKDWSRVWXUHOLNH
hedgehogpower@gmail.com
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HVSHFLDOO\ ZLWK ³HQYLURQPHQWDO UDFLVP´²targeting minority communities as sites of
hazardous waste facilities and other bearers of toxification. Outside the U.S., and also to
a certain degree within, the question has been raised as to whether the key factor in producing environmental injustice is poverty rather than race. Both seem very important to
me, and I am not sure whether it is possible (or fruitful) to insist on one alternative rather
than the other²even though in the U. S. and many other countries there is a suspiciously
high correlation between racial or ethnic minority status and social immiseration of
every kind. But to move more closely to the subject of (literary) discourse, environmental justice revisionism tends to focus on urban rather than rural or backcountry settings,
in minority and other subaltern voices, and in discourse of the past half-century or so
rather than earlier eras²although it can legitimately claim antecedence back to at least
the start of the industrial era.

11

to suggest, a mong other things, that environmental literature (and art) ought not to be
read (or viewed or audited) in the critical sense of the ter m. Instead, they go on to say,
one ought to absorb, accept, and then promulgate anew its earth-friendly, ecocentric
values simply because that LVPDQLIHVWO\WKHULJKWWKLQJWRGR´
)XUWKHU 3KLOOLSV VSHDNV RI -RQDWKDQ %DWH¶V ³HFRFULWLFDO IXQGDPHQWDOLVP´ +H
sketches the para meters of the disagreement between the New Historicists and an ecopoetics enthusiast such as Bate. The argument is rather brilliant, though I think his
choice of quotations from Bate is tenGHQWLRXV3KLOOLSV¶VGLVFXVVLRQRI%DWHVXJJHVWVWKDW
ecocriticism is something extremely reactionary, intellectually la me, almost aggressive
in its insistence on the intuitive, rather than intellectual, reception of art. Do you have a
way of responding to this kind of wholesale critique? Would you agree that ecocriticism
LVDERXWUHYLYLQJDNLQGRI³FRPPRQVHQVH´DSSURDFK"$QGLIVRLQZKDWVHQVHLVLWDW
RGGVZLWK³WKHIDFWVRIFRQWHPSRUDU\ LQWHOOHFWXDOOLIH´"

Julia Fiedorczuk

Phillips, together with Timothy Morton ( Ecology without Nature, Harvard University
Press, 2007), have written probably the most intelligent and slashing internal critiques of
the ecocritical movement in English. Both are worth reading. Phillips, incidentally, attacks a great many ecocritics (including me), not just Bate²whereas Morton pursues his
argument at a higher level of conceptual abstraction. My own summary judgment, in
brief, is (a) that both overstate their cases (Morton for example strikes me as off-base in
suggesting that ecology can do without nature even though he is right about the many
DEXVHVDQGDPELJXLWLHVRI³QDWXUH´  E WKDW3KLOOLSV¶ERRNUHVWVRQDTXLWHVHOHFWLYHFXlling of an earlier stage of ecocriticism beyond ZKLFK WKH PRYHPHQW¶V EHVW ZRUN KDG
evolved in point of critical sophistication by the time his own book appeared; but (c)
both books are nevertheless thought-provoking, challenging books whose irreverence,
including even the extremes to which they go, is a sign of salutary ferment within ecocriticism.
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Ecocriticism is an engaged practice. How do you envision the passage from criticism
to activism? Can textual analysis ever bring us closer to a sounder ²or simply saner ²
environmental practice?
Ecocritical practice at the level of ecotheory and discourse analysis is obviously not
the same thing as activism. On the other hand, I believe (and have heard this credibly
affirmed by others) that its (re)readings of world literature from the standpoint of attention to environmental emplacement and environmental concern can have a public consciousness-raising effect, and all the more so when one considers the combined impact

Thank you.
WORK CITED
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of scholarship, non-specialist writing, public lecturing, and pedagogy in which most serious practicing ecocritics engage. Furthermore, engagement in such work is likely to
reinforce for the ecocritic as well as some of his or her hearers, the motivation to engage
in on-the-ground activist work. All that having been said, I am inclined to fall back on a
KDXQWLQJOLQH LQDSRHPE\5DOSK:DOGR(PHUVRQ ³1RUNQRZHVW WKRX ZKDWDUJument
WK\OLIHWRWK\QHLJKERU¶VFUHHGKDVOHQW´ To measure the social impact of any intellectual intervention is tricky if not impossible. Here one can only hope.
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