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Over the last thirty years, the Earth First! movement has evolved in numerous ways. 

To name a few, women now play key roles where in the early days they were at most 

ascendant. Earth First! and groups like it can be found across the nation and globally, not 

just in the desert Southwest. Biocentrism has become mainstream. And perhaps most 

importantly, wherever it is found, the movement can claim victories.

But, stubbornly, the movement refuses to take the single most important evolutionary 

step it can: renouncing ecotage in industrialized nations.  Without moving to the high 

road by walking away from any support for destructive actions, the movement will never 

realize its full potential.

A Practical Approach

The tension between those who favor using civil disobedience tactics exclusively 

versus the “full toolbox” approach, which includes destructive tactics as well as non-

violent civil disobedience (CD), has existed in the movement for most of its three 

decades. The arguments reached a crescendo in the late 1990s when Ecotopia Earth First! 

renounced tree spiking in Northern California.

As redwood defender, Judi Bari, admitted in an interview, “We'd never initiated 

violence, but we were too macho to call ourselves ‘non-violent’ before that. Now we 

openly embraced non-violence, we openly rejected tree spiking, and now the peace 

movement could ally with us.”  Stepping away from one form of ecotage, tree spiking, 

opened doors and created synergies with others.

If renouncing tree spiking could win over to the struggle workers anxious for their 

safety, why not do so? For practicality and not philosophy, the movement—specifically in 

“developed” nations—needs to step away from ecotage.

The Perception Problem

Culturally speaking, perception is truth in the everyday life of a “developed” nation. 

EF! is tarnished by the perception that it is a “terrorist organization.”  The movement has 

not come to grips with the debilitating character of that perception. As Bari noted in 

1994: “Earth First! has treated monkeywrenching like a boy scout panty raid. Our failure 



to recognize the seriousness of the tactic has helped to endanger Earth First!ers, isolate 

and discredit our movement, and drive away some of our best activists.”

There is no easier way to dismiss a movement than to associate it with terrorism. If, 

because of ecotage, all radical environmental activists are perceived as terrorists, then it  

is a movement of terrorists in the broad public’s eyes.  Some will object to my reasoning, 

claiming, “Just because something is perceived a certain way does not make it so.” As a 

practical matter, however, perception is reality. This isn’t a philosophical game; it is about 

addressing a carefully-crafted reality, one that has been deliberately contrived by 

governments and corporations.

In response to stigmatizing rhetoric, activists can appeal to different definitions of 

“terrorism” and can point to an array of facts to justify their self-perception (for instance, 

the disproportionate violence done to movement activists). Activists can offer all the 

rebuttals and quips like, “Well, it’s terrorism to cut down a 2,000 year-old redwood tree,” 

but perception often closes down meaningful discussion.  Stigma is sticky stuff. Unless 

EF! works to shed its stigmatizing “eco-terrorist” label, its standing as a pariah will 

persist, and the planet will suffer as a result.

Movement Morality

EF! cofounder, Dave Foreman, once editorialized on these pages, “I believe there is 

room in Earth First! for ex-Marines like myself and for followers of Gandhi.” The 

movement has tested Foreman’s hypothesis for three decades, and it is clear that “ex-

Marine”-style destruction has not served it well. It is time for the movement walk with 

Gandhi full-time rather than with George Washington part of the time.

It may seem odd to frame “morality” as a practical matter, but it is.  Morality—and 

ethics, which amounts to applied morality—is a social product.  Morality and ethics are 

all about fundamental rights and wrongs as groups in society identify those things, and 

this movement has created for itself an earth-centered moral code. One central tenant of 

that code of ethics is the rejection of anthropogenic destruction. How, then, can the 

movement ethically fight destruction with more of the same?

Moral movements must abide by their own ethics. While ecotage does reflect a 

certain moral outrage, as a tactic it is unethical in light of the movement’s own ethically-

informed and ecologically-grounded vision of the future.  Ecologists since Kropotkin 



have recognized that nature is not red in tooth and claw, that mutualism and not 

destruction is the key to survival. 

Gandhi famously wrote, “Where there is a choice only between cowardice and 

violence, I would advise violence,” but this movement does not find itself between the 

rock or the hard place of which Ghandhi spoke. Less developed nations subject to greater 

dependence on land and more severe oppression may have better prospects for the 

success of destructive resistance to powerful forces. In the “developed” world, CD and 

mutualism make up the right path.

Ecotage Does Not Work

What benefits come from destructive actions? I will concede that tree spiking usually 

achieves its objective (though in at least one instance a logging company felled spiked 

trees out of spite), but it promotes anger, bitterness and fear—hardly the things that 

nurture a social movement. Aside from tree spiking, how effective is ecotage in halting 

planetary destruction?

Ecotage almost always causes twice the resources to be consumed.  The torched ski 

resort at Vail: reconstructed.  Countless animal experiments that have been interrupted: 

re-created. The uncompleted condos in San Diego: built all over again after an arson 

attack. Twice the lumber, concrete, and oil get used up whenever a “successful” act of 

ecotage takes place, making ecotage an odd measure of success for a movement bent on 

stopping resource depletion.

Earth Liberation Front activists often say that the deeper point of their actions is to 

drive up the cost of doing business.  However, philosopher Jason Matzke of Mary 

Washington University has written that the success of a social movement “depends upon 

growing public support, which makes it irrational to push property destruction further 

than, and maybe not even up to, monkeywrenching.” Justifications for ecotage magically 

beam it out of a social setting, but as Matzke shows, it is mostly an anti-social, self-

destructive practice. Popular culture’s suicide pact with economic growth is itself a social 

pathology, since unchecked “development” will destroy the cultures that promote it, but 

without public support, this movement cannot succeed.

Grow the Movement

In a way, ecotage presents a formulation of two types of power. First, there is this 



movement’s power versus an array of influences outside of it. Economically, politically, 

morally, and socially, this movement finds itself struggling against immense powers.

Meanwhile, the ecotage-CD tension is about power within the movement: the power 

of different voices and different tactics, not to mention the power of the movement’s 

ideology, history, and culture.

I am suggesting that this movement turn a corner.  Cultures do change, as do 

movement tactics and ideologies, in response to broader exigencies.

David Brower, the Sierra Club’s first executive director, told me that the greatest 

shortcoming of mainstream environmentalism is that it had never taken advantage of its 

power base, the millions who support it, by mobilizing it. 

Consider the approach of almost every successful mass social movement in US 

history from women's suffrage to civil rights and farm workers. Violence and destruction 

was a part of all of these movements, but a strong case can be made that it hampered 

rather than helped the cause, while playing a comparatively small strategic role.

The radical environmental movement should be the force that gathers those millions. 

It is on a moral crusade, one that it cannot win through destructive means.
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