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Earth Insights
Ingrid Leman Stefanovic talks with WWF President Emeritus Monte Hummel 
and wildlife artist Robert Bateman about the changing nature and reputation 
of environmental activism

To reconnect to the earth is no simple matter. The wonders  
of a luminous sunset intertwine with the mystery of predatory 
horrors. Cancers emerge through excess of natural sunlight. 
We breathe in what the old growth forest breathes out— 
but we also take in airborne toxins. The story of environment 
invites more than a single narrative.

© idea&s: the arts & science review, a publication of the Faculty of Arts & Science, 

University of Toronto (www.ideasmag.artsci.utoronto.ca)24        3 : 1 



Where do we stand with environment today? Are we in a health-
ier place in 2006 than in 1971, when U Thant, Secretary General  
of the United Nations, first sounded the peace bell in celebration of 
Earth Day? How meaningful are issues of global warming to citizens? 
How valuable is environmentalism today? Some reflections on these 
kinds of questions emerged in my recent conversations with two 
preeminent Canadians, environmentalists, and U of  T alumni: Monte 
Hummel, co-founder of Pollution Probe, President Emeritus of the 
World Wildlife Fund of Canada, and an Officer of the Order of 
Canada; and Robert Bateman, wildlife artist, former director of the 
Ontario Federation of Naturalists, Officer of the Order of Canada, 
and winner of the Governor General’s Award for Conservation.

The birth of environmental awareness
Two decades ago, a colleague from a small Ontario university proudly 
told me the story of how he had required students from his first-year 
environment course to step into the courtyard and illustrate their 
commitment to nature by—hugging a tree. Today, I know of no better 
way to alienate students from environmental courses. In so many 
ways, it is a different world in terms of values and perceptions of 
nature in 2006 than when the environmental movement first gained 
momentum in the ’60s and ’70s.

Robert Bateman reminds us that, in 1964, there was no environ-
ment ministry anywhere in the world. “And then along came Rachel 
Carson and the awareness began.” Carson’s Silent Spring, published 
in 1962, became a landmark document, in many ways helping to 
spawn the emergence of environmental programs at universities as 
well as institutions dedicated to care of the natural world.

This growing environmental awareness emerged in an era of the 
Vietnam War and a hippie generation opposed to status quos of 
every sort. “I was a child of the ’60s,” Monte Hummel tells me. “The 
revolution was at hand and we were going to topple the establish-
ment. We had a tremendous hate for business in particular. Any 
economic set of values were anathema to us, to nature, to everything 
that was good and right.”

The dichotomy between supporters of environmental preservation 
and economic growth was accompanied by other conflicts. “Govern-
ment was seen as part of the establishment,” adds Hummel, “fronting 
for the interests of business.” Moreover, “if you told us in those days 
that market mechanisms could be part of the solution, we would 
have said, ‘Obviously, you’ve been co-opted. You’re not in possession 
of the right analysis.’ ”

For Bateman, “powerful lobbyists with vested interests made sure 
that their profits didn’t get affected” by environmental change. The 
birth of the environmental movement was, at the same time, the birth 
of opposition between “tree-huggers,” on the one side, and business, 
government, and powerful lobbyists, on the other. According to 
Hummel, “the sum total of our analysis was: society was heading in 
totally the wrong direction.”

Philosophers became part of the revolution, criticizing the tra-
ditional self-centred (“anthropocentric”) ethic, which, they felt, 
implicitly had fed the environmental crisis. There was a call by Deep 
Ecologists and others to value the forests, the rivers, the animals, and 
the ecosystems “for their own sake,” independent of their mere utility 
to human beings. Hummel reflects how, at that time, “ ‘everything for 
its own sake’ was like religion to me. I just loved that argument.”

In an effort to preserve this new-found intrinsic value of natural 
environments, environmentalism also came to be synonymous with 
activism. Robert Bateman reminds us of an incident in the late ’80s 
related to the logging of the Carmanah Valley on Vancouver Island. 
Sitka spruce are said to grow to an average height of 55 to 80 metres, 
with estimated life spans of 700 to 800 years. Bateman recalls how a 
naturalist happened to be hiking through the valley to discover that 
public lands were being logged through a special tree-farm license: 
“They were quietly going where it was very remote and just cutting 
down those great, lordly giants that were already old trees when 
Christopher Columbus came to America. . . . Two or three environ-
mental organizations . . .  made a trail and invited the public and  
artists in over the course of the summer. It was called ‘Camp Heaven’ 
and it literally was heavenly. We painted this great cathedral-like 
forest within earshot of the chainsaws roaring away. We invited the 
media and helicopters were coming in. There were reporters and 
they were pushing microphones into our faces. We created a big buzz 
and a travelling art show and a best-selling coffee table book at 
Christmas, and we shamed the government and the logging company 
into stopping and setting the land aside as a park, preserved for our 
grandchildren’s grandchildren. . . . I think that it was the first time, and 
maybe the only time, that artists have protected a significant chunk 
of planet earth.”

While much was accomplished through such activist interventions, 
the fact of the matter is that environmentalists were also often viewed 
as extremists—motivated by passions rather than by reason. Bateman 
recalls being labeled by someone as a “Jane Fonda”—a reference to 
the fact that Fonda, an actress, was intervening in political issues in 
Vietnam and, “as an actress, what was she supposed to know?” The 
insult aimed at Bateman reflected, in large measure, the views of many 
members of the public towards environmental activists, who were 
seen to be flighty, superficial romantics. Many felt that the activist 
initiatives, insufficiently grounded in the rigors of science, politics, or 
economic realities, were no more than journalistic fluff. “In those 
days,” muses Hummel, “we were the darlings of the press. . . . Virtually 
nobody checked the factual content of our statements. I would pro-
nounce on phosphates and detergents and that would get reprinted 
verbatim as truth. It was not a very vigilant press and they sided very 
much with us—ridiculously so, frankly.”

The fact remains, however, that the ’60s and ’70s defined an era 
where environmentalism was rapidly emerging into public conscious-
ness. More than three decades later, where do we stand today?

A meadow is nothing but a field of suffering. Every second, some creature is dying  
in the gorgeous green expanse, ants eat wriggling earthworms, birds lurk in the sky to 
pounce on a weasel or a mouse . . . I detest all that naïve respect for nature. 
—Milan Kundera, Immortality, 1991 
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Changing values and perceptions:  
From conflict to collaboration
Ironically, at the same time that government was being demonized by 
environmentalists, there was also a strong sense that one of the most 
important goals was to persuade politicians to pass enlightened legis-
lation and, thereby, become part of the solution. Hummel believes that 
“there has been quite a shift in the NGO [non-governmental orga-
nizations] community. There is still definitely a role for governments 
[who] must pass a regulation which makes x, y, and z compulsory.” 
However, “what has been happening for about 10 to 15 years now (and 
it has intensified) is that environmentalists are now talking directly 
to private sector entities: to companies, to communities. We sit down 
and resolve an issue, and then we take that solution to government and 
say, ‘Here: you can’t claim that you can’t do anything, since warring 
parties have generated some agreement on this, and we offer it to 
you.’ . . . Needless to say, it’s very helpful to government if you can come 
with some of the hostilities resolved. That is the standard way of oper-
ating in the environmental community today.”

Instead of taking a confrontational stance, Hummel believes that 
environmentalism today operates with very different sets of values 
and expectations—more collaborative than confrontational—than 
when the movement was launched.

“What all of this means is that we don’t regard everybody in busi-
ness as the root of all evil. We actually assume that there are good 
people everywhere and give people the benefit of the doubt, until they 
prove otherwise. . . . You can’t talk out of one side of your face about 
how powerful the corporate community is, and then out of the other 
side of your face, ignore it and keep appealing to government for all 
your solutions.”

While regulations continue to be important, Hummel argues that 
more broad-based and significant environmental change is occurring, 
not simply through government intervention, but through a new 
measure of private sector compliance. To be “green” is no longer to 
be identified as a fringe, “Jane Fonda” tree-hugger. On the contrary, 
business is recognizing that it is in their interest to be identified as 
committed to environmental health. In Hummel’s reading, a funda-
mental attitudinal change is in progress:  “what I would call market 
solutions to problems. . . . Companies are now seeing that being 
environmentally responsible is a competitive advantage. We are 
reaching the point where if you are an environmental bad guy,  
you are at a competitive disadvantage. . . . [Business is committed to 
environment] because they want to survive economically.”

Hummel gives the example of the Forest Stewardship Council’s 
(FSC) international standards—“the highest and most widely 
regarded standards for forest management.” The World Wildlife Fund 
has persuaded the largest forest companies in Canada to become 
certified to FSC standards—“far beyond what is required by govern-
ment regulation. . . . They are spending money on this, even though 
the forest industry is really hurting now. They have not blinked. 

They have not stepped away from their commitment.” The voluntary 
compliance with such standards serves as testimony to the growing 
sense of corporate social responsibility towards environmental issues 
within the private sector.

The earlier dichotomy between business and environmental 
concerns is, to a large degree, collapsing. Perhaps the change had 
something to do with the publication in 1987 of the Brundtland 
Report, Our Common Future, which popularized the concept of sus-
tainable development and offered to the corporate community  
the opportunity to grow—but with long-term economic and envi-
ronmental health, rather than short-term financial gain.

Certainly today, Hummel is speaking differently than in the ’60s. 
Government is no longer the culprit, but the facilitator. Business is no 
longer the enemy, but must be included in wide-scale institutional 
changes to move us collectively toward a more sustainable society. 
“Virtually everything that is advocated for the environment, including 
measures to confront climate change,” muses Hummel, “is, rightly 
or wrongly, measured by the impact on the public purse. Either to 
advocate measures with a dismissive attitude towards economic costs, 
or to pretend that somehow these measures should be deployed  
in a policy sense without regard to the impact on the public purse, 
is just naïve.”

As for the fight to preserve ecosystems “for their own sake,” 
Hummel has rethought his perspective of three decades ago as well. 
Today, he is critical of eco-centric philosophical approaches that 
favour ecological health at the expense of human concerns. He reflects 
upon his experiences with Arctic communities.

“In the North, people set aside protected areas for human use, not 
from human use. . . . What we are involved in here is, realistically, a 
competition between a hierarchy of human uses. . . . To argue that, 
somehow, you should set land aside ‘for its own sake,’ independent of 
human interest or use—a person [from the North] would look at you 
with the most puzzled look. He wouldn’t even have a clue as to what 
you were talking about. That kind of argument would not only con-
demn you to the margins. You would not even be on the page with 
respect to policy-making and any realistic impact on the environment.”

Originally critical in the ’60s of cost-benefit analyses, Hummel 
now admits that he has come to have a “huge appreciation for the 
merits of utilitarian and anthropocentric arguments. They are the 
only ones that cut any ice in the policy realm. . . . I’ve really come to 
see that the utilitarian relationship with the environment has its 
own aesthetic.” Hummel’s skepticism about valuing the environment 
today “for its own sake,” as a pristine arena separate from the human 
valuing consciousness, arises from his work with First Nations cul-
tures. “The mystical notions of nature that have evolved in Aboriginal 
cultures did not come about from people standing back and not 
being part of the environment. They came about from the deepest 
relationship, where it is in your bloodstream, where you are abso-
lutely one with nature.”
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As the conversation on this topic draws to a close, I cannot help but 
reflect upon the discussion of how we stand with the environment 
today. As much as it is becoming a part of corporate culture and  
general public awareness, is the natural environment “in our blood-
stream”? Philosopher Karim Benammar reminds us how “the mole-
cules of water we drink now, we have drunk before, having passed 
through the rivers of the world, and through the bodies of countless 
other humans and animals” (Robert Frodeman, Earth Matters, 2000). 
To what extent is our daily life infused by such environmental aware-
ness of organic and inorganic interconnectedness?

Phenomenologist Yi-Fu Tuan cites a scene in the Appalachian 
mountains in which a mother places her baby on the ground, gravely 
remarking: “This is your land and it’s about time you started getting 
to know it” (cited in I. Altman and J. Wohlwill, Children and the 
Environment: The Earth Sciences, Philosophy, and the Claims of Commu-
nity, 1978). How much do we really know about our land? Our cities 
and malls separate us from sensuous contact with the soil, water, and 
even weather. Ainu societies of Japan prepare clay soup and kaolin 
clays are in various medicines—but Western society perceives the soil, 
the earth, to be nothing more than dirt. Environmental awareness 
may be making its way into the boardrooms, but there is still more 
to be done to bring it genuinely into our lived experience.

Challenges that remain
Both Robert Bateman and Monte Hummel agree that the future will 
be defined, in large measure, by how we educate our young. Hummel 
recalls teaching at the University of Toronto, where “there was a lot  
of emphasis on . . .  broader, abstract templates in which to perceive or 
conceptualize environmental concerns,” but students remained 
“depressingly out of touch with what was happening on a day-to-day 

basis with the environment. Many of them didn’t even know who 
the Minister of Environment was.” The role of the university ought 
to be to provide students with a conceptual framework, but also to 
better equip them “so that they can dig up the facts to plug into the 
conceptual scheme.”

Robert Bateman expresses grave concerns about how our society is 
turning young people into market targets. “I’ve written a little book,” 
he explains, “called Thinking Like a Mountain. . . . The central chapter  
is called ‘Homo Sapiens Teenager Consumerensis,’ which is a new 
species!” Since the 1950s, “we have been transforming a generation 
into self-indulgent consumers who care only about themselves. . . . 
It’s all me, me, me.” In the words of philosopher Erazim Kohak (The 
Embers and the Stars: A Philosophical Inquiry into the Moral Sense of 
Nature, 1984), “Production itself has become the justification of ever 
more absurd consumption: we consume to produce, produce to 
consume; all other considerations must stand aside.” Listening to 
Bateman, I am reminded of the recent advertisement for the Shopping 
Channel: “Life is Good. Shopping is Better.”

Altogether, significant challenges remain as we move to build a 
more sustainable society. Monte Hummel believes that Canadians 
wish to enjoy the benefits of a wage economy, but “they don’t want to 
see the water polluted and fish numbers crash. So what they want is 
some intelligent balance of the two.”

Robert Bateman closes the conversation with a word of warning. 
He believes that a real danger lies in the tendency of Canadians to 
stop listening, to remain unengaged, and to become complacent 
about environmental issues. “I recently heard a quote of Napoleon,” 
he tells me, “who said to his aide-de-camp when he was going to 
bed, ‘If the news is bad, wake me up right away. If the news is good, 
let me sleep until morning.’ We have got to wake up right away.”  &

As much as it is becoming a part of corporate 
culture and general public awareness, is the 
natural environment “in our bloodstream”?  
To what extent is our daily life infused by  
such environmental awareness of organic and 
inorganic interconnectedness? 

White-tailed Deer Through the Birches by Robert Bateman
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