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WITH chunks of the Berlin Wall up for sale and Eastern Europe rushing to join

a global free market, people who question the virtues of capitalism are generally as
welcome as gnats at a nudist party. But the 1980’s were also the decade of the ozone hole
and global warming, both of which arise chiefly from the emission of industrial gases,
which increase during breakneck economic expansion, the sine qua non of capitalist
success.

One of those gnats buzzing about the capitalist celebration is Murray Bookchin,
who has been warning of the conflict between economic growth and environmental
stability for nearly 30 years. Mr. Bookchin, the author of nine other books on society
and ecology, is an anarchist in the utopian tradition, dispensing as much contempt for
the totalitarian Marxists who ruined the landscape of Eastern Europe and the health
of its denizens as he doles out for the capitalists. Mr. Bookchin argues that the original
sin of humankind is the development of hierarchies. The dominance of one human over
another, he believes, led inevitably to the domination of one sex by another, one class
by another and, in a cascading sequence of hierarchies, to the domination of nature by
humans.

Mr. Bookchin’s solution is to recoup some of the elements of earlier civilizations,
characteristics that were snuffed out by the Industrial Revolution. He envisions con-
federations of small communities, governments built around town meetings and shared
labor based on the artisanal model of customized production. He is no Luddite, but
looks to what he calls ecological technologies, such as solar energy, to restore the “bal-
ance between town and country.” In fact, he expresses withering contempt for the wing
of environmentalism known as deep ecology, some of whose adherents regard humans
and their technologies as a cancer on the pristine body of nature. Mr. Bookchin sees
nature, humanity and society as one piece. If people are fouling their environment, the
problem lies in particular socio-economic systems, not in the very essence of human
beings.

Mr. Bookchin is rather kind to mainstream environmentalists (of whom I am one)
who try to reform capitalism with weapons like air pollution regulations. After all, some-
one has to forestall more Chernobyls, and it is difficult to argue credibly for reform and
revolution at the same time. Yet with environmental degradation now threatening our
global life support systems, reformists need to reconsider radical questions that have
been banished from mainstream debate for over a decade: Can the ethic of individ-
ual gain be reconciled with the collective need for common resources, such as air and
water? Can permanent growth be reconciled with the limited resilience of the natural
processes that sustain us, such as climate?

“REMAKING SOCIETY” is a strident, didactic, poorly edited and downright irri-
tating book, with so many uses of “organic” and “ecological” that it constantly teeters
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on the brink of mushy philosophizing. Its anthropological inferences about older soci-
eties are too sweeping to be credible, and its utopian vision seems hopelessly romantic
and unrealistic.

Nonetheless, the big capitalist party of the 1980’s is coming to a crashing end.
Questions of fairness and wealth distribution are again in the air. Once more, nations
are hostage to their voracious thirst for oil. The central governments of the two big cold
warriors are in disarray. Environmentalism is no longer about wilderness protection; it’s
about saving the collective neck of humanity. In this turbulent context, the questions
raised by Murray Bookchin, that annoying gnat, should not be ignored.

Michael Oppenheimer, a senior scientist at the Environmental Defense Fund, is
the author, with Robert H. Boyle, of “Dead Heat: The Race Against the Greenhouse
Effect.”
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