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The Trouble with Wilderness
or,
Getting Back to the Wrong Nature

William Cronon

THE TIME HAS COME TO RETHINK WILDERNESS.

This will seem a heretical claim to many environmentalists, since the idea of wil-
derness has for decades been a fundamental tenet—indeed, a passion—of the envi-
ronmental movement, especially in the United States. For many Americans wilder-
ness stands as the last remaining place where civilization, that all too human disease,
has not fully infected the earth. It is an island in the polluted sea of urban-industrial
modernity, the one place we can turn for escape from our own too-muchness, Séen
in this way, wilderness presents itself as the best antidote to our human selves, a ref-
uge we must somehow recover if we hope to save the planet. As Henry David Tho-
reau once famously declared, “In Wildness is the preservation of the World.™

But s it? The more one knows of its peculiar history, the more one realizes that
wilderness is not quite what it seems. Far from being the one place on earth that
stands apart from humanity, it is quite profoundly a human creation—indeed, the
creation of very particular human cultures at very particular moments in human
history. It is not a pristine sanctuary where the last remnant of an untouched, endan-
g=red, but still transcendent nature can for at least a little while longer be encoun-
tered without the contaminating taint of civilization. Instead, it is a product of that
civilization, and could hardly be contaminated by the very stuff of which it is made.
Wilderness hides its unnaturalness behind a mask that is all the more beguiling be-
cause it seems so natural. As we gaze into the mirror it holds up for us, we too easily
imagine that what we behold is Nature when in fact we see the reflection of our own
unexamined longings and desires. For this reason, we mistake ourselves when we
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suppose that wilderness can be the solution to our culture’s problematic relationships
with the nonhuman world, for wilderness is itself no small part of the problem,

To assert the unnaturalness of so natural a place will no doubt seem absurd or
even perverse to many readers, so let me hasten to add that the nonhuman world we
encounter in wilderness is far from being merely our own invention. I celebrate with

- others who love wilderness the beauty and power of the things it contains. Each of us

who has spent time there can conjure images and sensations that seem all the more
hauntingly real for having engraved themselves so indelibly on our memories. Sulch
memories may be uniquely our own, but they are also familiar en_ough be to be in-
stantly recognizable to others. Remember this? The torrents of mist shoot out from
the base of a great waterfall in the depths of a Sierra canyon, the tiny droplets cooling
your face as you listen to the roar of the water and gaze up toward the sky through a
rainbow that hovers just out of reach. Remember this too: looking out across a desert
canyon in the evening air, the only sound a lone raven calling in the distance, the
rock walls dropping away into a chasm so deep that its bottom all but vgmshes as you
squint into the amber light of the setting sun. And this: the moment bcs:df: the trail as
you sit on a sandstone ledge, your boots damp with the moming dew while you take
in the rich smell of the pines, and the small red fox—or maybe for you it was a
raccoon or a coyote or a deer—that suddenly ambles across your path, stopping fqr a
long moment to gaze in your direction with cautious indifference before continuing
on its way. Remember the feelings of such moments, and you will know as well as I
do that you were in the presence of something irreducibly nonhuman, something
profoundly Other than yourself. Wilderness is made of that too. .

And yet: what brought each of us to the places where such memories became
possible is entirely a cultural invention. Go back 250 years in Ar.nencan and Euro-
pean history, and you do not find nearly so many people wandering around remote
corners of the planet looking for what today we would call “the wildernesireafperl-
ence.” As late as the eighteenth century, the most common usage of the ?vord .wllfler-
ness” in the English language referred to landscapes that generally carried ad]tctjves
far different from the ones they attract today. To be a wilderness then was to be “de-
serted,” “savage,” “desolate,” “barren” —in short, a “waste,” the v.:urd’s nearest syn-
onym. Tts connotations were anything but positive, and the emotion one was most
likely to feel in its presence was “bewilderment” or terror.? s

Many of the word’s strongest associations then were biblical, for itis used over and
over again in the King James Version to refer to placés on the margins of CI\flhzatlon
where it is all too easy to lose oneself in moral confusion and despair. The wilderness
was where Moses had wandered with his people for forty years, and where they had
nearly abandoned their God to worship a golden idol.? “For Pharaoh will say cff the
Children of Israel,” we read in Exodus, “They are entangled in the land, the wilder-
ness hath shut them in.” The wilderness was where Christ had struggled with the
devil and endured his temptations: “And immediately the Spirit driveth him into the
wilderness. And he was there in the wilderness for forty days tempted of Satan; and
was with the wild beasts; and the angels ministered unto him.”s The “delicious Para-
dise” of John Milton's Eden was surrounded by “a steep wilderness, whose hairy sides
/ Access denied” to all who sought entry.$ When Adam and Eve were driven from that
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" garden, the world they cntered was a wilderness that only their labor and pain could

redeem. Wilderness, in short, was a place to which one came only against one’s will,
and always in fear and trembling. Whatever value it might have arose solely from the
possibility that it might be “reclaimed” and turned toward human ends—planted as 3
garden, say, or 4 city upon a hill? In its raw state, it had little or nothing to offer

civilized men and women,

But by the end of the nineteenth century, all this had changed. The wastelands
that had once seemed worthless had for some people come to seem almost beyond

price. That Thoreau in 1862 could

declare wildness to be the preservation of the

world suggests the sea change that was going on. Wilderness had once been the an-
tithesis of all that was orderly and good—it had been the darkness, one might say, on

the far side of the garden wall—and
When John Muir arrived in the Sie

yet now it was frequently likened to Eden itself.
rra Nevada in 1869, he would declare, “No de-

scription of Heaven that I have ever heard or read of seems half so fine.”® He was

hardly alone in expressing such emo

tions. One by one, various corners of the Ameri-

can map came to be designated as sites whose wild beauty was so spectacular that a
growing number of citizens had to visit and see them for themselves. Niagara Falls
was the first to undergo this transformation, but it was soon followed by the Catskills,
the Adirondacks, Yosemite, Yellowstone, and others, Yosemite was deeded by the U.S.
government to the state of California in 1864 as the nation’s first wildland park, and

Yellowstone became the first true na

tional park in 1872.9

By the first decade of the twentieth century, in the single most famous episode in.
American conservation history, a national debate had exploded over whether the city

of San Francisco should be permitted to au

Tuolumne River in Hetch Hetchy valley, well within the boundaries of Yosemite
National Park. The dam was eventually built, but what today seems no less significant
is that so many people fought to prevent its completion. Even as the fight was being
lost, Hetch Hetchy became the battle cry ofan emerging movement to preserve wilder-
ness. Fifty years earlier, such opposition would have been unthinkable. Few would
have questioned the merits of “reclaiming” a wasteland like this in order to put it to
human use. Now the defenders of Hetch Hetchy attracted widespread national atten-
tion by portraying such an act not as improvement or progress but as desecration and

vandalism. Lest one doubt that the
pletely on their heads, listen to John
ments,” he wrote, “are curiously like

old biblical metaphors had been turned com.-
Muir attack the dam’s defenders. “Their argu-
those of the devil, devised for the destruction of

the first garden —so much of the very best Eden fruit going to waste: so much of the

best Tuolumne water and Tuolumn

¢ scenery going to waste.,”® For Muir and the

growing number of Americans who shared his views, Satan’s home had become God's

own temple.

“
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The sources of this rather astonishing transformation were many, but for the pur-
poses of this essay they can be gathered under two broad headings: the sublime and
the frontier. Of the two, the sublime is the older and more pervasive cultural con-

struct, being one of the most importa

nt expressions of that broad transatlantic move-
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ment we today label as romanticism; the frontier is more peculiarly American, though
it too had its European antecedents and parallels. The two converged to remake
wilderness in their own image, freighting it with moral values and cultural symbols
that it carries to this day. Indeed, it is not too much to say that the modern environ-
mental movement is itself a grandchild of romanticism and post-frontier ideology,
which is why it is no accident that so much environmentalist discourse takes its bear-
ings from the wilderness these intellectual movements helped create. Although wil-
derness may today seem to be just one environmental concern among many, it in fact
serves as the foundation for a long list of other such concerns that on their face seem
quite remote from it. That is why its influence is so pervasive and, potentially, so
insidious. :

To gain such remarkable influence, the concept of wilderness had to become loaded
with some of the deepest core values of the culture that created and idealized it: it
had to become sacred. This possibility had been present in wilderness even in the
days when it had been a place of spiritual danger and moral temptation. If Satan was
there, then so was Christ, who had found angels as well as wild beasts during His
sojourn in the desert. In the wilderness the boundaries between human and nonhu-
man, between natural and supernatural, had always seemed less certain than else-
where. This was why the early Christian saints and mystics had often emulated Christ’s
desert retreat as they sought to experience for themselves the visions and spiritual
testing He had endured. One might meet devils and run the risk of losing one’s soul
in such a place, but one might also meet God. For some that possibility was worth
almost any price.

' By the eighteenth century this sense of the wilderness as a landscape where the
supernatural lay just beneath the surface was expressed in the doctrine of the sub-
lime, a word whose modern usage has been so watered down by commercial hype

and tourist advertising that it retains only a dim echo of its former power." In the

theories of Edmund Burke, Immanuel Kant, William Gilpin, and others, sublime
landscapes were those rare places on earth where one had more chance than else-
where to glimpse the face of God.” Romantics had a clear notion of where one could
be most sure of having this experience. Although God might, of course, choose to
show Himself anywhere, He would most often be found in those vast, powerful land-
scapes where one could not help feeling insignificant and being reminded of one’s

own mortality. Where were these sublime places? The eighteenth century catalog of

their locations feels very familiar, for we still see and value landscapes as it taught us
to do. God was on the mountaintop, in the chasm, in the waterfall, in the thunder-
cloud, in the rainbow, in the sunset. One has only to think of the sites that Americans
chose for their first national parks —Yellowstone, Yosemite, Grand Canyon, Rainier,
Zion—to realize that virtually all of them fit one or more of these categories. Less
sublime landscapes simply did not appear worthy of such protection; not until the
1940s, for instance, would the first swamp be honored, in Everglades National Park,
and to this day there is no national park in the grasslands.”

Among the best proofs that one had entered a sublime landscape was the emotion
it evoked. For the early romantic writers and artists who first began to celebrate it, the
sublime was far from being a pleasurable experience. The classic description is that
of William Wordsworth as he recounted climbing the Alps and crossing the Simplon

Pass in his autobiographical poem The Prelude. There, surrounded by craés and wa-
terfalls, the poet felt himself literally to be in the presence of the divine —and experi-
enced an emotion remarkably close to terror:

The immeasurable height
Of woods decaying, never to be decayed,
The stationary blasts of waterfalls,
And in the narrow rent at every turn
Winds thwarting winds, bewildered and forlom,
The torrents shooting from the clear blue sky,
The rocks that muttered close upon our ears,
Black drizzling crags that spake by the way-side
As if a voice were in them, the sick sight
And giddy prospect of the raving stream,
The unfettered clouds and region of the Heavens,
Tumult and peace, the darkness and the light—
Were all like workings of one mind, the features
Of the same face, blossoms upon one tree;
Characters of the great Apocalypse, —
The types and symbols of Eternity, :
Of first, and last, and midst, and without end.4

This was no casual stroll in the mountains, no simple sojourn in the gentle lap of
nonhuman nature. What Wordsworth described was nothing less than a religious
experience, akin to that of the Old Testament prophets as they conversed with their
wrathful God. The symbols he detected in this wilderness landscape were more su-
pernatural than natural, and they inspired more awe and dismay than joy or pleasure.
No mere mortal was meant to linger long in such a place, so it was with considerable
relief that Wordsworth and his companion made their way back down from the peaks
to the sheltering valleys.

Lest you suspect that this view of the sublime was limited to timid Europeans who
lacked the American know-how for feeling at home in the wilderness, remember
Henry David Thoreau'’s 1846 climb of Mount Katahdin, in Maine. Although Tho-
reau is regarded by many today as one of the great American celebrators of wilder-
ness, his emotions about Katahdin were no less ambivalent than Wordsworth's about
the Alps.

[t was vast, Titanic; and such as man never inhabits. Some part of the beholder,
even some vital part, seems to escape through the loose grating of his ribs as he
ascends. He is more lone than you can imagine....Vast, Titanic, inhuman Nature
has got him at disadvantage, caught him alone, and pilfers him of some of his
divine faculty. She does not smile on him as in the pi;ains. She seems to say
sternly, why came ye here before your time? This ground is not prepared for you.
Is it not enough that I smile in the valleys? 1 have never made this soil for thy feet,
this air for thy breathing, these rocks for thy neighbors. I cannot pity nor fondle
thee here, but forever relentlessly drive thee hence to where | am kind. Why seck
me where I have not called thee, and then complain because you find me buta
stepmother?*




12 Environmental History

™o
o

This is surely not the way a modern backpacker or nature lover would describe Maine’s
most famous mountain, but that is because Thoreau’s description owes as much to
Wordsworth and other romantic contemporaries as to the rocks and clouds of Katahdin
itself. His words took the physical mountain on which he stood and transmuted it
into an icon of the sublime: a symbol of God's presence on earth. The power and the
glory of that icon were such that only a prophet might gaze on it for long. In effect,
romantics like Thoreau joined Moses and the children of Israel in Exodus when
“they looked toward the wilderness, and behold, the glory of the Lord appeared in the
cloud.”®
But even as it came to embody the awesome power of the sublime, wilderness was
also being tamed —not just by those who were building settlements in its midst but
also by those who most celebrated its inhuman beauty. By the second half of the
nineteenth century, the terrible awe that Wordsworth and Thoreau regarded as the
appropriately pious stance to adopt in the presence of their mountaintop God was
giving way to a much more comfortable, almost sentimental demeanor. As more and
more tourists sought out the wilderness as a spectacle to be looked at and enjoyed for
its great beauty, the sublime in effect became domesticated. The wilderness was still
sacred, but the religious sentiments it evoked were more those of a pleasant parish
church than those of a grand cathedral or a harsh desert retreat, The writer who best
captures this late romantic sense of a domesticated sublime is undoubtedly John
_Muir, whose descriptions of Yosemite and the Sierra Nevada reflect none of the anxi-
ety or terror one finds in earlier writers. Here he is, for instance, sketching on North

Dome in Yosemite Valley:

No pain here, no dull empty hours, no fear of the past, no fear of the future. These
blessed mountains are so compactly filled with God's beauty, no petty personal hope
or experience has room to be. Drinking this chamragne water is pure pleasure, so is
breathing the living air, and every movement of limbs is pleasure, while the body
seems to feel beauty when exposed to it as it feels the campﬁre or sunshine, entering
not by the eyes alone, but equally through all one's flesh like radiant heat, making a
passionate ecstatic pleasure glow not explainable.

The emotions Muir describes in Yosemite could hardly be more different from
Thoreau'’s on Katahdin or Wordsworth's on the Simplon Pass. Yet all three men are
participating in the same cultural tradition and contributing to the same myth: the
mountain as cathedral. The three may differ in the way they choose to express their
piety— Wordsworth favoring an awe-filled bewilderment, Thoreau a stern loneliness,
Muir a welcome ecstasy—but they agree completely about the church in which they
prefer to worship. Muir’s closing words on North Dome diverge from his older con-
temporaries only in mood, not in their ultimate content:

Perched like a fly on this Yosemite dome, I gaze and sketch and bask, oftentimes
settling down into dumb admiration without definite hope of ever learning much,

et with the longing, unresting effort that lies at the door of hope, humbly prostrate
{cfore the vast isn;ﬁay of God’s power, and eager to offer self-denial and renuncia-
tion with eternal toil to learn any lesson in the divine manuscript.”

.

Wilderness 1.

+ Muir's “divine manuscript” and Wordsworth’s “Characters of the great Apocaly'ps\c"
were in fact pages from the same holy book. The sublime wilderness had ceased to be
a place of satanic temptation and become instead a sacred temple, much as it contin-
ues to be for those who love it today.

But the romantic sublime was not the only cultural movement that helped trans-
form wilderness into a sacred American icon during the nineteenth century. No less
important was the powerful romantic attraction of primitivism, dating back at least to
Rousseau—the belief that the best antidote to the ills of an overly refined and civi-
lized modern world was a return to simpler, more primitive living. In the United
States, this was embodied most strikingly in the national myih of the frontier. The
historian Frederick Jackson Turner wrote in 1893 the classic academic statement of
this myth, butithad been part of American cultural traditions for well over a century.
As Turner described the process, easterners and European immigrants, in moving to
the wild unsettled lands of the frontier, shed the trappings of civilization, rediscov-
ered their primitive racial energies, reinvented direct democratic institutions, and
thereby reinfused themselves with a vigor, an independence, and a creativity that
were the source of American democracy and national character. Seen in this way,
wild country became a place not just of religious redemption but of national renewal,
the quintessential location for experiencing what it meant to be an American.

One of Turner's most provocative claims was that by the 18gos the frontier was
_passing away. Never again would “such gifts of free land offer themselves” to the
American people. “The frontier has gone,” he declared, “and with its going has closed,
the first period of American history.”® Built into the frontier myth from its very begin-
ning was the notion that this crucible of American identity was temporary and would
pass away. Those who have celebrated the frontier have almost always looked back-
ward as they did so, mourning an older, simpler, truer world that is about to disappear
forever. That world and all of its attractions, Turner said, depended on free land—on
wilderness. Thus, in the myth of the vanishing frontier lay the seeds of wilderness
preservation in the United States, for if wild land had been so crucial in the making
of the nation, then surely one must save its last remnants as monuments to the Ameri-
can past—and as an insurance policy to protect its future. It is no accident that the
movement to set aside national parks and wilderness areas began to gain real momen-
tum at precisely the time that laments about the passing frontier reached their peak.
To protect wilderness was in a very real sense to protect the nation’s most sacred myth
of origin. ;

Among the core elements of the frontier myth was the powerful sense among
certain groups of Americans that wilderness was the last bastion of rugged individual-
ism, Turner tended to stress communitarian themes when writing frontier history,
asserting that Americans in primitive conditions had been forced to band together
with their neighbors to form communities and democratic institutions. For other writ-
ers, however, frontier democracy for communities was less compelling than frontier
freedom for individuals.” By fleeing to the outer margins of settled land and society—
so the story ran —an individual could escape the confining strictures of civilized life.
The mood among writers who celebrated frontier individualism was almost always
nostalgic; they lamented not just a lost way of life but the passing of the heroic men

1
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who had embodied that life. Thus Owen Wister in the introduction to his classic 1902 and living off the land. The frontier might be gone, but the frontier experience could
novel The Virginian could write of “a vanished world” in which “the horseman, the still be had if only wilderness were preserved.
cow-puncher, the last romantic figure upon our soil” rode only “in his historic yester- Thus the decades following the Civil War saw more and more of the nation’s —
day” and would “never come again.” For Wister, the cowboy was a man who gave his wealthiest citizens seeking out wilderness for themselves. The elite passion for wild
word and kept it (“Wall Street would have found him behind the times”), who did land took many forms: enormous estates in the Adirondacks and elsewhere (disin-
not talk lewdly to women (“Newport would have thought him old-fashioned”), who genuously called “camps” despite their many servants and amenities), cattle ranches
worked and played hard, and whose “ungoverned hours did not unman him." for would-be rough riders on the Great Plains, guided big-game hunting trips in the

Ibﬂimﬂﬂﬂﬂltmﬂte with much the same nostalgic fervor about the “ﬁnw_}v Rockies, and luxurious resort hotels wherever railroads pushed their way into sub-
qualities” of the “wild rough-rider of the plains.” No one could be more heroically lime landscapes. Wilderness suddenly emerged as the landscape of choice for elite
masculine; thought Roosevelt, or more at home in the western wilderness: tourists, who brought with them strikingly urban ideas of the countryside through

' ; which they traveled. For them, wild land was not a site for productive labor and nota
'fn‘- erche 35;35 ‘;is dgb"- th‘"ﬂt’e d"?l’ h:_lt%f"'“’,‘:'tkh t;‘:;:_l “;‘::;:‘ g;;t:::a];}:ﬁ: permanent home; rather, it was a place of recreation. One went to the wilderness not
ce any other evils, with quiet, - , e v :
‘:os ;ilt:z ;slc,eha::i :t:‘ de:‘znlumus, ac thqurim gionecrpo ‘fomgm‘e; fie preparcs asa Eimduccr but as a consumer, hn;mghguldcs ;“‘_ld"the’ l:ia;kcountryftisldfcnts :Wh!)f
the way for the civilization from before whose face he must himself disappear. Hard could serve as romantic surrogates for the rough riders an unters of the frontier 1
and dangerous though his existence is, it has yet a wild attraction that strongly draws one was willing to overlook their new status as employees and servants of the rich,
to it his bold, free spirit.” In just this way, wilderness came to embody the national frontier myth, standing
for the wild freedom of America’s past and seeming to represent a highly attractive
This nostalgia for a passing frontier way of life inevitably implied ambivalence, if natural alternative to the ugly artificiality of modern civilization. The irony, of course,
not downright hostility, toward modernity and all that it represented. If one saw the was that in the process wilderness came to reflect the very civilization its devotees
wild lands of the frontier as freer, truer, and more natural than other, more modern sought to escape. Ever since the nineteenth century, celebrating wilderness has been
'y, places, then one was also inclined to see the cities and factories of urban-industrial an activity mainly for well-to-do city folks. Country people generally know far too
t.\j civilization as confining, false, and artificial. Owen Wister looked at the post-frontier much about working the land to regard unworked land as their ideal. In contrast, elite
“transition” that had followed “the horseman of the plains,” and did not like what he urban tourists and wealthy sportsmen projected their leisure-time frontier fantasies
saw: “a shapeless state, a condition of men and manners as unlovely as is that mo- onto the American landscape and so created wilderness in their own image.
ment in the year when winter is gone and spring not come, and the face of Nature is There were other ironies as well. The movement to set aside national parks and |
ugly.” In the eyes of writers who shared Wister's distaste for modernity, civilization wilderness areas followed hard on the.heels of the final Indian wars, in which the
contaminated its inhabitants and absorbed them into the faceless, collective, con- prior human inhabitants of these areas were rounded up and moved onto reserva- |
temptible life of the crowd. For all of its troubles and dangers, and despite the fact tions. The myth of the wilderness as “virgin,” uninhabited land had always been espe- |
that it must pass away, the frontier had been a better place. If civilization was to be cially cruel when seen from the perspective of the Indians who had once called that '
redeemed, it would be by men like the Virginian who could retain their frontier land home. Now they were forced to move elsewhere, with the result that tourists
virtues even as they made the transition to post-frontier life. could safely enjoy the illusion that they were seeing their nation in its pristine, origi-
The mythic frontier individualist was almost always masculine in gender: here, in nal state, in the new moming of God's own creation.” Among the things that most
the wilderness, a man could bea real man, the rugged individual he was meant to be marked the new national parks as reflecting a post-frontier consciousness was the
before civilization sapped his energy and threatened his masculinity. Wister's con- relative absence of human violence within their boundaries. The actual frontier had
temptuous remarks about Wall Street and Newport suggest what he and many others often been a place of conflict, in which invaders and invaded fought for control of
of his generation believed—that the comforts and seductions of civilized life were land and resources. Once set aside within the fixed and carefully policed boundaries
especially insidious for men, who all too easily became emasculated by the femininizing of the modern bureaucratic state, the wilderness lost its savage image and becamie
tendencies of civilization. More often than not, men who felt this way came, like  safe: a place more of reverie than of revulsion or fear. Meanwhile, its original inhab-
 Wister and Roosevelt, from elite class backgrounds. The curious result was that fron- itants were kept out by dint of force, their earlier uses of the land redefined as inap-
| tier nostalgia became an important vehicle for expressing a peculiarly bourgeois form propriate or even illegal. To this day, for instance, the Blackfeet continue to be ac-
| of antimodernism. The very men who most benefited from urban-industrial capital- , cused of “poaching” on the lands of Glacier National Park that originally belonged to
| ism were among those who believed they must escape its debilitating effects. If the thern and that were ceded by treaty only with the proviso that they be permitted to
frontier was passing, then men who had the means to doso should preserve for them- hunt there.
selves some remnant of its wild landscape so that they might enjoy the regeneration The removal of Indians to create an “yninhabited wilderness” —uninhabited as

.

and-renewal that came from sleeping under the stars, participating in blood sports,  never before in the human history of the place—rcmmds us just how invented, just
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how constructed, the American wilderness really is. To return to my opening argu-

* ment: there is nothing natural about the concept of wilderness. It is entirely a cre-

ation of the culture that holds it dear, a product of the very history it seeks to deny.
Indeed, one of the most striking proofs of the cultural invention of wilderness is its
thoroughgoing erasure of the history from which it sprang. In virtually all of its mani-
festations, wilderness represents a flight from history. Seen as the original garden, it is
a place outside of time, from which human beings had to be ejected before the fallen
world of history could properly begin. Seen as the frontier, it is a savage world at the
dawn of civilization, whose transformation represents the very beginning of the na-
tional historical epic. Seen as the bold landscape of frontier heroism, it is the place of
youth and childhood, into which men escape by abandoning their pasts and entering
a world of freedom where the constraints of civilization fade into memory. Seen as
the sacred sublime, it is the home of a God who transcends history by standing as the

' One who remains untouched and unchanged by time’s arrow. No matter what the

angle from which we regard it, wilderness offers us the illusion that we can escape the
cares and troubles of the world in which our past has ensnared us.”

This escape from history is one reason why the language we use to talk about
wilderness is often permeated with spiritual and religious values that reflect human
ideals far more than the material world of physical nature. Wilderness fulfills the old
romantic project of secularizing Judeo-Christian values so as to make a new cathe-
dral not in some petty human building but in God’s own creation, Nature itself.
Many environmentalists who reject traditional notions of the Godhead and who re-
gard themselves as agnostics or even atheists nonetheless express feelings tantamount
to religious awe when in the presence of wilderness—a fact that testifies to the suc-
cess of the romantic project. Those who have no difficulty seeing God as the expres-
sion of our human dreams and desires nonetheless have trouble recognizing that in a
secular age Nature can offer precisely the same sort of mirror.

Thus it is that wilderness serves as the unexamined foundation on which so many
of the quasi-religious values of modern environmentalism rest. The critique of mo-
dernity that is one of environmentalism's most important contributions to the moral
and political discourse of our time more often than not appeals, explicitly or implic-
itly, to wilderness as the standard against which to measure the failings of our human
world. Wilderness is the natural, unfallen antithesis of an unnatural civilization that
has lost its soul. It is a place of freedom in which we can recover the true selves we
have lost to the corrupting influences of our artificial lives. Most of all, it is the ulti-
mate landscape of authenticity. Combining the sacred grandeur of the sublime with
the primitive simplicity of the frontier, it is the place where we can see the world as it
really is, and so know ourselves as we really are—or ought to be.

But the trouble with wilderness is that it quietly expresses and reproduces the very
values its devotees seek to reject. The flight from history that is very nearly the core of

| wilderness represents the false hope of an escape from responsibility, the illusion that
" we can somehow wipe clean the slate of our past and return to the tabula rasa that

supposedly existed before we began to leave our marks on the world. The dream of an
unworked natural landscape is very much the fantasy of people who have never them-
selves had to work the land to make a living—urban folk for whom food comes from

more problemati concept of wilderness. There is a paradox here, of course. To the
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a-supermarket or a restaurant instead of a field, and for whom the wooden houses in

which they live and work apparently have no meaningful connection to the forests |
which trees grow and die. Only people whose relation to the land was alread a]ienr:
ated could hold up wilderness as 2 model for human life in nature, for the m}:nnntic
ideology of wilderness leaves precisely nowhere for human beings actually to make
their living from the land. :

This, then, is the central paradox: wilderness embodies a dualistic vision'in which
the human is entirely outside the natural. If we allow ourselves to believe that nature
to be true, must also be wild, then our very presence in nature represents its fal], Thé
place where we are is the place where nature is not. If this is so—if by definition
wilderness leaves no place for human beings, save perhaps as contemplative sojourn-
ers enjoying their leisurely reverie in God’s natural cathedral —then also by defini-
tion it can offer no solution to the environmental and other problems that confront
us. To the extent that we celebrate wilderness as the measure with which we judge
civilization, we reproduce the dualism that sets humanity and nature at opposite poles.
We thereby leave ourselves little hope of discovering what an ethical, sustainable,
honorable human place in nature might actually look like.

Worse: to the extent that we live in an urban-industrial civilization but at the same
time pretend to ourselves that our real home is in the wildemness, to just that extent

we give ourselves permission to evade responsibility for the lives we actually lead. We | 1

inhabit civilization while holding some part of ourselves —what we imagine to be the

most precious part—aloof from its entanglements. We work our nine-to-five jobs in *
its institutions, we eat its food, we drive its cars (not least to reach the wilderness), we

benefit from the intricate and all too invisible networks with which it shelters us, all **
the while pretending that these things are not an essential part of who we are. By
imagining that our true home is in the wilderness, we forgive ourselves the homes we
actually inhabit. In its flight from history, in its siren song of escape, in its reproduc-
tion of the dangerous dualism that setshuman beings outside of nature—in all of
these ways, wilderness poses a serious threat to responsible environmentalism at the
end of the twentieth century.

By now I'hope it is clear that my criticism in this essay is not directed at wild nature
per se, or even at efforts to set aside large tracts of wild land, but rather at the specific
habits of thinking that flow from this complex cultural construction called wilder-
ness. It is not the things we label as wilderness that are the problem— for nonhuman
nature and large tracts of the natural world do deserve protection—but rather what
we ourselves mean when we use the label. Lest one doubt how pervasive these habits
of thought actually are in contemporary environmentalism, let me list some of the
places where wilderness serves as the ideological underpinning for environmental
concerns that might otherwise seem quite remote from it. Defenders of biological
diversity, for instance, although sometimes appealing to more utilitarian concerns,
often point to “untouched” ecosystems as the best and richest repositories of the un-
discovered species we must certainly try to protect. Although at first blush an appar-
ently more “scientific” concept than wilderness, biological diversity in fact invokes
many of the same sacred values, which is why organizations like the Nature Conser-
vancy have been so quick to employ it as an alternative to the seemingly fuzzier and

—

But such a perspective is possible only if we accept the wilderness premise that
1 B R S R 1 a 1 5 'Y .

Pty e a0 Ao NS DAOTCREGR SN R (s Tk P



18 bknvironmental History

more problematig concept of wilderness. There is a paradox here, of course. To the
exten! that biological diversity (indeed, even wilderness itself) is likely to survive in
the [ ture only by the most vigilant and self-conscious management of the ecosys-
temns that sustain it, the ideology of wilderness is potentially in direct conflict with the
very thing it encourages us to protect.®

The most striking instances of this have revolved around “endangered species,”
which serve as vulnerable symbols of biological diversity while at the same time stand-
ing as surrogates for wilderness itself. The terms of the Endangered Species Actin the
United States have often meant that those hoping to defend pristine wilderness have
had to rely on a single endangered species like the spotted owl to gain legal standing
for their case —thereby making the full power of the sacred land inhere in a single
numinous organism whose habitat then becomes the object of intense debate about
appropriate management and use.” The ease with which anti-environmental forces

~ _like the wise-use movement have attacked such single-species preservation efforts

62,

el

sugge:'s the vulnerability of strategies like these.

Perhaps partly because our own conflicts over such places and organisms have
become so messy, the convergence of wilderness values with concerns about biologi-
cal diversity and endangered species has helped produce a deep fascination for re-
mote ecosystems, where it is easier to imagine that nature might somehow be “left
alone” to flourish by its own pristine devices. The classic example is the tropical rain
forest, which since the 1g70s has become the most powerful modern icon of unfallen,
sacred land—a veritable Garden of Eden—for many Americans and Europeans. And

- yet protecting the rain forest in the eyes of First World environmentalists all too often
“neans protecting it from the people who live there. Those who seek to preserve such

'wilderness” from the activities of native peoples run the risk of reproducing the same
ragedy—being forceably removed from an ancient home —that befell American In-
dians. Third World countries face massive environmental problems and deep social
conflicts, but these are not likely to be solved by a cultural myth that encourages us to
“breserve” peopleless landscapes that have not existed in such places for millennia.
At its worst, as environmentalists are beginning to realize, exporting American no-
tions of wilderness in this way can become an unthinking and self-defeating form of
cultural imperialism.**

Perhaps the most suggestive example of the way that wilderness thinking can un-
derpin other environmental concerns has emerged in the recent debate about “glo-
bal change.” In 1989 the journalist Bill McKibben published a book entitled The End
of Nature, in which he argued that the prospect of global climate change as a result of
unintentional human manipulation of the atmosphere means that nature as we once
knew it no longer exists. Whereas earlier generations inhabited a natural world that
remained more or less unaffected by their actions, our own generation is uniquely
different. We and our children will henceforth live in a biosphere completely altered
by our own activity, a planet in which the human and the natural can no longer be
distinguished, because the one has overwhelmed the other. In McKibben’s view, na-
ture has died, and we are responsible for killing it. “The planet,” he declares, “is
utterly different now."”

Wilderness

But such a perspective is possible only if we accept the wilderness premise that
nature, to be natural, must also be pristine—remote from humanity and untouched
by our commeon past. In fact, everything we know about environmental history sug-
gests that people have béen manipulating the natural world on various scales for as
long as we have a record of their passing. Moreover, we have unassailable evidence
that many of the environmental changes we now face also occurred quite apart from
human intervention at one time or another in the earth’s past.* The point is not that
our current problems are trivial, or that our devastating effects on the earth's ecosys-
tems should be accepted as inevitable or “natural.” It is rather that we seem unlikely
to make much progress in solving these problems if we hold up to ourselves as the
mirror of nature a wilderness we ourselves cannot inhabit.

To do so is merely.to take to a logical extreme the paradox that was built into
wilderness from the beginning: if nature dies because we enter it, then the only way
to save nature is to kill ourselves, The absurdity of this proposition flows from the
underlying dualism it expresses. Not only does it ascribe greater power to humanity
that we in fact possess—physical and biological nature will surely survive in some
form or another long after we ourselves have gone the way of all flesh—but in the end
it offers us little more than a self-defeating counsel of despair. The tautology gives us
no way out: if wild nature is the only thing worth saving, and if our mere presence
destroys it, then the sole solution to our own unnaturalness, the only way to protect
sacred wilderness from profane humanity, would seem to be suicide. It is not a propo-
sition that seems likely to produce very positive or practical results.

And yet radical environmentalists and deep ecologists all too frequently come close
to accepting this premise as a first principle. When they express, for instance, the
popular notion that our environmental problems began with the invention of agri-
culture, they push the human fall from natural grace so far back into the past that all
of civilized history becomes a tale of ecological declension. Earth First! founder Dave
Foreman captures the familiar parable succinctly when he writes,

Before agriculture was midwifed in the Middle East, humans were in the wilder-
ness. We had no concept of “wilderness” because everything was wilderness and we
were a part of it. But with irrigation ditches, crop surpluses, and permanent villages,
we became apart from the natural world.... Between the wilderness that created us
and the civilization created by us grew an ever-widening rift*

In this view the farm becomes the first and most important battlefield in the long war
against wild nature, and all else follows in its wake, From such a starting place, it is
hard not to reach the conclusion that the only way human beings can hope to live
naturally on earth is to follow the hunter-gatherers back into a wilderness Eden and
abandon virtually everything that civilization has given us. It may indeed turn out
that civilization will end in ecological collapse or nuclear disaster, whereupon one
might expect to find any human survivors returning to a way of life closer to that
celebrated by Foreman and his followers. For most of us, though, such a debacle
would be cause for regret, a sign that humanity had failed to fulfill its own promise
and failed to honor its own highest values—including those of the deep ecologists.
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In offering wilderness as the ultimate huntcr—gathcr_er altcrnat.ive to civilizahoni
Foreman reproduces an extreme but still easily recogmza%)le versmnuof the rlnyth o
frontier primitivism. When he writes of his fellow Earth Firsters that “we believe \;e
must return to being animal, to glorying in our sweat, hormones, tears, and .b]cT
and that “we struggle against the modemn compulsw'n to become dull', passionless
androids,” he is following in the footsteps of Owen Wister.» Althlough his arguments
give primacy to defending biodiversity and the autonomy of \'wld nature, his prose
becomes most passionate when he speaks of preserving “the wilderness experience.
His own ideal “Big Outside” bears an uncanny re.:sembla'ncc to that_ of the frontier
myth: wide open spaces and virgin land with no trails, no signs, no facilities, no Lna%s,
no guides, no rescues, no modern equipment: Tillu-lgly,‘ it is a land where C;Iu y
travelers can support themselves by hunting with primitive weapons (bov?flgn ar-
row, atlatl, knife, sharp rock).”* Foreman claims that “the primary val:le of wilderness
is not as a proving ground for young Huck Finns and Annie Qakleys, b'ut h:; heart is
with Huck and Annie all the same. He admits that “prcscr\rlng.a fquahty wilderness
experience for the human visitor, letting her or him flex Paleollthsc muscles or seek
visions, remains a tremendously important secondary purpose.” Just so does Teddy
Roosevelt's rough rider live on in the greener garb o'fa new age. .

However much one may be attracted to such a vision, it entails problematic conse-
quences. For one, it makes wilderness the locus for an epic struggle between malign
civilization and benign nature, compared with which all othler soanal', political, and
moral concerns seem trivial. Foreman writes, “The preservation of wildness and na-
tive diversity is the most important issue. Issues directly affecting only hum:fns.pa]e in
comparison.”* Presumably so do any environmen?al problems whose wct:nl-ls a;e
mainly people, for such problems usually surface in landscapes that haw:: alrea y
“fallen” and are no longer wild. This would seem to exclude from lthe: radlca. envi-
ronmentalist agenda problems of occupational healtl:.l and safety in ‘mdustrlal set-
tings, problems of toxic waste exposure on “unnatural ' urbarE and aglnculturlal mtesi_
problems of poor children poisoned by lead exposure in the inner city, prob em}s1 o
famine and poverty and human suffering in the ‘overpopula.ted places ofthle earth—
problems, in short, of environmental justice. If we set too high a stock on w:ldemliss,
too many other corners of the earth become less than nattllra.l and too many ot chr
people become less than hu;nan, thereby giving us permission not to care muc

i ring or their fate.
ab‘}:ﬁisﬂ:n?ascli?;entgthat these supposedly inconsequential envi’ronmental problc;ns
affect mainly poor people, for the long affiliation I?etwecn \.:vdderpess and wealth
means that the only poor people who count when wilderness is the issue are hu;m:r-
gatherers, who presumably do not consider themsclv.es to be poor in the first p ?c.e'
The dualism at the heart of wilderness encourages its adv?'cates to conceive o its
protection as a crude conflict between the “human” and the “nonhuman” —or, more

often, between those who value the nonhuman and those who do not. This in turn .

i ial di humans and the complex cultural
tempts one to ignore crucial differences among .
andiistorical reasons why different peoples may feel very differently about the mean-

ing of wilderness.

Wilderness '

Why, for instance, is the “wilderness experience” so often conceived as a form of
recreation best enjoyed by those whose class privileges give them the time and re-
sources to leave their jobs behind and “get away from it all”? Why does the protection
of wilderness so often seem to pit urban recreationists against rural people who actu-
ally earn their living from the land (excepting those who sell goods and services to'the
tourists themselves)? Why in the debates about pristine natural areas are “primitive”
peoples idealized, even sentimentalized, until the moment they do something
unprimitive, modern, and unnatural, and thereby fall from environmenta) grace?
What are the consequences of a wilderness ideology that devalues productive labor
and the very concrete knowledge that comes from working the land with one’s own
hands?7 All of these questions imply conflicts among different groups of people, con-
flicts that are obscured behind the deceptive clarity of “human” vs. “nonhuman.” If
in answering these knotty questions we. resort to so simplistic an opposition, we are
almost certain to ignore the very subtleties and complexities we need to understand.

But the most troubling cultural baggage that accompanies the celebration of wil-
derness has less to do with remote rain forests and peoples than with the ways we
think about ourselves —we American environmentalists who quite rightly worry about
the future of the earth and the threats we pose to the natural world. Idealizing a
distant wilderness too often means not idealizing the environment in which we actu-
ally live, the landscape that for better or worse we call home. Most of our most serious
environmental problems start right here, at home, and if we are to solve those prob-
lems, we need an environmental ethic that will tell us as much about using nature ap
about not using it. The wilderness dualism tends to cast any use as ab-use, and there
denies us a middle ground in which responsible use and non-use might attain some’
kind of balanced, sustainable relationship. My own belief is that only by exploring
this middle ground will we learn ways of imagining a better world for all of us: hu-
mans and nonhumans, rich people and poor, women and men, First Worlders and
Third Worlders, white folks and people of color, consumers and producers—a world
better for humanity in all of its diversity and for all the rest of nature too. The middle

ground is where we actually live. It is where we —a] of us, in our different places and
ways—make our homes.

That is why, when I think of the times I myself have come closest to experiencing
what I might call the sacred in nature, I often find myself remembering wild places
much closer to home. I think, for instance, of 2 small pond near my house where
water bubbles up from limestone springs to feed a series of pools that rarely freeze in
winter and so play home to waterfowl that stay here for the protective warmth even on
the coldest of winter days, gliding silently through streaming mists as the snow falls
from gray February skies. I think of a November evening long ago when I found
myself on a Wisconsin hilltop in rain and dense fog, only to have the setting sun
break through the clouds to cast an otherworldly golden light on the misty farms and
woodlands below, a scene so unexpected and joyous that I lingered past dusk so as not
to miss any part of the gift that had come my way. And I think perhaps most especially
of the blown-out, bankrupt farm in the sand country of central Wisconsin where Aldo
Leopold and his family tried one of the first American experiments in ecological
restoration, turning ravaged and infertile soil into carefully tended ground where the
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human and the nonhuman could exist side by side in relative harmony. What I cel-
ebrate about such places is not just their wildness, though that certainly is among
their most important qualities; what I celebrate even more is that they remind us of
the wildness in our own backyards, of the nature that s all around us if only we have
eyes to see it.

Indeed, my principal objection to wilderness is that it may teach us to be dismiss-
ive or »ven contemptuous of such humble places and experiences. Without our quite
realizing it, wilderness tends to privilege some parts of nature at the expense of others.
Most of us, I suspect, still follow the conventions of the romantic sublime in finding
the mountaintop more glorious than the plains, the ancient forest nobler than the
grasslands, the mighty canyon mdre inspiring than the humble marsh. Even John
Muir, in arguing against those who sought to dam his beloved Hetch Hetchy valley
in the Sierra Nevada, argued for alternative dam sites in the gentler valleys of the
foothills—a preference that had nothing to do with nature and everything with the
cultural traditions of the sublime.?® Just as problematically, our frontier traditions have
encouraged Americans to define “true” wilderness as requiring very large tracts of
roadless land —what Dave Foreman calls “The Big Outside.” Leaving aside the legiti-
mate empirical question in conservation biology of how large a tract of land must be
before a given species can reproduce on it, the emphasis on big wilderness reflects a
romantic frontier belief that one hasn't really gotten away from civilization unless
one can go for days at a time without encountering another human being. By teach-
ing us to fetishize sublime places and wide open country, these peculiarly American
ways of thinking about wilderness encourage us to adopt too high a standard for what

counts as “natural.” If it isn’t hundreds of square miles big, if it doesn’t give us God's-

eye views or grand vistas, if it doesn’t permit us the illusion that we are alone on the
planet, then it really isn't natural. It's too small, too plain, or too crowded to be
authentically wild.

In critiquing wilderness as [ have done in this essay, I'm forced to confront my own
deep ambivalence about its meaning for modern environmentalism. On the one
hand, one of my own most important environmental ethics is that people should
always be conscious that they are part of the natural world, inextricably tied to the
ecological systems that sustain their lives. Any way of looking at nature that encour-

ages us to believe we are separate from nature —as wilderness tends to do—is likely to

reinforce environmentally irresponsible behavior. On the other hand, 1 also think it
no less crucial for us to recognize and honor nonhuman nature as a world we did not
create, a world with its own independent, nonhuman reasons for being as it is, The
autonomy of nonhuman nature seems to me an indispensable corrective to human
arrogance. Any way of looking at nature that helps us remember—as wilderness also
tends to do— that the interests of people are not necessarily identical to those of every
other creature or of the earth itself is likely to foster responsible behavior. To the
extent that wilderness has served as an important vehicle for articulating deep moral
values regarding our obligations and responsibilities to the nonhuman world, | would
not want to jettison the contributions it has made to our culture's ways of thinking

about nature,

* Wilderness

’If the core problem of wilderness is that it distances us too much from the very
things it teaches us to value, then the question we must ask is what it can tell us about
h_ome, the place where we actually live. How can we take the positive values we asso-
ciate with wilderness and bring them closer to home? I think the answer to this ques-
tion will come by broadening our sense of the otherness that wilderness seeks to
define and protect. In reminding us of the world we did not make, wilderness can
teach profound feelings of humility and respect as we confront our fellow beings and
the earth itself. Feelings like these argue for the importance of self-awareness and self-
criticism as we exercise our own ability to transform the world around us, helping us
set responsible limits to human mastery—which without such limits to,ct easily be-

comes human hubris. Wilderness is the place where, symbolicall
i ’ ’ atlea
withhold our power to dominate. A y at least, we try to

Wallace Stegner once wrote of

the special human mark, the special record of human istingui

, the s passage, that distinguishes
man from all other species. It is rare enough among men, img ossible to an%r other
form of life. It is simply the deliberate and chosen reﬁ;sa! to make any marks at all....
We are the most dangerous species of life on the planet, and every other species,
ev:ln the carth }llt'scl’llf‘ h;s cause to fear our power to exterminate. But we are :fso the
only species which, when it chooses to do so, will i
bl go to great effort to save what it

The myth of wilderness, which Stegner knowingly reproduces in these remarks, is
that we can somehow leave nature untouched by our passage. By now it should’bc
clear that this for the most part is an illusion. But Stegner’s deeper message then
becomes all the more compelling, If living in history means that we cannot help
leaving marks on a fallen world, then the dilemma we face is to decide what kinds of
marks we wish to leave. It is just here that our cultural traditions of wilderness remain
so important. In the broadest sense, wilderness teaches us to ask whether the Other
must always bend to our will, and, if not, under what circumstances it should be
allowed to flourish without our intervention, This is surely a question worth askin
about everything we do, and not just about the natural world. 4
When we visit a wilderness area, we find ourselves surrounded by plants and ani-
mals and physical landscapes whose otherness compels our attention. In forcing us to
acknpwledge that they are not of our making, that they have little or no need of our
cgntmued existence, they recall for us a creation far greater than our own. In the
wilderness, we need no reminder that a tree has its own reasons for being, quite apart
from us. The same is less true in the gardens we plant and tend oursclve,s: there it is
far easier to forget the otherness of the tree.® Indeed, one could almost measure
wnlIderness by the extent to which our recognition of its otherness requires a con-
scious, willed act on our part. The romantic legacy means that wilderness is more a
state of mind than a fact of nature, and the state of mind that today most defines
wilderness is wonder. The striking power of the wild is that wonder in the face of it
requires no act of will, but forces itself upon us—as an expression of the nonhuman
world experienced through the lens of our cultural history—as proof that ours is not
the only presence in the universe,
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Wilderness gets us into trouble only if we imagine that this experience of wonder
and otherness is limited to the remote corners of the planet, or that it somehow de-
pends on pristine landscapes we ourselves do not inhabit. Nothing could be more
misleading. The tree in the garden is in reality no less other, no less worthy of our
wonder and respect, than the tree in an ancient forest that has never known an ax or
a saw—even though the tree in the forest reflects a more intricate web of ecological
telationships. The tree in the garden could easily have sprung from the same seed as
the tree in the forest, and we can claim only its location and perhaps its form as our
own. Both trees stand apart from us; both share our common world. The special
power of the tree in the wilderness is to remind us of this fact. It can teach us to
recognize the wildness we did not see in the tree we planted in our own backyard. By
seeing the otherness in that which is most unfamiliar, we can learn to see it too in that
which at first seemed merely ordinary. If wilderness can do this—if it can help us
perceive and respect a nature we had forgotten to recognize as natural —then it will
become part of the solution to our environmental dilemmas rather than part of the
problem. .

This will only happen, however, if we abandon the dualism that sees the tree in
the garden as artificial —completely fallen and unnatural —and the tree in the wilder-
ness as natural —completely pristine and wild. Both trees in some ultimate sense are
wild; both in a practical sense now depend on our management and care. We are
responsible for both, even though we can claim credit for neither. Our challenge is to
stop thinking of such things according to set of bipolar moral scales in which the
human and the nonhuman, the unnatural and the natural, the fallen and the unfallen,
serve as our conceptual map for understanding and valuing the world. Instead, we
need to embrace the full continuum of a natural landscape that is also cultural, in
which the city, the suburb, the pastoral, and the wild each has its proper place, which
we permit ourselves to celebrate without needlessly denigrating the others. We need
to honor the Other within and the Other next door as much as we do the exotic Other
that lives far away—a lesson that applies as much to people as it does to (other) natu-
ral things. In particular, we need to discover a common middle ground in which all
of these things, from the city to the wilderness, can somehow be encompassed in the
word “home.” Home, after all, is the place where finally we make our living. It is the
place for which we take responsibility, the place we try to sustain so we can pass on
what is best in it (and in ourselves) to our children.#

The task of making a2 home in nature is what Wendell Berry has called “the forever
unfinished lifework of our species.” “The only thing we have to preserve nature with,”
he writes, “is culture; the only thing we have to preserve wildness with is domestic-
ity."# Calling a place home inevitably means that we will use the nature we find in it,
for there can be no escape from manipulating and working and even killing some
parts of nature to make our home. But if we acknowledge the autonomy and other-
ness of the things and creatures around us—an autonomy our culture has taught us
to label with the word “wild” —then we will at least think carefully about the uses to
which we put them, and even ask if we should use them at all. Just so can we still join
Thoreau in declaring that “in Wildness is the preservation of the World,” for wildness

(as opposed to wilderness) can be found anywhere: in the seemingly tame fields and
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Wildemness
woodlots of Massachusetts, in the cracks of a Manhattan sidewalk, even in the cells of
our own bodies. As Gary Snyder has wisely said, “A person with a clear heart and
open mind can experience the wilderness anywhere on earth, It is a quality of one’s
own consciousness. The planet is a wild place and always will be.”s To think our-
selves capable of causing “the end of nature” is an act of great hubris, for it means
forgetting the wildness that dwells everywhere within and around us,

Learning to honor the wild—learning to remember and acknowledge the autonomy
of the other—means striving for critical self-consciousness in all of our actions, It
means the deep reflection and respect must accompany each act of use, and means
too that we must always consider the possibility of non-use. It means looking at the
part of nature we intend to turn toward our own ends and asking whether we can use
it again and again and again —sustainably—without its being diminished in the pro-
cess. It means never imagining that we can flee into a mythical wilderness to escape
history and the obligation to take responsibility for our own actions that history ines-
c?pabl):r entails. Most of all, it means practicing remembrance and gratitude, for thanks-
giving is the simplest and most basic of ways for us to recollect the nature, the culture,
and the history that have come together to make the world as we know it. If wildness
can stop being (just) out there and start being (also) in here, if it can start being as
humane as it is natural, then perhaps we can get on with the unending task of strug-

gling to live rightly in the world—not just in the garden, not just in the wilderness,
but in the home that encompasses them both.
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Comment
The Trouble with Bill Cronon’s Wilderness

Samuel P. Hays

Bill Cronon’s “trouble with wilderness” is ostensibly an assessment of the role the
wilderness idea plays for environmentalists in the United States. But his “trouble” is
far less with that wilderness idea and more with his own. He is wrestling with a wilder-
ness idea that is confined to a few writers rather than with wilderness devotees who_
actually do it. Hence his account is well off the mark. y-

For this rejoinder, I draw on two sources of evidence, quite different from Cronon’s.*
First is my own experience in the eastern wilderness movement running through the
decade of the 1970s. I was one of a considerable number of easterners who thought
that there was wilderness in the East, We studied USGS topographic maps; identified
large, roadless sections; scouted them: out; drew up proposals for their protection as
wilderness areas; and presented the plans to our congressional delegations. Henry
David Thoreau, John Muir, and Roderick Nash were never mentioned, We had no
thought of preserving “virgin” forest, since almost all of it was cut-over. It was the
Forest Service who argued that none of it was wilderness because it wasn’t “pristine.”
We retorted that it wasn't how it came to be that was important but what it looked like
now, and we quoted that provision of the 1964 act that spoke of wilderness as a place
where “human intrusion is relatively unnoticeable.” What's more, we thought of it all
as part of our own “backyard,” not as something far away and remote.

At about the same time I decided to find out about the wilderness movement in
the country as a whole, joined several dozen organizations (western as well as east-
ern) to obtain their newsletters and documents, and proceeded to build an archive of
wilderness activity, I found out that it wasn’t much different “out there.” People be-
came interested in large roadless areas they knew about; they wrote about their “back-
yard;” they didn'’t try to persuade others to read “major thinkers” to get their support
but, just like we did, to expose them to it through slide shows and directly by taking
them there. The dynamics of human engagement with wilderness was the same:
people living in an urbanized society who felt that wilderness areas would enhance
the quality of their life while enjoying modern material standards of urban living. As
I observe it, the dynamics of Bureau of Land Management wilderness, today’s politi-
cal “hot spot,” are much the same.



Ge

. . M————

ov  Bhvironmental oistory

This is perhaps enough to make the reader understand why I view Bill Cronon’s
problem as that he hasn’t looked much at the wilderness movement. He has read a
few writers who have much to say about wilderness philosophy, but he has not fol-
lowed those active in the fray and the more day-to-day and down-to-earth ideas and
actions wilderness advocates carried out. Most of those advacates have long been
“going forward” to the “right nature”; Cronon just has not noticed. _ _

To make several arguments in rebuttal to Cronon about the values involved in
wilderness action:

First, most wilderness engagement does not look toward some remote area, but
toward the area of one’s personal experience—my backyard. People near the candi-
date areas undertook wilderness action, saying simply, “we have some, too, right here.”
This created tension between old and new advocates. The Sierra Club, for example,
tried to keep Oregon wilderness confined to the Cascades. But others argued that the
Coast Range and eastern Oregon had some lively candidates. They were bro}zght
together by the Oregon Natural Resources Council that outmaneuvered the Sierra
Club with its more restricted view.

Second, wilderness advocates did not point toward a “more natural” past for the
temporal significance of what they were doing; instead they pointed to the future.
What appealed to people most was they hoped to save something they valued for
those who would come later. When economists got to work to try to identify the
values people placed on wilderness through contingent valuation, the ide.a of “re-
turn” was not among them. Instead, people spoke of “bequest value.” Wilderness
advocates only thought of going forward to the world of their grandchildren.

Third, the main human engagement with wilderness has long been outdoor rec-
reation, not the romanticizing of nature, and still is. Wide-ranging outdoor recre-
ation interest grew rapidly after World War I1. Wilderness guidebooks included infor-
mation about distances and landmarks along the way, not about stages of forest
biological change. Most units in the wilderness system were “rocks and ice” above
the tree line rather than forested areas. If  am not mistaken the French Pete area in
the Oregon Cascades was the first fully forested watershed to be designated wilder-
ness, and thus the first area to have a biological content that was taken seriously.
Because we had no rocks and ice, easterners helped to bring “biological nature” into
the wilderness movement and even urged the Sierra Club to adopt that view of the
wilderness, .

Fourth, wilderness proposals are usually thought of not in terms of perpetuating
some “original” or “pristine” condition but as efforts to “save” wilderness areas from
development. “Land saving” is the watchword of almost all “nature” programs. We
enjoy wilderness today because our forebears bypassed it as “The Lands that N_obody
Wanted.” We now turn the past action of neglect into the present and deliberate
action of “saving” for the future. The experience of rapid destruction of nature _and
restricting development now and in the future define the world of wilderness action.

Fifth, wilderness was not thought of as an attempt to create a role for humans amid
nature, but to create a role for nature amid humans, Most wilderness advocates were
urbanized people who thought of wilderness as part of an urbanized society. The
great majority of wilderness advocates enjoyed modern amenities of life and thought

Comment

. of wilderness as another such. Keep the cities and their benefits, yes, but let's add

some nature to all that in order to enhance the “good life.”

Cronon’s wilderness is a world of abstracted ideas, real enough to those who par-
ticipate in it, but divorced from the values and ideas inherent in wilderness action.
The evidence for such values is abundant but it takes a bit of work to get it, far more
time and effort than that required by the more attractive task of emphasizing ideas of
“major thinkers” whose writings libraries have close at hand.

Human attempts to bring nature into their urbanized environment have been many
and far-reaching: the conservation commissions of New England, dating from the
mid-1960s; federal urban open space programs of the same era; land conservancies
and land trusts, now numbering more than 1,000; wild and scenic rivers and trails
programs, augmented today with the ever popular rails-to-trails; wetlands; new tropi-
cal breeding bird habitats and the currently popular “Partners in Flight;” natural area
programs in almost every state; nongame programs; endangered species habitats;
“Watchable Wildlife Programs;” biodiversity reserves; eastern “old growth;” state and
local land-buying referenda that have increased state park acreage since 1970 by
16 percent. In all of these Cronon’s wilderness idea has played a mighty limited role.
However, all of these programs have one theme in common: make sure that nature
will play an ever greater role in a society where urbanization is proceeding at a rapid pace.

Cronon succumbs ta the temptation to bring in peripheral issues that are useful in
advancing the polemical argument, but they actually distort history. One is the no-
tion that wilderness is an “elitist” playground. Participation in wilderness recreation
is actually middle class. Users are primarily local and daytime, and in terms of occu-
pation and income are a cross-section of the area population. Cronon also seeks to
enhance his argument by absorbing into it both biodiversity and endangered species
issues. However, the recreation content of wilderness and the ecological content of
biodiversity differ markedly, come from different sources, have different meanings,
and it has been a bit of a wrench for the first to accept the second. Further, while
some endangered species require large, intact forest habitats, most do not; they in-
clude suburban and rural habitats, streams and riparian areas, highway berms, bar-
rens, wetlands, small woodlands, and a host of areas hardly associated with wilderness.

Cronon argues that the wilderness idea diverts environmentalists from the real
world of environmental affairs; he appeals to the environmental justice movement’s
political ideology to make the case for neglect. But the blinders in this case belong to
Cronon. Almost every sector of the diverse environmental community thinks that it is
“neglected”; this leads to a wide range of intra-environmental disputes. Cronon’s

“right nature” groups are well divorced as a whole from those groups preoccupied
with urban pollution issues. By the same token, groups predccupied with pollution
issues are divorced from groups engaging in “land saving.” Both groups ignore issues
of population and limits. It is one thing to use the accompanying polemics to orga-
nize history; it is another to examine these intra-environmental relationships as a
subject for historical analysis. Despite divergence the organizations act as if they are -

. part of the same piece and their activities, even land saving and opposition to hazard-

ous waste siting, frequently cross the boundaries of specialization and dispute,
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Cronon'’s essay reflects the temptation for historians to draw into their historical
analyses both personal moral struggles and the ideology of.contempc.lrary debate,
This tendency is more than risky. Transfer of the accompanying p?le mics into envi-
ronmental history not only invites bad history but also the risk that it w:ll‘obscure the
abundant opportunities ahead in pursuing the field of ?nvironmenfal history.

With a degree of clear thinking and vigilance historians can a»:old these da:llgers,
and bring an historical analysis shaped by an independent h:s.toncal perspective to
both personal and political dimensions of environmental affairs. In this case, such
vigilance requires that we not be diverted into the wilderness thickets into which

Cronon’s “Trouble” so temptingly invites us.

Samuel P, Hays is professor emeritus of history at the University of Pittsburgh. H e is author
of two books in environmental history, Conservation and thc.Gos’pel of Efficiency; th'e
Progressive Conservation Movement, 189o-1920 (Harvard University Press, 1959) and, in
collaboration with Barbara D, Hays, Beauty, Health and Permanence; Environmental
Politics in the United States, 1955-1985 (Cambridge University Press, 1987) as well as sev-
enty articles and chapters on varied environmental history subjects.

Comment
Resistance to Wilderness

Michael P. Cohen

One doesn’t read a cultural critique like “The Trouble with Wilderness” for the essay’s
conclusions alone. Cronon's essay is provocative; it also has a substantial method and
a thetorical strategy. What follows is a response to the essay’s method; 1) what ques-
tions it asks, to whom, how it goes about answering them, and its strategy: 2) how the
discourse frames wilderness as a term, how it interrogates the ideology of wilderness,
and how it tries to resolve the problems it poses. _

The following series of shared questions indicates that Cronon and I share a set of
goals in this inquiry. I have ordered these, framing the central ideological questions.-
with issues of actual environmental politics. One enters these questions through lit-
erature and exits into rhetoric. I refer to them multiply, and in relations signified by
colons (:).

1) How is it possible to offer a constructive critique of environmentalism, of the
past and present, especially of its *save the wilderness” version, without damaging
valuable parts of the movement, and without offering an argument largely usable
by the opponents of environmentalism who are motivated only by narrow eco-
nomic gain? :

2) How can the literature of wilderness, sometimes called “nature writing,” be un-
derstood as a literary canon, in itself? How can this literature be used as part of a

critique of its own tradition, in a way that does full justice to the literature as litera-
ture, but also historicizes the texts?

3) How can a clear distinction be made between the salient parts of a scholar’s
version of this literary tradition and popular misconceptions about the structure
and function of the environmentalist’s thinking?

4) Is it possible, or desirable, to distinguish between the secular and sacred strains
of environmentalismi? Aside from the difficulty of making such distinctions, what -
will be the social or political effect of making them?
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5) How—and to what extent—can cnviranmentalist's alter their. own ideologies in
light of significant advances in historical, geographical, and scientific knowledge
about the “nature of nature,” without losing their sense of identity, losing their
political focus, or losing their economic and popular constituency? -

6) Is there a central position from which the various environmental issues ?nd
agenda can be launched? From the “middle ground,” perhaps? What are the risks
and benefits of looking for such a central positicn?

=) What new and hopefully more powerful strategies will this critique of environ-
mentalism create?

8) What is the relationship between environmental history and a critique of envi-
ronmentalism? How can the environmentalist be educated by the environmental

historian?

Our strong personal commitment to the inquiries associated with_thcse questions
creates conflict: we hope it will also offer better solutions to real social and environ-
mental problems. _ '

We share the questions: we do not share a method for answering them. It is per-
haps cbviots that for Cronon western American history 1s a process, not a place. :?nd
wilderness is a part of that process. | don't agree entirely, but I want to see where this
itinerary takes him. ‘ S

He is not speaking of any concrete place because \_ml.dcrness is, in this essay, stuq-
ied largely as a socially constructed abstraction. This is a matter of emphasis. His
social construction does not seem to mean that wilderness is only textual, as dogs the
social construction of Michel Foucault. If we were to follow the social construction of
Foucault, we might have to give up environmental history :a_ltogctht?r, for reasons [
hope will become clear. Nevertheless, Cronon's way of speaking of wilderness places
the reader in an argument: Those who focus on concrete pl.accs, landscapes, or eco-
systems as wilderness will find little ground in Cronon’s discourse where they can

tand. .
: al‘.:II..crok," you might say, “are you talking about Yellowstone, some forest along the

Pacific coast, the Great Basin, the Colorado Plateau?” You cannot find these places
in his essay, or their concrete geographies. . _

The essay is about human perceptions of place, the constellation of human ideas,
embodied in language. This discourse, in other words, is indebted to and reproduces
Roderick Nash’s distinction, that wilderness is a noun, but acts like an adjective.
Cronon takes this distinction farther than Nash, _ o

His is a discourse about discourse, or to be more precise, he presents wilderness as
a discourse. The term wilderness jtself is multiple in its continuity of uses as:

a) Noun or adjective: name or quality (what it is)

b) image, or icon: symbol (how it means)

c) ideology (where it fits in a system of values) ' .

d) representation (how its literary or political rhetoric mediates)
¢) the Law (The Wilderness Act as social convention and tool).

Comment

References to linguistic shadings of discourse interact with the questions numbered
above (a-e: 1-8) because each way of conceiving the “language of wilderness” can
draw out different questions and vice-versa. Cronon’s analysis focuses on wilderness
primarily as ideology (c). His analysis thins when it approaches either the literature of
the wild (a:b) or the politics of the wild (d:e). This indicates one “middle ground” of
the essay.

Cronon comes close to describing popular wilderness ideology as bourgeois delu-
sion, though he does not call it such (3). But an ideology that has erased human and
natural history, that has privileged certain kinds of landscapes over others and certain
social classes and genders over others, that was urban, dissociated from “real” work,
nostalgic, individualistic, and failed to recognize its complicity in a system it claimed
to counter, might be called such.

Because this ideology has not known its center, or has not acknowledged the cen-
ter Cronon has shown—“But the trouble with wilderness is that it quietly expresses
and reproduces the very values its devotees seek to reject”—he recenters it in the
latter parts of his essay, closer to its home, where he believes it can in the future
operate more fairly and effectively (6).

Let us enter the ideology of wilderness, and see the situation from the perspective
of historians who are also wilderness advocates (3:5:c:d). Calling such people “histo-
rian/advocates” suggests their polarity. To compare small thing to great, historian/
advocates are like communist historians writing a history of the late-twentieth cen-
tury. Their point of view may be intact and valuable, but the concrete referent to it
seems to have dissolved into chaos.

They go to wilderness hearings fruitlessly advocating legal designation (d:e) and to
academic meetings to hear traditional conceptions of wilderness demolished (a:b:c).
They are sure that these two situations are related and are tempted to blame the latter
for the former. Meanwhile, they might find themselves blamed for both. If they, or
Howard Zahniser, knew better in 1964, and had more precisely written the Wilder-
ness Act, this situation would not have occurred. The possible culpabilities and guilts
in this triangle are, no doubt, facile.

Wilderness advocates are afraid to abandon the traditional polarity of nature/cul-
ture (particularized as wilderness/civilization), not because they doubt its accuracy,
but because doing so makes much of their commitment seem futile if not impotent.
They are forced to leave behind an entire tradition of discourse (esp. b:d) and rebuild
from the ground up. They are not ready to ask (historicizing by placing this question
in the past), “Did the wilderness movement mean anything?”

How can advocate/historians be educated (8)7 In this wilderness issue, as in edu-
cation generally, the resistance to knowledge, not ignorance, is relevant. The teacher
knows resistance has its own good reasons. Why does the advocate resist?

Before giving up the wilderness/civilization duality, the wilderness advocate/histo-
rian would like to be certain that the social construction of Cronon or any other form
will carry the day without turning everything into textuality (3, 4; 5). Cronon's posi-
tion is that wilderness/civilization is not polar but relational, and is not simply textual.
Nevertheless, there is an argument within Cronon’s argument for middle ground:
Advocate/historians would be wise, especially given the way nature and wilderness (1)
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have been destabilized and turned into dynamic, perhaps disturbed, sites, to accept
some site closer to culture/civilization as the most stable center for advocacy, from
which arguments can successfully be launched. Cronon has a point, but in the ]at.e-
twentieth century “culture” or “civilization” seem hardly a less destabilized and dis-
turbed site, -

Nevertheless, a move to either side of ideology (to b or d), may allow a redepiction
of the issues. Nearly every academic who has critiqued the reccive.d wi]derness.con-
cept (1) and whom I have queried supports at present maximum wilderness designa-
tion of Bureau of Land Management lands in Utah under the Wilderness Act (d:e),
or advocates continuing management of these lands as Wilderness Study Arl::as. None
of these people wish to “get on with it,” as the Utah Congressional delegation would
like.

Further, wilderness designation (d:e) is to a great extent a symbolic act. It symbol-
izes a shared set of values and a “primary source,” as a relatively small gesture toward
thinking of land as whole, not fragmented, stable as it is possible to make it. Cle_arly
this gesture is related to the naming and symbology of the Eugene Odum paradigm
of wilderness (a:b): but the desire to designate in this way (b =>d:e), as Crontljrf makt?s
clear, is a social aspiration and it can be valued even while the way of rca!lzlng this
ideal undergoes modification. In the reading of literary symbols, it is a bas:t.: error to
mistake meaning for object. Wilderness (b) as a symbol partakes ofthe Fe)ahty that it
renders intelligible. The symbol is not the reality, nor is it only the intelligible. Relad-
ing must mediate and be double. It is here that I indicate my basic methodological
difference with Cronon by exploring my own method of reading.

I hold in my hands a book, The Jacob’s Ladder, by Denise Levertov (1961) whose
second poem, entitled “A Common Ground,” ends with the following:

iii

..everything in the world must
‘excel itself to be itself.
Pasternak

Not ‘common speech’

a dead level

but the uncommon speech of paradise,
tongue in which oracles

speak to beggats and pilgrims:

not illusion but what Whitman called
‘the path

between reality and the soul,’

a language

excelling itself to be itself,

speech akin to the light

with which at day’s end and day's
renewal, mountains

sing to each other across the cold valleys,

Denlse Lavertov: The Jacob’s Ladder,

Denise Levertov.
Eff-):\tngbl‘g?ffn?lhﬂ nf Naw Dirantinne Puhlishine Ca.

- lentera poet's landscape, It is not history, you might say. It sets too high a stock on
the visionary. It is not a direct means to environmental justice, Itis a hell of a biblical
poem. Levertov herself is also a long-time advocate of environmental justice, an ally
of Muriel Rukeyser. Here is an abstract of Levertov’s poetics:

To believe, as an artist, in inspiration or the intuitive, to know that without
imagination...no amount of acquired eraft or scholarship or of brilliant reasoning
will suffice, is to live with the door of one's life open to the transcendent, the
numinous. Not every artist, clearly, acknowledges that fact—yet all, in a creative act,
experience mystery. The concept of ‘inspiration’ presupposes a power that enters
the individual and is not a personal attribute; and it is linked to the artist's life as one
of obedience to a vocation,”

I respect the power of this poet’s landscape, politics, and poetics, valuing it more,
perhaps, than the historian's. This literature has more meanings than one and a read-
ing that focuses on the literal or referential level is a narrow reading. One must read
for other levels of meaning (b:d).

As a professor of literature, I do not simply read texts to be inspired, but neither do
Ireduce them to formulas. I note the close relationship between reading and writing,
When someone says that something needs to be rethought, I think that they have not
gotten down to work until they really mean it needs to be rewritten. These are my
grounds. There is no point in arguing with Cronon on his grounds, because they are
different from my own. His essay implies that historians should rewrite wilderness,
and reevaluate it too.

I wouldn't know about “quasi religious values” except that I read them in Emer- !
son, Thoreau, Melville, Dickenson, Muir, or Levertov. I don’t call them quasi-
anything. I wouldn't venture to guess what constitutes “The nation’s most sacred
myth of origin.”

T'am familiar with the texts Cronon cites in the first half of his essay. I see them not
as constituting “the mountain as cathedral” but as constituting “the cathedral as
mountain.” This is no clever inversion of dualities, What I mean is that the mountain
is prior in the mind and literature to the human mode of expression we call “cathe-
dral.” Amne Naess has made this point. It is a basic difference between my perspective
and Cronon’s. He says he understands this, but I am not sure that he does,

Paul Shepard refers to the hierarchy of “the mountain as cathedral” as the “Marjorie
Nicolson Syndrome.” The difference between Cronon’s views and my own are com-
prised precisely in the two versions of this hierarchy. The process of reading illus-
trated by “The Trouble” differs from my own. I believe that literature tells truths that
historians have not approached; not literal truths, but figurative truths,

Wilderness can be reduced to a social construction using the same methods of
analysis that reduce mountains to cathedrals. But mountains are not made by men.

I prefer the prose of the writer of the Book of Job to the prose of any historian I
have read. Job has his say in verse 28. The Lord replies: “Where were you when I laid
the earth’s foundations? / Speak if you have understanding.” (38.4) This is THE ques-
tion of the book, and I do not believe that historians can answer it satisfactorily if they
separate the secular from the sacred (4).
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Very frequently I acquire a certain humility in my reading of literature, and find it
a better source of political sentiment than history, perhaps because I am not entirely
a materialist. Which is why I read to discover the relationships or tensions between
the sacred and profane in wilderness ideology.

A tradition constitutes a set of texts—a canon—with which we think. A “strong
reading” normally confronts the full force of literary canon, but Cronon compresses
the tradition too much for me, not confronting Emerson, for instance. The language
of “nature writing” is complex and interesting in its freeplay. Policing both the texts
and their language, reading for trouble spots and offering corrections, is a constricted
form of cultural critique (2). Historians need to be better at exploring the dissemina-
tion ‘of the multiple meanings and differences in literature, and in distinguishing
between serious literature and popular culture (3). Sometimes Cronon is weak on his
own behalf. On gardening he cites Michael Pollan rather than Jamaica Kincaid. One
would like to know where his critique of the “received concept of wilderness” fits in
the tradition including Anna Bramwell, Brigid Brophy, or Baird Callicott.

Consequently the literary history he presents is more linear than credible. For
instance, the popular form of Deep Ecology is represented without the context of its
most rigorous thinkers— Foreman and McKibben rather than Naess, Sessions,
Oelschlaeger, and Shepard. This canon cannot adequately justify Cronon’s fractur-
ing the tradition of Deep Ecology and extracting only bioregionalism.

Nevertheless, the issues Cronon raises are pertinent and extend beyond wilder-
ness, though they may start with it. He is right that the critique of modernity is one of
environmentalism’s most important contributions to political and moral discourse. I

* am considerably less certain that “Most of our most important environmental prob-

lems start right here, at home...”

What are the real dangers of thinking about or acting against modernity? For me,
modernity includes multiple genocides, fire bombings or modern warfare in Europe
or Asia, nuclear bombings of people in Japan, Russia, Southern Utah, and worldwide
extinction of biodiversity, all part of the same process that takes the form of business
as usual. In my neck of the woods, the nonviolent opponents to wilderness who want
to “get on with it” represent business as usual. The violent ones who send death
threats over the telephone to local environmentalists are just downright dangerous. I
am frightened of these people, who I believe are made by a mass culture that is in
serious trouble. This may explain why I don't take kindly to jokes about environmen-
talists.

Lynn Margulis once said that humanity is at the edge of the petri dish. And what
happens right before reaching the edge? Everyone says, “what a good time we are
having, and there are so many of us!” The matter or consequence of wilderness is
probably small in this larger context. But not to me.

I have a thick file in which I have written for nearly a decade, called “Why the wild
is doomed.” It begins as follows:

Paradox #1 '
As for adopting the ways which the State has provided...They take too much time

* and a man’s life will be gone. I have other affairs to attend to. I came into this world

not chiefly to make this a good place to live in, but to live in it, be it good or bad.” So
Thoreau writes. ' '

‘ As for}his other affairs, they seem to include first and foremost what he calls losing
himself in the woods: “I cannot preserve my health and spirits, unless I spend four
hours a day at least—and it is commonly more than that—sauntering through the
woods and over hills and fields, absolutely free from all worldly engagements.”

) ]I'F bottI;1 of theﬁe stahtements are true—and they are true to the extent timt we

elieve them —then they create a predi i i i
pelions them y predicament with which I ended my history of

At the center of the predicament David Brower stands at a campfire, saying “...how
thrm.l’gh enjoying these things we acquire an obligation to fight for them if threat-
ened” (reported by Phil Berry) (1:4:5). This is the preaching on the High Trip, calling
us back down to the affairs of state. Brower did not believe he was speaking for class
privilege.

These centripetal and centrifugal forces tear at the environmentalist as wilderness
devotee, who wants to live in a healthy world and who wants to work for it. I think
much of the literature of wilderness dramatizes this predicament, which may lead to
self loathing and is worth studying in some detail; its source is not only in the ideol-
ogy of the environmentalist. Nor have I been convinced, yet, that it is possible to
chan‘g‘e the ideology of a person, or the society in which he is embedded. As to a
rewriting by historians, why should I not consider it an arrogant or audacious project?

I turn now to this rewriting.

(7

Cronlon's central thesis permits him to rewrite the wilderness tradition in his moral
conclusion, and suggests also that the past errors of devotees should lead those who
have made them to repentance and self-loathing.

Self-loathing; to believe that environmentalists are responsible for “wise use.” “Wise
Use” may be explored by 1) researching the sources of the “sagebrush rebellion” in
?he 19405 and 1950s, sources closely related to the sources of McCarthyism; 2) listen-
ing carefully to the rhetoric in the newspapers and bars of Ely, Eureka, and :I'onopah-
3) tracing the money behind the organizations and leaders of Wise Use; 4) assessing'
the contributions of cattle, mining, and lumber to modern western economic wel-
fare; 5) determining the way western workers in extractive industries have allied them-
selves with corporate interests.

PCT.}.‘IEPS Wise Use was born from an ideology of “working the land with one’s own
ﬁa nds”; coming from Crévecoeur and Jefferson—“The farm,” wrote Emerson in 1839
is the right school”—and shaping itself as an abasement of the intellectual toward
the proletariat in the 1930s, Lately it has taken its language from the Gifford Pinchot
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school of conservation, I ideolopy is surely ethnocentric; its relevance to modern to privilege one ; P ; -
work may be nostalgic. In this cog:ftcxt I notice the way Frederick Jackson Turner befring trEces of gcienadg:e:l::soa:r'cillstﬁ:c:? = gmt vk ot cultural < onsteuet,
enters Cronon’s wilderness canon, and the way Muir drops out. The Turner thesjs ing, deletion, replacement, byt gu;rded sl A l:'t oes not call for purification, polje.
gives us a frontier as 2 place where capitalistic accumulation could flower without illustrated by the literature"of wilderness, for at Hpeas C?I""efsahons. One problem
restraint, and peopled with restless men, quick to expedients, rough and ready, who value that does not flow through human ha:'ln; a?‘fe' s dlfﬁcu.]ty Ofarﬁculaﬁng
‘don’twant to settle down, but develop and exploit. I still see people right out of Turner, ead, saying that devotees of wilderness are essci;ti ;']Dnon turns Ehzs. prob_lem on its
carrying Turner’s ideology, rewriting it into the twenty-first century. Some of them Nce again, the tension here Mmatters more tha tha y ?onsumenst in their motiyes,
:dvocztc wéldcrncss (d:e). They represent a contradiction contained within the wil- I would prefer to open a dialogue of Wi]de;ess :ci?se:;ot r—_— d h.
erness tradition (c). urpose of conte : f o R - 2 consider the
If our texts have said that gods live (religious), nature dwells (humanistic), species f%r?vhom ‘ideo] :glyl? Ot:gnlsd::tl:?egll;a:sc; lhitl:m’ beglnnmg with Theodore Adomo,
exist in diverse relations (science ecology. biodiversity), or we obtain sustenance debunk but to illustrate and decode Idfglu i r}u}ot S e o pooc and
(rccreation!domestic) in wilderness, Cronon’s historicizing demonstrates that these conceptions of reality and the role of langya gcyiasﬂ: “non lston'cal reality reﬂccfs
premises, notabout wilderness, reveal social constructions of it. Theycan be reconstructed. ates between text and context, and the cngtic ?nt: tﬂ; E:onslm.c -on. Ideology mcfi:-
Such a reconstruction requires that the writer seize the discourse, sometimes by process of mediation. restedin that issue shows the social
discrediting the discourse of the past. “The Trouble” must do this in order to redefine This is why | s
2 “middle ground," a social consl:ruction we may trace in Leo Marx's book (c). Yet it Seem to intro)éu:?rfge: ?i?igﬁ::l:i:tu:issteg; t::,nfhb“k o wrong'na.ture," wiey
also claims that the “middle ground” represents more than 3 rhetorical construction, interested in Wrong and right. Are there wron t: cvand g uten; but o
might actually be a thing or place (a). However, the author is as much 3 prisoner of are, to those who have power. : & natures and right natures? Yes there
discourse as his adversaries, and vulnerable to the same deconstructive process he We have not gotten to . : i g
sometimes uses, | . | does ot ¢ onfror?t, o Ef;zl‘;ii’?{:;f&?:éﬁl;j::zgﬁfgf discussion passes to, but
I decouple the two halves of Cronon's essay to dramatize a major problem in text of public and private Property, in a place and su: L TMesses go on in the con.
rewriting wilderness. I find his problem congruent, but not identical to that of Para- call for “thick description;” they a;e notl()iivorced fSOCla srltuahon., i’ they
dox #, stated above, An environmental historian might desire to re-riarrate the past, syntax, and ideology becomes what litera ﬂ'lcoris:::‘ ]‘l‘ch‘?n. W:ldcm.ess"as a term,
showing how it miswrote its own history. But Cronon desires to rewrite also, not sim- “Representation Presents legal and litza issiie f.a ad "ePresentation” (2 =>.¢),
ply show the way nature has been invented. These separable desires create real trouble wilderness s, for me close to home, Not hte?:all sht et Qo 12y Become legal
despite his careful methodology and its implications of secularization, fragmenta. urban westerner, as I'have learned in part from érgﬁ n’;"](-,t o Bt eloac Faman
tion, eternal problematization, he Wwants to rewrite with a conservative stance in the Mormon Jands Federal lands—surroung my ci Tl:m eﬁsﬁ]ands_hmtc fands
tradition of the middle ground (6). His is a return to 2 set of traditional values of people who have Jived here Many of m nzx h?: To mot wape (s Voices ofthe
Property, work, and use which he has pointedly not discussed. He expresses values; he legally, wilderness, not because wildcrne’;s isgeth‘m Ohl:{Ol want thcm to becorm'.-
places them in a landscape, he Projects them into the future, Like the language of cally naive, or anthropocentric, byt because of thnccm o pre-dar’wm;an, ecol‘og_l-
wilderness, the language of the middle ground slips, slides, or shifts from the name their own Power, and impose up’on them certain COELize;:;?Eﬂ,% :! fo“:r to hmft
(a) to the law (e). bilities (d => ¢). ; S 'S and responsi-
When 1 read the wilderness tradition I find it impossible to escape from multiple which tlEeir pers)oni?‘:ll:si:::aﬁf: ::ls;:f;[.gﬂngrzaf: ?f;h - Iarger_ g el
grounds and points of view, Spirits who might parse not just wilderness but the Wil representation: aj] representations are socia?l" pco? t:: te;a;:sc wilderness is a shareg
derness Act. Wilderness discourse is peopled. This torrent or swarming of voices, too, Dare I ask if my neighbors haye something’?n c‘o:nmco:: w;slhtt::’ssc iy
historicizes the wilderness, have, of late, be : : o] academics who
Such multiplying perspectives remind me that wilderness is more than word or 1950s? Like the ai:dir;g!fgfc:}::yt\t:n‘:izosti:: :::3:1 Bftth? thI:'emcss gt L
syntax. A set of ideologies of wilderness appear dimly in multiplicity and contradic- management in thjs region. They want to doit dcur:hro the discourse aboyt lapd
tion, including the words of groups I have seen testifying in Washington, D.C, or ‘ciple ethic of the sheepmen and cattlemen | dealtn :hr he ach:s C oason. The B
Cedar City, in rooms filled with a much more diverse group than Cronon describes, mentalist on the Iron County Human ang Natur:;lR et t.hc token SaYiHn:
Some of them do speak from the middle ground, They are already using the strategies “Waste not, want not.” The ethic of the environment iodl:'cti:c‘&sci';:z?thcol;nrmcﬁ
: ¢ balance

he suggests (6:7).
The way he simplifies the tradition [ see as 2 way of wresting the discourse of

wilderness from literature, from people, and appropriating it to a historjcal theory.
When contemporary literary scholars “problematize a term,” as they say, they try not .
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I might take an actual walk in an actual canyon near my home where an actual
endangered species, the Mexican Spotted Owl, nests. Taking a walk is not, except in
a very narrow sense, a form of consumerism, but where and how we walk matters.
This place, designated a “Wilderness Study Area,” could be Wilderness, and will be
managed that way until Congress acts (e). The place itself can be understood by
humans in ways without number. In the broad sweep of history, all except change is
illusion: the canyon, the Douglas-firs, the owls, 1 myself, all are ephemeral. Few
orders of change belong to humans.

As a result of Cronon’s previous work one must accept geographies of second na-
ture, butin the trans-Mississippi west where [ live, first natures are prominent; in the
Sierra nourishing the Central Valley; in Greater Yellowstone, a scarred mother of
rivers; in the grand canyons of the Colorado, sources of wealth from headwaters in
the Wind Rivers to depletion in the valleys of southern California. That is why wil-
derness and bioregionalism are linked in the ideology of deep ecology that Cronon
attempts to split.

“In wildness is the preservation of the world ” wrote Thoreau, because we draw our
nourishment and vigor from natural forces in places beyond us. Wildness exists in a
concrete and complex relationship to our cities; of necessity our management of
ourselves and wild places we call wildernesses will be complex.

When men of my father’s generation decided to think and act toward the land
according to a concept they wrote as wilderness, they might have done better if they
had been more inclusive, more knowledgeable, and more subtle, and they might
have done worse. As a part of their tradition, interested in revising their writing, not
substituting mine for theirs, I shall designate the entire realm of the discourse of

wilderness, and any phenomenon to which this discourse could conceivably refer as

“Wilderness Study Area.”

Michael P. Cohen, a professor of English at Southern Utah University, is the author of
The Pathless Way: John Muir and American Wilderness (University of Wisconsin Press,
1984) and The History of the Sierra Club: 1892 to 1970 (Sierra Club Books, 1988). He is
engaged, at present, with the environmental history of the Great Basin, focusing upon
human conceptions of the bristlecone pine.

Comment
But What Did You Go QOut into the Wilderness to See?

Thomas R. Dunlap .

When Wllliam Cronon delivered the preceding article as a paper, he told of environ-
rncn'tahsts resisting earlier versions. They were, he said, dubious, s:-nd while they might
admit there was something to his case, they were never comfortable with it gc’)z::gin
the conference audience clearly shared that unease. It is easy to see why. Cr;:mon sa
that the concept of wilderness is not reality but a social construction that is a fli 1):
Fr.om reality. Far from bringing people into communion with nature it creates a faglse
dichotomy that separates them from it, dulling their appreciation of the daily beauty
of the world, denying the appropriate middle ground of sustainable and responsible
use, and encouraging an apocalyptic “end of nature” thinking that hinders action
and draws attention away from pressing issues of environmental justice. Adverse reac-
tions may be partly a case of, as Mother used to say, the hurt dog howling first. The
enwronm_enta! movement has long overlooked the people who suffered the.most
from the industrial economy. In pushing for wilderness and national parks its advo-
cates have too often taken little account of those who lived on the land. Besides
sympathetllc and nuanced as Cronon’s approach is, it sounds too much like the ex:
treme anti-environmentalist case. To admit he is right to any degree seems to open
the gates to the enemy. The central problem, though, is that he analyzes one of!:hc
ccntr§l emotional commitments of modern environmentalists—and finds it wantin
Wilderness is the modemn environmental religion, and the only reason its moi
enlhun.astic advocates have not deified it is that they are too secular to know how to
do the job. Consider the emphasis placed on wilderness and species emblematic of
that }.mfalien condition. Look at the pictures in environmental magazines—church
archltect?rc, sacred sites, and illustrations of pilgrimages. Leaf through the catalogs
of nature’s consumer goods, where one may purchase everything but pieces of thgc
true wilderness. Those with a sardonic sense of humor can easily map the environ-
rm?ntal movement onto American Protestantism. Earth Firstl becomes the Appala-
chian snake-handlers, the Sierra Club the Episcopal church (and its president the
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Episcopal Bishop of Washington, D.C.). Thoreau is John the Baptist and John Muir
is Saint Peter. Recycling is good works, ecology is theology (Wolf T-shirts are “cheap
grace”). As for wilderness: take your troubles to that old rugged wilderness, my broth-
ers and sisters, and lay them down. Environmentalists may live in suburbia, but they
are determined to be not of it. They will look to the Eden beyond, to the days on
vacation when they can lash themselves with John Muir to the top of a Sierra fir and
appreciate the full fury of the storm.

Against this Cronon preaches the uncomfortable doctrine that we cannot live pure
and unspotted by suburbia. The way we now think about wilderness, he says, blinds
us to our dual position as human beings. We are both part of nature and apart from
nature (translating this into religious terms will be left, as the mathematics textbooks
say, as an exercise for the reader). He wants us to abandon the security blanket of
purity and live with ambiguity, partial solutions, and our neighbors’ manicured lawns.
This is not an impossible challenge, but it does require a change of heart. We cannot
measure the movement's success so conspicuously by species saved or parks set aside;
the yardstick must be changes in the culture and in everyone’s daily experience. It
also, possibly more painfully, would require us to deal more consciously with that
strain of smug superiority that endangers all reform movements.

Very well, I accept Cronon's argument. Now, where does his paper take us? It
walks around and across the conventional boundaries we have erected between envi-
ronmental history and environmental advocacy. It is a sophisticated use of an histori-
cal perspective to criticize, with a view to improving, policies and perspectives within
a contemporary political and cultural movement. Are the chaste scholarly pages of
Environmental History sullied by its presence? No, Not every paper should speak so
directly to current questions, but some should, and we might examine, besides Cronon’s
advice to the environmental movement, the value he places on history and the role
he suggests for it. Those who founded the field were concerned about the environ-
mental crisis, and often wanted to apply their professional skills to solving it. There is
nothing wrong with that or particularly new; one of the classic uses of history is to tell
us how we got into this mess, That the field addresses a contemporary issue, though,
means that we are involved in our subject in a way that scholars of say, Jacksonian
democracy, are not. People will use our work, whether we will or no. There is in the
construction of the field of “environmental history” an implicit promise of some-
thing more than advocacy, and if our work is not in some sense “objective” we will be
only advocates. We cannot, though, appeal to the conventional standard of “detach-
ment.” It suffers from the flaw that Cronon finds in the environmental movement—
taking one part of a complex thing as a whole. Just as environmentalism must bal-
ance people’s being part of nature with their being outside of nature so environmental

history must deal with the conflicting claims of relevance and objectivity.

We have all worked out individual solutions to this problem. Some of us do history
and also write or work for environmental causes. Others trust that their work will
contribute to the public’s knowledge. Still others see themselves as “public intellec-
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tuals” (an ill-defined position but all the more useful for that). We need to work out
general solution, a better and more conscious balance among our often-conflicti :
responsibilities. Aldo Leopold’s ideas about game management suggest a useful l{n
of th_ought. He saw his profession as an instrument of social change. It was “the m;r:;
making land produce sustained annual ‘crops of wild game for recreational use.” but
the manager actually labored for a larger goal, “to bring about a new attitude tt;ward
the lan:cl." The test of civilization was the capacity to live in high densities without
destroying the environment, and the “practice of game management may be one of
t!'le means of developing a culture which will meet this test” It served “a motiva-
tion—the love of sport—narrow enough actually to get action from human beings as
now constituted but nevertheless capable of expanding with time into that new social
concept toward which conservation is groping” (see Aldo Leopold, Game Manage-
ment [New York: Scribner's, 1933], pp. 422-23). ) %
That is a direction. To get down to cases, we can consider the emphasis in our
field. We as scholars, as much as we and others as activists, have maintained the wall
of separation between humans and nature of which Cronon complains. We study
wilderness and nature apart from human life and experience, and as a group (there
are some conspicuous exceptions) have neglected issues of the built environment:
This is in part a result of what Americans have emphasized (no sense trying to study
what is not being thought about or done), but it is not a necessary intellectual stand
Australian environmental history, for example, deals with worker housing and hus
man landscapes as well as wilderness, sees the world of nature as part and parcel o
society. Environmentalism there also makes social connections that are less obvious
hcre;:. Labor unions, for example, were deeply involved in some of the first Australian
enwror'nrncntal actions, calling “green strikes” to protect the Great Barrier Reef. The
Australian example is no more directly applicable than Leopold’s formula, but it is
food for thought, We need a framework that will integrate city and countr;' factory
and forest, daily life and wilderness experience. We need itin cnvironmcntal'history
and it is a social concept toward which at least some environmentalists are groping.’
Let us go deeper. Cronon suggests that the end of our work is not knowledge but
wisdom. Those steeped in the objective traditions of historical study will find this
heresy, post-modernists will see it as old-fashioned. It does echo an old idea—the
classic aim of a liberal arts education—but its roots are in the stream of American
pragmatic philosophy. Against the conventional standard of strict detachment prag-
matism insists on action, if only as the way to further our incomplete and contingent
knowledge. Against post-modernism it insists that we can act. Against both it insists
on our responsibility. This stance is hardly foreign to historical practice. It is contro-
versial, but it is a controversy each generation must face. Pragmatism is also part of
the environmental movement. The detail work of lobbying legislators and keeping
track of administrative action is grounded there. So are programs to pay for predators
by compensating ranchers for livestock killed, as are the equivocal and messy laws
governing the national wildlife refuges (though here the descent into expediency is
perhaps too marked). Cronon does not give us a complete solution or even a guide to
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tact: s, and his stand lacks the philosophical completen?ss and sirnPlicity we all crave.
Following it will not always give us a warm glow of rectitude, and it doels not guaran-
tee success. It is, though, good advice. The environmental movement will suc.ceed in.
the next generation just to the extent to which it moves beyo.nd moral crusading and
the politics of self-satisfaction to seek a social consensus—which will involve compro-
mise —that will give us time to establish a culture, society, a.nd economy .that are
sustainable in the long run. Putting away certainty and purity is hard, but it is neces-
sary to avoid pessimism, apocalyptic thinking, and a retreat to the wrong wilderness.

Thomas Dunlap is a professor of history at Texas AGM University, where he teftches Ameri-
can environmental history and other courses in American history, and v_:ce-;'yres:dgrtt
(1995-97) of the Forest History Society. He has written two books, .DDT: SC_lel'l.tl_StS , Cl_n-
zens, and Public Policy (Princeton University Press, 1981) and Saw_ng America’s Wildlife
(Princeton University Press, 1988), about eighteen professional arhcfes,land a number of
notes, comments, reviews, and encyclopedia articles. He is currently warknltg on d compara-
tive history of ideas about nature in the English settler countries of Australia, Canada, New
Zealand, and the United States, from the early-nineteenth century to the present.

The Trouble with Wilderness
A Response

William Cronon

It's evident from these comments, as well as from other reactions I've received to this
essay, that it has struck even more of a nerve than I intended it to. I meant to be
provocative, to encourage people to think in unfamiliar ways about this idea called
“wilderness” because I regard it as a more problematic part of our environmental
politics and cultural values than we commonly recognize. I did not mean to anger
people in the process, yet I fear that I have done just that for at least some of my

readers. And so perhaps I should begin with an apology—in the formal sense of offering

an explanation for the parts of this essay that may give offense to some readers.
First, I hope readers of Environmental History will realize that this is only a single

+ essay from an entire book devoted to examining nature as a cultural construction.

Entitled Uncommon Ground: Toward Reinventing Nature (edited by William Cronon,
W. W. Norton, 1995), it offers a wide array of perspectives by authors from many
different disciplines on the ways human beings construct ideas of nature which pro-
vide the labels, categories, and values with which we understand our relationships
with the nonhuman world. Our purpose in writing the book was to suggest that
“nature” is not nearly so natural a concept as people usually assume. Uncommon
Ground asserts that unless we're willing to reflect long and hard on the unnaturalness
of the ideas we project onto our earthly home, we are not likely to make much progress
in building more just and sustainable relationships with that home. This essay on
wilderness should be read in the context of that larger project.

Perhaps it is worth noting as well that the essay was written in the summer of 1994,
before the November 1994 elections gave us the most anti-environmental Congress
in American history. Read after that election, this essay may seem still more danger-
ous and provocative, perhaps even appearing to offer aid and comfort to hostile forces
that would gladly roll back all the progress that has been made in preserving wilder-
ness and protecting the environment over the past thirty or more years. I would feel
deep regret were my words to be used toward such an end. That said, I can’t help
declaring that I wrote the essay because I feared precisely the kind of political back-
lash we are now experiencing—a backlash which I believe has been aided and abetted by
the way environmentalists have chosen to frame their understanding of wild nature.
It gives me no pleasure to be proven prophetic in this, but I also do not believe that
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the apparent triumph of those opposed to environmental protection excuses environ-
mentalists from the task of self-criticism. Quite the contrary. I meant this essay as an
exercise in such self-criticism, and will continue to defend it as such.

The self-criticism is quite personal. Donna Haraway once remarked that anyone
involved in cultural criticism should be implicated in their own critique, and | cer-
tainly am in this one. Despite Sam Hays' claim that [ haven't looked much at
the movement to protect wilderness, my earliest political involvement as an environ-
mentalist—long before I became an academic—began with wilderness, and I have
continued to be involved in that cause right down to the present. Among other activi-
ties, | have served on the state board of the Nature Conservancy in Connecticut, and
am currently a member of the national Governing Council of the Wilderness Soci-
ety. Many of the arguments I make in this essay come from reflecting on what
I regard as problems or paradoxes in my own values and beliefs, many of which I find
widely shared by contemporaries in the environmental movement and by those who
have shaped environmentalism over the past century. I hope it is clear from the sec-
ond half of the essay that I have no desire to undermine these values, many of which
1 have devoted my adult life to supporting. But values, like everything else, shift con-
text and content over time, and we must be prepared to rethink them as their circum-
stances change. It is precisely my devotion to the nonhuman world (as well as to ideas
like justice) that persuades me that we cannot hope to protect wild nature without
attending in the broadest (and most local) ways to our human homes.

Of these three comments, I find Sam Hays’ the most difficult to engage. On the
one hand, Hays agrees with many of my central arguments: he accepts, for instance,
my claim that the preservation of wilderness has been primarily an urban project
pursued by urban folks, and that the growth of designated “wilderness” areas has
been within the context of an increasingly urbanized landscape. He regards wilder-
ness primarily as recreational space for those who can afford the leisure time to enjoy
it (he sees such people as «middle class.” a description I am willing to accept so long
as we recognize that the extraordinarily capacious American middle class” does ex-
clude a fairly large number of less privileged folks at the bottom of the socioeconomic
scale). And he supports my most important moral claims, that nature should be fully
a part of even the most urban lives, that we should attend as much to our own “back-
yards” as we do to remote wilderness areas, and that we should not make
a fetish of pristine nature as we pursue these goals.

So why does Sam Hays disagree so strongly with my essay? Perhaps part of the
problem is generational, since we clearly have different notions of the historian's role
and of what counts as legitimate history. Hays feels enough impatience with cultural
and intellectual history that he comes close to dismissing discussions of “abstracted
:deas” and “major thinkers” as irrelevant to the questions he thinks I should be
addressing. Because he can't remember ever thinking about Henry David Thoreau

. ot John Muir as he and his friends worked to preserve wilderness areas in the 1960s,

he concludes that the ideas and writings of these and other intellectuals are not of
much importance in understanding the history of wilderness protection in the U nited
States. Never mind that the Sierra Club’s most influential book of that generation,
Eliot Porter's In Wilderness is the Preservation of the World, was filled with Thoreau's
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words and became very nearly a Bible for those young people like myself who came
to see the defense of wilderness as a compelling moral mission. Never mind that John
Muir’s books became best sellers during this period, or that Aldo Leopold's celebra-
tion of wilderness, Sand County Almanac, became second only to Rachel Carson’s
Silent Spring as an intellectual blueprint for the new environmental movement. Hays
claims that he and his fellow wilderness defenders were not much influenced by such
texts, mainly read each other’s newsletters, and got on with the practical business of
environmental politics without worrying much about “abstracted ideas.” He posits a
human engagement with wilderness in which “outdoor recreation, not the romanti-
cizing of nature” is the center, and yet never explains why these two categories are
necessarily antithetical to each other.

Instead, Hays says that he is interested in “the more day-to-day and down-to-earth
ideas and actions wilderness advocates carried out,” and perhaps for that reason
he doesn't ask why they were drawn to wilderness in the first place. Throughout
his commentary, he takes it as a given that when people become more urban and
have more leisure time they naturally turn to the task of preserving wild nature. Why
this should be so does not concern him. He does not ask why white middle-class
Americans were pulled so powerfully toward wilderness when people from different '
cultures with different histories and different class backgrounds were not invariably
drawn to wild landscapes even though they too were moving to cities and gaining
leisure time. ;

Tl be the first to admit that my discussion of “the sublime” and “the frontier” ist
only a first-order approximation of the complex history that lies behind American cultural”
values about wild nature. Crude as it is, though, it at least has the virtue of treating
cultural values as a legitimate object for historical analysis. If I had to write a history of
why a group of middle-class white people (including both Sam Hays and myself)
wanted to protect wilderness areas in the 1960s and 1970s, at a minimum I would
want to know why so many of us took inspiration as we did so by reading Thoreau,
Muir, and Leopold. Not to see the linkages between the practical politics of environ-
mental activism and the deeper cultural currents of romanticism is to miss more than
half the story. It is to miss some of the key engines of this historical movement.

Ideas do matter. My essay wasn’t intended to be mainly about the people who
worked to defend wilderness in the years after the 1964 Wilderness Act; it’s about the
cultural history that could produce such an act in the first place. Hays need not be
so defensive on behalf of himself and other wilderness activists, for I really wasn't
singling them out for criticism.-Much of the difference between Hays’ perspective
and my own comes from his close focus on wilderness activists, and my broader inter-
est in how the American love affair with wilderness has played out in the culture
generally. He wants to emphasize the day-to-day battles and campaigns of wilderness
defenders; I want to emphasize the Thomas Cole paintings, the Ansel Adams photo-
graphs, the calendars and direct mail appeals, the wilderness books, the nature docu-
mentaries, the representations of wild nature that permeate so many parts of our
cultural landscape. I do not believe these projects need to be in opposition to each
other, and I am sorry if Sam Hays believes that they are. 1 do not think we disagree or
need to disagree as much as he seems to think we do.
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Finally, Hays asserts that I have violated the professional norms of scho]arshJP by
interjecting “personal moral struggles and the ideology ofcontemplorary“debat? into
my historical analyses. By giving in to polemic, hc‘says, [ have written bad history
and tempt others to do the same. This is an interesting argument coming from some-
one whose critique of my essay so clearly flows from his own experience and politics.
Personal struggle and contemporary debate are harc!ly absent fro.m what H?ys savs,
and why should they be? Hays writes from his experience as}l write from mine, and
I believe our histories are the better for it. But his criticism is fair in one important
respect. I do not regard “The Trouble with Wilderness™ as solely or even pr:man'l)‘r a
work of original historical scholarship. It is self-conscmusl){ an effort to take familiar
ideas from the work of environmental historians—familiar because scholars like
Samuel Hays, Roderick Nash, Marjorie Hope Nicholson, ]._.co Marx, and Barbara
Novak have written so tellingly about them —and explore their relevance for contem-

itical debates. .
PO{;‘Lycp:cj:::czlf my essay is sometimes polemical in an effort to draw attention to
problems which I believe the environmental movement would do well to adc}rcss.
Indeed, the second half of the essay, in which I try to offer “horpe" as an alternative to
pure “wilderness” as a more encompassing foundation on which to defend the envi-
ronments in which we live, is not really history at all, but a meditation on values. My
own view is that scholars ought to worry about the ways in w!mich their work speaks to
the world in which they live: I believe we must at least occasionally descend from the

. ivory tower to address contemporary issues and people beyond the academy. The

irony of Hays' criticism is that he has done precisely the same t{1ing in his' own work,
to great effect: no one has done more to shape our un'derstandmg of er}v:ronmentai
politics in the twentieth century, albeit from an analytical, metho.dologlcal, and rhe-
torical position different from my own. Given how much I admire and respect the
contributions that Sam Hays has made, it saddens me that h'c cannot recognize in the
different approaches of another generation a project more in sympathy with his own
than he is willing to acknowledge. _
Michael Cohen and I, on the other hand, are clearly of the same generahon, ar}d
have both been influenced by movements in cultural critici_sm and intellectual his-
tory for which Sam Hays has little patience. Cohen’s critique is bo.th acute and subtle,
and I cannot hope to respond to more than a tiny subset of the points he makes. };ven
where he and [ disagree most strongly, I admire his ir.:sigh'ts and learn from the differ-
ences in our perspectives. The list of “shared questions” he ofﬁ-:rs at thtlz beginning
seems to me precisely right—he defines our common ground with adm:rable_: preci-
sion and economy—and environmental historians would do well to ponder his ques-
tions 1 through 8 as measures of the way we wish our work to engage the world:
Question 8 in particular, about the relationship between cnvlronmlcptal history
and environmentalism, is especially interesting, and worth more CXP]ICIt conversa-
tion than environmental historians usually devote to it, Given how.lmpurtant con-
ceptions of nature and of the past are to environmentalism, fu:nd given how much
environmental history has to say about both, it would be surprising if there were not
at least some tension—critical but also creative—between this body of sch(':iarshlp
and the movement that helped spawn it. To the extent that environmentalism has
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drawn some of its political energy from declensionist narratives in which a stable,
benign, and natural past gives way to an unstable, malign, and unnatural present—
and such narratives are pretty deeply embedded in the topic of wilderness—
environmental history is likely to raise challenging questions when it investigates the
accuracy and cultural origins of those narratives. Sometimes, as in “The Trouble
with Wilderness,” investigating the historical roots of our own environmentalist be-
liefs may seem to threaten those beliefs—and yet this is surely no reason to abandon
our efforts to see and know the world (and ourselves) as clearly as we can. My own
faith as a historian is that even when my knowledge of the past leads me to question
things in the present which I might otherwise have taken for granted, the knowledge
I gain by so doing is worth the price. My faith as an environmentalist is that defending
and protecting the environment are such compelling goals that they can withstand
any critical scrutiny we might bring to bear on them. And so I aspire to an environ-
mental history that will be unflinching in its examination of environmentalism past
and present, because I believe environmentalism will not only survive such investiga-
tions, but ultimately be strengthened by them.

Michael Cohen does not share my faith in history, and he is appropriately dis-
turbed by the crude, oversimplified ways in which historians often read literary texts.
To this charge I will certainly plead guilty in the case of my own essay. By enlisting
Wordsworth, Thoreau, Muir, and others in the service of my cultural critique,
I'unquestionably did not do justice to the complexity of their beliefs or their rhetoric.
I gave only a crude sketch of the literature surrounding wildemess, and I agree with
both Cohen and Hays that I did not adequately explore the ideas and motivations of
those who have worked to protect wilderness areas over the course of the past century.
All of this is true, and fair criticism. When Cohen ‘says that he prefers “to open
a dialogue of wilderness texts, not close it,” I agree with and celebrate the critical
practice he wishes to defend. To the extent that my essay violates that practice, I will
join him in trying to find a more generous and welcoming ground on which to hold
this conversation. .

But there are lots of ways to “open a dialogue.” I chose a fairly polemical starting
point in “The Trouble with Wilderness” because I feared I might not otherwise per-
suade readers to take my questions seriously. I simplified the story and made it linear,
accentuating the polarities in order to crack open a nature that might otherwise have
appeared too unitary and seamless to merit this kind of critique. The trouble is that
our cultural traditions and our very language encourage us to think that wilderness
and nature are, well, natural. And the trouble with “nature” as a linguistic category is
that it tends to shut down conversations rather than open them up. As soon as we
assert that something is natural, we imply that there is little we can do to alter its
essential qualities. Often we go further and imply that there is only orie right (“natu-
ral”) way to look at it; that different people are not entitled to legitimately different

views of it; that it does not have a human history; that if we change it in any way we
are likely to do it harm; and that therefore the best thing we could do is to leave it
alone. There is nothing necessarily wrong with any of these assertions, but it seems to
me that each should be the start of a conversation rather than the end of one.
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My own experience Is that it is pretty difficult to start a conversation among envis
ronmentalists that questions the meaning of wilderness or nature. The hostile reac-

tions to my essay are perhaps some evidence of this. I am struck by the number of

people who read this essay and react first by declaring that we all know wilderness to
be a cultural construction, and then proceed to offer a string of arguments in which
wilderness is not cultural at all, but purely natural. Roderick Nash began Wilderness
and the American Mind in just this way, asserting that wilderness is an idea and then
writing a long, whiggish history in which the wilderness condition becomes a reality
whose recognition and protection is a cause for unambiguous celebration. I too cel-
ebrate the protection of wild nature, but I am conscious as | do so that there are many
ironies in my own position, some of which I try to identify in “The Trouble with
Wilderness.” I wrote the essay because I think we can learn from these ironies. Michael
Cohen says of my criticisms that “Policing both the texts and their language, reading
for trouble spots and offering corrections, is a constricted form of cultural
critique.” ] agree. Far better to engage the full linguistic and artistic complexity of the
documents we study in order to discover their multiple meanings, their tensions and
ironies. But to do that, we must first recognize that “wilderness” and “nature” are
ideas susceptible to this kind of cultural analysis, not just facts of nature that we are
entitled to take for granted as standing outside the realm of human perceptions and
values. This is not a perspective that comes naturally to most of us.
And so my essay does not attempt to offer a subtle reading of complex literary texts.
1 am grateful to Michael Cohen for suggesting what can be gained from such a read-
ing, and I very much hope that before this conversation is done we will find ourselves
in the “Wilderness Study Area” he describes in his conclusion, where we can explore
together “the entire realm of the discourse of wilderness, and any phenomenon to
which this discourse could conceivably refer.” I agree that the tensions in our ideas
matter more than the poles, but often we do not even recognize those tensions unti
we have first learned to recognize the poles. My own goal was therefore much less
ambitious than Cohen’s: precisely because I hoped to get us into his “Study Area,”
1 wanted to move our discussions of wilderness onto a terrain where it might become
more possible to talk openly about the values and ideas that lie behind them. I admit
that this may be a dangerous agenda. Like my critics, I worry that this is an especially
hazardous political moment for those of us who believe that wild nature and the rest

of the environment deserve our most thoughtful and careful protection. But I also -

believe that we find ourselves in this crisis because we have not been adequately
attentive to human needs and human desires, and that we have given enemies of the
environment powerful weapons against it by not being more careful to connect our
project of protecting nature with the equally compelling project of protecting our
common humanity.

There are those who believe quite passionately that worrying about human needs
and human interests is hopelessly anthopocentric and therefore wrong, and I can
understand some of the attractions of this point of view. But if it leads to political
behavior which defeats itself by alienating the very people whose support is crucial if
the environment s to be protected in a sustainable way, then I cannot help but criti-
cize it. If we defend wilderness and wild nature in such a way that we lose the support
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of the general public —because we fail to recogni
‘v.alues whir:‘h members of the public hold dear-i‘-t;f:na\:g :5;10:;;1 i hU‘f]nal‘l i
site of our intended effect. When I quote Wendell Berry in rrI: t:sm:'=t St s
Enly thm_g we have to protect wilderness with is domcsticity?this: };ss?vy}::tg Iﬁ.lat i
ecause it is human beings who threaten nature, it is human bein e
andC uiderstand, not just nature. ik
ohen is surely right that the cynically named “Wise Use Movement” is i
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: _ ich 1t has succeeded in attracting s thy fi
public which only fifteen years ago responded with nothing b vy backiodh o't
so_-cal}ed “Sagebrush Rebellion.” Something has chan cd“-lcglo u:::tir;t’;dd“h i
wing lda':o]ogues have become much more succcssfulgof late irtfattacking g:::\r?s:f::
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aln Sam Hays,. like many environmentalists, seem disinelined to take serious;!n
taaﬁn:st to the pom]: of denial. Why is the public now listening to the anti-environmer{:
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L

© "Wise Use"? It's a brilliant phrase, for it embodies values that are near and dear to the :

heart.s of most Americans. What does the rhetoric of the Wise Use Movement re

se;nt l;SC]f as supporting? Using natural resources wisely and responsibly for the I:f:::
iec;; c]:; u{:,rdmary fogs. l?utting faith in local communities rather than in remote, face-
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The use to which this rhetoric is being put may.be cynical i i
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SEEE(:; Htlc; rt]l;t:zes ::ed:; “r:ot, it bfca?e possible for those with no real sympathy for the

; ise use” and use it toward their o i i

ness is partly to blame for this: that is why I speak in my ﬁt\;r: air;?:st‘ ‘:g}gftll:ge?::;:‘rtﬁdtﬁt
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~ wrong nature.” Considered as a cultural construct, wilderness does not even sustain

the ground on which it itself can be defend
_ ed. And so we have the ulti irony:
not adequately defending and celebrating non-wild nature we have I::ll;::edlz:::t.cb:

: political coalition that threatens wild and non-wild nature alike
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Some of the crudeness that Michael Cohen objects to in my essay thus flows from
the fact that I am trying, in the most pragmatic of ways, to engage the political rheto-
ric of our time, There are surely risks in this, for by so doing I open myself to readings
which through carelessness or malign intent might confuse my position with the very
arguments against which I would like to fortify the environmental movement. And
there is a further risk as well, one that I only fully understand after conversations with
Michael Cohen and other sympathetic readers who have been troubled by this essay.
Historians enter difficult waters when they seek to explore the deepest of human
cultural values, those grounding principles and faiths so central to people’s collective
and personal being that we label them with words like Nature or God. History is for
the most part a secularizing activity, in which even sacred timeless truths are ana-
lyzed within the flow of profane time. Historians know the value of doing this,
because we have plenty of evidence that timeless truths can undergo profound trans-
formations as they wend their way along the twisting paths of the human past. Recog-
nizing that the truths we hold to be self-evident are not so universal as we imagine is
a good thing, most historians believe, because it leads to insights whose subtlety and
complexity help us understand the world more truly.

And yet we run the risk as we pursue this secularizing project of forgetting the
essential mystery that hides beneath the shifting shapes of profane time. History knows
that God wears different masks for different peoples at different places and times. It is
good at describing those masks. But it sometimes forgets, as Michael Cohen reminds

us, that its documents and analytical methods cannot touch the face behind the chang-

" ing masks. When people say that they have encountered something sacred in the

world, the truth of their vision is not to be denied simply by pointing to the historical
context that has shaped it. The sacred, after all, is the place where we imagine that
phenomena from another, more eternal world enter and rupture the flow of time in
our own. Historians can document and situate such ruptures, but in some ultimate
sense we cannot explain them, at least if we wish to show our respect for people who
believe that their own experience transcends the secular world. This is one reason
why we need poets and priests, and not just historians, if we hope to discover the
many meanings of the world in which we make our homes.

One problem with “The Trouble with Wilderness,” then, is that in reminding
those who worship at the altar of wilderness that their God (like all deities) has a
complicated and problematic past, I have perhaps not been as respectful of this reli-
gious tradition as I ought to have been. I mean this quite genuinely: to the extent that
I have given offense by treading too carelessly on hallowed ground, I sincerely apolo-
gize. Had I been writing about Judaism or Christianity or Islam or Buddhism, or
about the spiritual universes of native peoples in North America and elsewhers,
I would almost certainly have been more careful to show my respect before entering
the temple to investigate and comment on its architecture and origins. The reason
I did not do so in this case is that the religion I was critiquing is my own, and
1 presumed a familiarity which readers who do not know me can be forgiven for
doubting. Perhaps I was tempted in this by the prophetic rhetorical traditions of Chris-

tianity and Judaism— for these are of course the foundations on which romanticism

erected its new religion of Nature—in which the faithful are exhorted to return to the |
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true path, to abandon false idols and worship the true God after having flirted with
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ments, which I will contine to defend with conviction, but is to acknowledge that

there might have been ways of presenting these 'hrgqments that would not have
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