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that avoids the anthropocentrism of the Progressive
dition.

In 1913 the U.S. Congress and President Wilson aPprovey . .
thorizing the public construction of 5 dam in the Hetcp, Hetc}? :
of Yosemite National Park. The T€Servoir created by the damywaﬂey
supply water to San Francisco—a city that had suffere( chrop; as

C
shortages throughout jts history—about ope hundreq g :laﬂter
away. Although both houses of Congress Overwhelmip, .

construction of the dam,’ the years Preceding the fina] vot

-~

did so continues to
Ve it is necegg to re; Ay “vironmentalists who
dition f pro Y tO reject and r €place, Tather thap reform, the tra-
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God, and to destroy the valley (even i th

1 f A . ¢ Tesap, .
hehdiOr 0ade into a beautiful Pul,)h(.: Park) would be to destm;‘t'“}r
were tO b:Srtr;rpieC e for crass materialistic purposes. In Muir’s _hls
divine m

evotees of ravaging commercia); Viey,
“These tempe desﬁfi::é f((iar Nature, and, instead of lifting :ﬂ';eem
to have a }:ierff‘t?;lceomountains, lift them to the Almighty Dol S):;
;-c;ettl;; (I?Ic;tclcl)y i As well dam for Water—tanksbthe people’s Cathedpy,
and churches, for no holier temple has ever been consecrateq by the
helil;tr Olifllziin.a dam in Yosemite is comparable to allowing Money
changers in the temple. The wilderness of Hetch Hetchy rePrl?Sents
values that can elevate human life above the corrupt comerc1ﬁsm
and materialism found in urban centers such as San Fx:anc1sco. That
these values do not appear to many Americans as superior to .material
comfort only indicates the depths to which American society has
fallen. Even to consider building such a dam suggests rampant moral
decay. “That any would try to destroy such a place seems incredible;
but sad experience shows that there are people good enough and bad
enough for anything.”” Arguments for the dam are like the whispers
of the devil, and it was he, of course, who had instigated expulsion
from Eden.* . LAl ,
Supporters of the dam must have been taken aback by rhetoric like
this. In their view, it was not mammon but democracy that was at
stake. They saw themselves as the ‘champions of the public good,
democratically defined, rather than the defenders of “commercialism”
or unbridled capitalism. Although Pinchot and Muir had been very

friendly in earlier times—in his autobiography Pinchot fondly remem-

bers a night’s encampment with Muir on the rim of the Grand Can-
yon*—the conflict o

: ver Hetch Hetchy illustrated in bold relief their
radically different conceptions of conservation and the importance of
;‘Eture_.As Roderick Nash puts it, this incident demonstrated that “for
tiOlf[) fal;:lds ;OVE of the “{OOdS, P inChOt’S lﬂtimate loyalty was to civiliza-
chot’s Priv:ul';esw; Muir’s was to wilderness and preservation.”* Pin-
chy experienec P«l?lpc;i'rs. and correspondence reveal that the Hetch Het-
“nature lover;' leik . .to become increasingly short-tempered about

€ Muir.” For Muir, Pinchot's brand of conservation

bodieq Present a direct assault on nature and the virtues it em-

7”11
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. .d to devote the rest of my life tq the
determlnz s He then embarked on his famoyg
study of the inventions Ohil?ar'lap()lis to the Gulf. of Mexi'co and cop.
thousand mile walkl froﬂf1 nd his adopted home in the Slerra Moun.
tinued to roam until he g ee to which Muir’s wanderings led hip,
tains of California. The Zirity is illustrated by his temporary. aban.
away from hl:lmfln C?mﬁ}‘\en he took along trip tf) Alaska., causing hig
donment of h.ls fiancee VthiS neglect. Although in later life he woulg
future wife distress otV:e olitical controversy over Hetch Hetchy, he
become involved in 5 lfeloved wilderness was being threatened by
did so only b?cau?fle ::as always distrustful of political reformers and
?IT; ?:Ezts::tlgzt)l;ecame one himself because of what he viewed as ex-

. 25
treFr:J\: ;r:;n:}t;:lczziviti es, professions, and relationsl'lllips hold slight
allure at best and are useless and destructive at worst. S'fo-called sen-
timental, transcendental dreaming seems the only_sen51blfe and sub-
stantial business that one can engage in.””* When reflecting on the
world of men, Muir finds little to praise, seeing little more than “gross
heathenism” in modern civilization.” Urban America overwhelms
and disgusts him, and his attitude frequently becomes overtly misan-
thropic. Visiting New York City as a young man, he thought he might

like to explore it, but only if all the people left!™ Perhaps his view of
urban life is best summarized by

his judgment about the citizens of
San Francisco: The “boasted freed

om of the town” is actually nothing
but “pagan slavery,”

. and all the people there “are more or less sick:
there is not a perfectly sane man in San Franc

i
rity and cordialit

chanical inventions,

urban socie
in Yosemite as “money changers . e

. ' in the ” .
more startling language, he views the other temple, a1 and, in even
Yosemite as alien, even revolting; & S

n he 1
| B for the Stumbles upon 1n
called men, who occur in and op

. sl L Tough vertical animals
densed filth, I am not in contact wi

ANS like o
: th them. € sticks of con-
Muir concludes early on that his = ildo

S not hv . 7”3
affinitiec 15 | € with them.”?
rather than with his fellow hum Shale

“ With the w.:
ans, € wild
Pathy for the selfish propriety Well, I haye Creatures

recj :
ed map, allfd icflous little sym-

of civiliy

D Yare -~
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sses there. “Nature like a flyjg se
ut, as the whole sky and the

¢ db“\;ilousl)f be a mistake to underestimate the fy,
ious quality of Muir’s COMprERension of nagy, an,,
tally religiou discovered in his wanderings in the Wilderngg, . 2t hy

, S
claims to :::eixnmo rtality. In A Thousand Mile Walk to 4, Gul oy,
ic? d 1ess sutI joyfuﬂy return to the immortal truth and immortal b s
aims,

. e

Nature.”? Not only does he observe this truth and beauty, b, ;;gu(;f
ting the world of civilization behind him he is able to actually oy
a part of this natural world. ”Presently. you lose consciousnegg of yoy,
own separate existence: you blend with t%1e zlandscape, and beCOme
part and parcel of nature.”* Time stands s.tﬂl when one is abje ¢, culi,
vate an unmediated relationship with wilderness. “One day is 4 ,
thousand years, a thousand years as one day, and while yet in the
flesh you enjoy immortality. ”# It is ultimately salvation itself tha Muir
finds in nature.

The extremism of Muir's religious embrace of nature is lar

gely the
result of his rebellion from a very painful childhood, inflicted by his

tyrannical, radically Calvinist father. There were

t
rockg ang grench

It wOllld 0

COUnE Of 3 stopm & ' mple, after reading Muir’s published ac-
Which he self—rlghte:)l 1Ount Shasta, his father sent him a letter in
efforts: usly attacked Mujr/s Mountaineering and literary
Were yo, as
re
Permanentjy, Sy ]Z’”fg My wish would make you, you would
O}iilhe third jng; h @ best sense of the word Irec,eived ours
1w '. 0 Sl .
I wigm 15Consip ~ P of paper, butI had read the same
Shed | S0me days pef
With anoge. - 1Ot se s Boes Yys before | 8ot yours, and then
God’s o, k our hajy. . ;se 1t harrieq Up my feelings so
Were 2¢th escapes. Had I seeq it to be
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The spintuahzatlon of Nature

Integrity is wholeness, the
greatest beauty is

Organic wholeness, the wholenesg o
beauty of the universe. Love that, not man
Apart from that, or else you will share man's pitiful confys;
ions,

or drown in despair when his days darken
—Robinson Jeffers

We are learning finally that the forests and mountains a
are holier than our churches. nd desert canyons

f life ang things, the divine

—Edward Abbey

While the inheritors of progressive conservationism have attempted to

reconcile its emphasis on the multiple use of natural resources with

the need to develop a respect for the environment that transcends so-

cial utility, other contemporary environmental theorists have turned

away from that heritage altogether. Rejecting both the utilitarianism of

progressive conservationism and its liberal reform, they have revived
the pastoral tradition inspired by Thoreau. This tradition is founde;d
on the belief that nature is less significant as a source of matenzfll
goods and well-being than as a moral guide and educator. When th.ls
Postulate was translated through the life and writings of ]Ohﬁ M‘::é
bowever, it lost its political character: The experience.of nature nzfé; v
‘portant for religious inspiration and personal satlsfagt;?t‘i‘én to pro-
ount of political knowledge and radical principlfas. Ina : ;m e
"ding a general criticism of contemporary society,

: alterna-
env; , . . tion of offering an
. "Tonmentalism has moved in the direction © as well as an

tive }; 1al society,
lifestyle for those alienated from commerc of the natural world

ount of the independent moral significance




ounds, the project made ObVif’us 80od senge, p;
ort for the plan l?y é.lppeahng to his own Conservatjon;

wThe fundamental principle of the whole conservation ;;‘llist v.alues:
of use, 10 take .evel:y part of the land and itg Tesources anq pufyit 18 that
gse in which it will Ser\.re’ th(:.' Most people.” Eyen lnter e Ofthat
dam, such as jony Mulr? biographer Michael Cohen, conc:ed0 gle
when judged on the ba§1s of utility, the dam clearly had the ;:ttat
algument- ”Whe-n .the. 155ues were reduced to the realm of utif’ :
tarian and materialist ideology, there was 1%

not much doubt th,
- t th
water for San Francisco would be seen as a greater good for a greatei
number.””

nchot ®Xplained

But to Pinchot and like-minded conservationists, there were e
important democratic considerations that prompted them to
their support behind the project. California congressman William
Kent, a Progressive who had always been sympathetic to conservation
and was a friend of both Pinchot's and Muir’s, viewed the dam as an
opportunity to assert the principle of public ownership and control of

utilities. As Roderick Nash explains, “While [Kent] realized that Hetch
Hetchy was valuable as wilderness and part of a national park, he also

knew that the powerful Pacific Gas and Electric Company wanted the
valley as a step toward consolidating its control over California hydro-
electric resources. Municipal control of Hetch Hetchy’s water by San
Francisco would block this plan, be a significant victory for the ideal of
public ownership, and, beyond that, assert the democratic princi-
ple.” Progressives like Kent feared private monopolies in general but
were most passionate about monopolies of essential goods and ser-
vices.” To them, damming Hetch Hetchy would not only be good for
San Francisco on straightforward utilitarian grounds but would also
Serve to boost the democratic agenda of publicly controlled utilities.
As Nash points out, it was a combination of these views that gener-
ated congressional support for the project.®

Although Muir and other opponents of the dam claimed that t%lere
Were alternative, potentially adequate water sources for. San Franc1stc}<l)é
they diq not fully develop this line of argument in tt.lelr attack on :
Proposal. Rather, they concentrated on themes of virtue anﬁﬁ;‘;ﬁ_
101_1' Support for the dam was support for “mammon. 'alAScheme-"m
*Cribes it, the dam is a “grossly destructive commerci sagnificenf

¢ wilderness of Hetch Hetchy Valley represents the m

qually
throw
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+is perhaps most striking about Muyiys defense of the Hetch

ey is the degreg to which he wag either blind to the pro-
Het ve democratic commitments that lay behing much of thepn

g'reS:l packing of the project, or unwilling to distinguish thege conal:
ion from unholy support for capitalism, Commercialism, and

mitments 17 ¥ .
oney worship. In Muir’s eyes, the choice is stark- Either we respect
umb to the

and protect natural wonder.s lik.e Hetch Hetchy, or we suce
vices of a corrupt commercial civilization, Muijr's lifelong project, and
the project of those who follow his example today, is to give an ac-
count of his rejection of the democratic and utilitarian tenets of pro-
gressive conservationism and to articulate an alternative understand-

ing of the importance and value of nature, which can serve to mediate
the competing claims of civilization and the environment.

Nash is certainly not exaggerating when he locates Muir’s ultimate
loyalty in wilderness and its preservation. Muir’s life can be read as a
series of retreats from society to the wilderness, from the world of hu-
man activities and obligations to the refuge of nature. In 1863 Muir
left the University of Wisconsin to study in what he called the “Uni-
versity of the Wilderness” in Canada.” This decision to abandon his
formal schooling coincided with a determination to give up the study
of medicine; as he wrote to a friend, although practicing medicine
would contribute to the lessening of human misery, his reason tolfl
him, “You will die ere you are ready to be able to do s0.”* ?ignjfl-
cantly, his wanderings in the Canadian wilderness also coincided
with the Civil War—a timing motivated by Muir’s tremencioous fear o}f
being dragged into a conflict to which he was not a party. : Al:h(ggn —

he would experience guilt about avoiding the. drai::t and f}eemg 0 %

ada, as a Scottish immigrant he did not feel 1mp11catec'1 in tl:le grea
: i isi ing the United States during his lifetime.
moral and political crisis facing

As one biographer puts it, Muir “was paralyzed by the thrira; :f ;:;11_—
scription Politics still lay outside his ken; he had no Z q fn tiis
. It simply intrude

. al aspects of the war : Y- )

lflgs,, oo thimv?rf)uld not become an American citizen until I}:; ::f‘;
h.fe' 2; n fact:i ;nly then in order to obtain a passport forap
Sixty-five, an

: orld.” : ; hine shop,
trip around ther Muir went to Indianapolis to work N ;ﬂ?;‘;uth. After
Afterths Was:trated mechanical genius througho.u to all of my me-
having derfﬁerflt him temporarily blind, he “bade adieu
an acciden
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etween the wild beasts and Lord Man, I should b
‘ e

4 occur b
h;l;lte 4 to sympathize with the bears.”?
Vi OnCe perceptively wrote that he did not “mould in with the

estof mankind,”* and yet he was not without the need for at least an

pstract kind of human relationship. “It is easy enough to live out of
naterial sight of friends, but to live without human love is impos-

sble.”® Nonetheless, the primary source of love for Muir is not found
Jmong humans; but in the experience of nature. He believes that as
ong as nature is unaltered by human activity, it embodies a perfect
peauty. “None of Nature's landscapes are ugly so long as they are
wild.”* This beauty, in turn, is the pure expression of God’s love
“Where all is beauty, all is love.”¥ When in the wild, Muir considers;
himself in an intense and immediate relationship with God, or what
he refers to as “Nature-God.”* The animals he sees are “happy” (“the
whole wilderness is enlivened with happy animals”*), and here, un-
like in the tame world of human society, God looks after the nee;ls of
all living things: “God takes care of everything that is wild but he only
half takes care of tame things.”® As a result of God’s loving atten-
dance, life in the wilderness is literally care-free in a way that is uni-
magi.nable in the social world of men and women. To experience na-
ture is to experience the “pure and the beautiful,” which can only be
of God’s will.# Nature is attractive and impor-

qualities, but be-
ove—God’s

5
te

the direct expression
tant not because of its material (or even aesthetic)
cause it expresses the complete spirituality of perfect 1

love. :

Aside from the pure and
power in nature. He was most ecstatic
midst of a violent storm. Nature may have
warmth is paradoxically expressed most pe
by a display of God's overwhelming might.
struction is creating, and it is just where storms f

all most violently that
the greatest quality of beauteous, joyous life appear. s Storms actu-
ally serve, for Muir,

as the best metaphor of his experience of. God’s

love in the wilderness. We know that we aré becoming more I1kf the
wild things—for which God cares completely——when we can Lean
. olv on Nature,” not onl for the “infinite ten er-

fully and trustingty ature,” n y L

» put also for the equally infinite “power of her love.”™
g that Muir undergoes in Yosemite is much like the ac-

the beautiful, Muir also discovers God’s
when he found himself in the

a “warm heart,”* but the

rfectly when accompanied
“Yet all that we call de-

ness, !
itual awakenin
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. was ot God's work, although you seem to thiny
ke God's service. If it had not been for God's boundjes

do;n&,ould have been cut off in the midst of your folly, . , _ J¢; o

o 100k through a glass darkly when we have the Gospel and
is fulfillme"tr and when the true practical believer has got the
IG odhead in fellowship with himself all the time, and reigning in
nis heart all the time. . . . You cannot warm the heart of the saint
+f God with your cold icy-topped mountains. O, my dear son,
come away from them to the spirit of God and His holy word,
and He will show our lovely Jesus unto you, who is by His fin-
ished work presented to you, without money and price. . . . And

the best and soonest way of getting quit of the writing and pub-

lishing your book is to burn it, and then it will do no more harm
either to you or others.®

you are
S mercy

It is not especially surprising that Muir revolted against a father
who could respond to his work in this manner. Nor is it surprising,
however, that Muir's own beliefs, although conceived in rebellion
from his father's Calvinism, retain crucial similarities with it. Muir dis-
avowed Calvinism and retreated to nature, but his relationship with
nature is perhaps one that only a Calvinist could truly appreciate.
Muir's nature is not earthy or sensuous or material in any significant
sense. Rather, what he worships is a purely idealized, spiritual na-
ture. As Catherine Albanese notes, “Muir’s idealism provided a way
to accommodate a former Calvinism without acknowledigi.ng it. If the
world in all its alluring beauty pointed beyond itself to spirtt, then. ..
it could be safe to contemplate matter without guilt or stain. And so
long as one held on to the emblematic theory that f‘;utl}rle I:ﬁizgz?ﬁ
as sacramental sight of spirit, it could be safe to relish the sp

mountain and forest.”* Like all rebellions, Muir's was deeply influ-

. snate Hi theis-
enced by the character of what he was ?:ebelhn%l agim:t;fl;:::ry”eﬁf
tic worship of nature, and his rejection ?f t ed aPC aglvinist e
American urban society, grew out of and murrore

' d.
tlon of the sensuous and matenalt:)v ?;Lich his son had fled was the
For Muir's father, the nature © r. His son’s sin was
world of #ieg-topped mountains,” of brute BT
his rejection of true Christian COmm:,Imii’ysaembrace o
no meaningful difference between MU

ality, and he saw
f nature and liv-



of creatur
es united in -
we have see their subjecti
> n, the more wi ] on to the divin
are subject to God’s c. wild the creatures, th e hand of God. A
If nothing else Narz;r » the more completely they
power r » Nature’s gran .
eveals the hubris of 8T d?ur, immortali h
Stephen Fox writes, “In conventional human % _farmony, and
whelmed by a sen y reading his Sierra land self-importance. As
ture, human life stse gf human insignificance "zc;i pes Muif was over:
. a 1 .
ing plants and nds in a relationship of e n thfa context of na-
processes created creatures—all are equall qua;l.ty with all other liv-
greatest man, or t;nd controlled by God. ”gu?:vi}fq. to the natural
pared with other thjntan?ﬂ tree that ever overto a;:; the size of the
We sz all grily Biiroampic God'’s creation the (opped a grass! Con
animals as “animal scopic animalcula.”* Muir in erence is nothing.
eople” nuo
cause all creatures n}l)ustp le” who are “intimately i]atedutsly re’fgs =
felative]y insienifi equally submit (differe 0 us,”” be-
For Muir thg 1]cant) to the overwhelming p nces of degree being
. the religi ower of
American society. :%?Ilfs essence of nature is the anﬁ:‘;t‘{r& o
lessons of nature. 38 Ll:_ng in the tread mills of life we h‘.a;]s of life in
very opposite of t.he m]‘e ol society is materijalist and ml edfrom g
“there is no dayli , igious transcendence nat Iirglane; the
tains as the soy ight in towns, ”* Muir frequent] uref i GBI
ur s
o faine e foSifo'I our spiritual renewal: ”I{, refers to the moun-
obligation Muir f ains, not only of rivers but of SYETy Eniintythe
Fox’s words, “ y ee]s.toward his fellow men and w men. " Whatever
s womdl cUprea«:]ung the mountains” in the ho Oeniﬂe]n is met by, in
proclaim the re?"e- are b _bfipﬁzed.”“ Muir’s wrign at the “multi-
igious qualities of nature and to irlvitgs}flr'3 meant 10
e his readers to
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cribing Yosemite, for ex-
temple in which all the

e on these terms. When des:
worship.”# The pur-

ce natur :
sog VIt wWas @ special church or

i rld should do extraordinary
jandscaP® L“;;:E,r‘;;‘l)Parks is to encourage people to visit the parks and
i hearts, s0 at length their preservatior\ and right

t that Americans are taking his

jsm” of soci-

pse M5
#The tendency nowadays to

advice an
.ng challenge
in wilderness is delightful to see. Thousands of tired, nerve
over civilized people are beginning to find out that going t©
s is going home; that wilderness is a necessity; and that
and reservations are useful not only as fountains of
but as fountains of life.”®
urpose of nature is not somu

shaker,
the mountain
ntain parks
timber and irrigating rivers,
For Muir, then, the primary P
vice the practical needs of American civilization as it is tO offe
ternative, essentially religious source of values and experiences. Al-
though Muir was not entirely opposed to scientific management—for
example, he approved of the artificial breeding of salmon,* and in Our
National Parks he praises the “dawn of a new day in forestry”*—he
never believed that the principal value of nature is to be found in the
useful resources it provides for society and the economy. In a close
famous claim that uin wildness is the preser-
lies the hope of

paraphrase of Thoreau’s
vation of the world,” Muir writes, “In God'’s wildness
deemed wilderness. The

the world—the great fresh, unblighted, unre
galling harness of civilization drops off, and the wounds heal ere we
are aware.”® Wilderness is precious as the fount of a truer life and
purer wisdom than society can ever provide.

Catherine Albanese refers to Muir as Thoreau’s #celebrated spiritual
heir in the preservationist movement,”® and it is certainly true that
Muir modelled his own writings on Thoreau's and generally traced

alism. Nonethe-

his intellectual roots to New England transcendent
rs are quick to point out that Thoreat and Ralph

less, Muir’s biographe

Waldo Emerson were ultimately too civilized for Muir, “Compared to
Thoreau,” writes Nash, “who cringed at an excess of wildness and
idealized the half-cultivated, Muir was wild indeed.”* Fox also notes
that “both Emerson and Thoreau seemed insufficiently wild” f©
Muir.® And when Muir was able to meet Emerson in Yosemite, the
event was @ tremendous disappointment. Muir looked forward to

ch to ser-
r an al-
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” e price of 0 accept Si Sing
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The crowni ry on culture and th _"Inall, the epis o
letter froguflfilblow for Muir must ha:egb‘brlous transCE"&;ll;’enct);.jl(iE o
erson . een wh sm, "
tt)UdF‘—as if this solifu;en ;OUragj ng him not to ste: he later received ;
egin with! Emerson ad not been the source .}’ h.)o. long in soli.
Ppreciate and experien was too settled into armch "D hL.S Inspiration to
was now as a child in f}et fr:e wilderness; he wasalr Philseaphy boap.
_fﬂmds."?s And Thoreau’e ands of his affosctionaté)zst his prime, and
merita et b e o R ROl Con lgsadly e
uir sought ist have seemed a far cord and his exper-
Miiis d%f felrs W?rzs:lxpfed, praised, and dg:;"f;' the true wﬂdernpess
. ed.
Some measure of ”wudl; Eas:em forebears, howeve ;
al?iple to its logical extr ess.” Nor does he merel 1, not simply in
with Thoreau’s views eme. Rather, Muir breaks d ft:ke Thoreau’s ex-
T : 1
for human beings. For ;iardmg the nature of wildn idarental iRy
uge from society; it mu oreau, “wildness” must Zmess and its value
society. For Muir, wﬂdeSt also serve as a guide for e more than a ref-
ration for a reformed SOH}ESS represents not so m : ;Eformed and just
nity in any form. Muir ciety as the alternative to 'tJ}: i A
cans and the early Eur replaces Thareau’s intere e human commu-
W_hohved in intimate opean colonists in Ameri st in Native Ameri-
E"ﬂdemeﬂ altogether T: ntact with the natural wnia_thaf is, in those
,.;lroPean farmers who cking a human Presencem-Td—Wlllh ki
e invading horde of settled the lands of A : h oreau praises the
_As we have seen ;\’dc{fjsﬁoyem called sett.'lersnle;flca" Muir refers to
G s b , u R :
gious indjvidual SHJvaﬁO:, s ne}ture i5-the source of s
, while for Thoreau it was ﬂ':n intensely reli-
€ potential tu
tor
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u a host of attitudes
and shoul
Muir’s in-
overtly political and
o be respected and
individual
- in fact, nature’s dis-
attractive, pure: and
y altogether (except

litical proble

American society is viewed as
f an alternative set of indi-
formed according to Some

lues rathe 2!
more npnatural” social order. As nature takes on the role of spmtual
savior for Muir, so it also becomes increasingly silent as a guide for so-
cial life. wilderness preservationis eir first political battle

against pro; essive conservationism under Muir’s leadership, using a

discourse that effectively removed naturé from the human world. In

nature, individuals could (and should) experience the transcendent
and the sublime, but no longer would they find there the type of
knowledge that spoke directly to their social concerns. As nature be-
came for Muir a religious and not just a moral force, SO it became in-
and the material components of

creasingly irrelevant to the mundane

human life.
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wilderness preservation emerge U

ronmentalist literature. Bill McKibben, fo
book The End of Nature, has mourned the passing of Muir’s strong

sense of nature as a realm apart from, and superior to, human sodi-
ety. Modern science and technology have created tremendous envi-

ronmental problems and have altered and intruded on almost every
s. As a result, McKibben argues, “We have

imaginable natural proces
at least in modern times, defined nature for

ended the thing that has,
us—its separation from human society.”” This makes it next to impos-
u4 museum of divine

sible for us to think of the earth, as Muir did, as
u}:tent, ""dor to understand nature as “ the separate and wild province,
the world apart from man to which he adapted, under whose rules he
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tion took seriously the

i ristian tradi
« sin¢ loll'lev;l :f I(\::nhumﬂn“fe- White's point is'that by
gﬁt:a'l, even 5P 'f the unique and higher valu‘e of human life rela-
d:ﬂatif‘ﬂ ga fsfrgaﬁon/ we may be able to design our .soc.xety so as
five 19 rest © d live in @ more acceptable balance W]tl:l it. ‘
I id Ehrenfeld attacks modern society’s belief
ble of satisfactorily

o 1esP imilar veir- Dav

In ;uman Kknowledge .and
that Jling and developing
coﬂh;’ rds. Arguing that “we must cO
a.nd ef ith in our OWR! limitless power
tional 2 otection for Nature W

e g diction in terms
ideais @ contradiction 11 : .
e d our human bounds will we be-

i en we understan
h?viso t?::totgtyn‘:;ral world more responsibly: And nature would not
pe the only beneficiary of such an attitude change. “Those who can
underslarld the limitations of humanity can partake mor'e than o'che.ts
of the creation of God, and in this there is both sat'isfachfm and a dif-
ferent kind of power. We yearn to see the human spirit freed (_)nce
again from the fetters of self-adulation, s0 that it may soar aloft if fa-
vorable winds occur.”” For Ehrenfeld, as for White and Muir, an ap-
preciation of the natural world, and right treatment of it, require a
greater sense of humility and human equality with the rest of creation

than is found in our conventional beliefs and practices.
The theorists who have pe to revive Muir's

rhaps done the most

sense of the spiritual importance of nature are a loose grouping of en-
vironmentalists who refer to themselves as “deep ecologists.” Their
most visible American publicists are Bill Devall and George Sessions.
Drawing on the work of Norwegian PhﬂOSOPheT A

technology are ¢ap2
the environment to meet human needs

me to terms with our own irra-

# Ehrenfeld concludes that

ithin the humanist system—
nes ike Muir, Ehrenfeld be-

me Naess, Devall
ndwork for a new “ecologic

and Sessions aim to lay the grou con-
sciousness.”® The problem with what they call reformist environmen-
talism, or, in the language of this study, the progressive conservation

ch environmentalism bolsters

tradition, is that in the final analysis su
an anti-ecological attitude toward the natural world. As Devall writes,
 activists help to legitimate and re-

“In using reformist arguments . -
inforce the human centered (anthropocentric) world view of decision
and

makers.”” The goal of deep ecology is not just to criticize liberal
reformist ecologists, but to pursue the more ambitious project of at-
tacking the underlying worldview of contemporary society. From this
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he rest of Na-

elf-realization in the sense that if we harm t
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= As Devall putsit, deep ecology’s grasp of
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ture then We ar
everything is interrelated.
self-realization teaches that
and Other, of mind-in-nature.”*® This “e
not impersonal but transpersonal,” and to discover it is a “part ©
transforming process required to heal ourselves in the world.”"”
Jtis ironic that the deep ecology criticism of anthropocentrism and
selfishness leads to such a strong emphasis on personal “healing”
and self-interest—even allowing for the expanded sense Devall and
Sessions attempt to articulate. Biocentric equality, in fact, is less a sep-
arate norm of deep ecology than an extension of the notion of self-re-
alization to all of nature. “The intuition of biocentric equality is that all
things in the biosphere have an equal right to live and blossom and to
reach their own individual forms of unfolding and self-realization
within the larger Self-realization.

o The central claim of deep ecol-
ogy, therefore, is that this idea of self-realization fosters not only hu-
s satisfaction but a proper ecological orientation as well. “The pos-
itive message of deep ecology is maximal Self-realization of all
beings.” ™ The trick is to recognize t

hat ecological well-being and hu-
man well-being are essentially the same thing, and this can be done
through an expanded understan

B ding of the relation between the
self” and nature.

Deep ecology is basically
gious, even ecstatic language
ture offered a spiritual experience of tra
losing one's self in the greater majesty 0

a contemporary expression of the reli-
found in Muir’s writings. For Muir, na-
nscendence, immortality, and
f creation. Devall and Ses-
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ably will reinforce a universal

o “sacred space” of wilderness™ and promote the re-
antment of Gaia [Mother Earth], the sacredness
word from this literature, deep ecol-
ty” of people who live in greater har-

th nature than contemporary society does. Although Devall
(s at pains 10 defend deep ecology from the charge that it is a new reli-
.on or cult and to insist that their only purpose is to fight against
athoughtless and mindless behavior, 13 by the end of his book he ad-
mits that deep ecology 1is “primarily a spiritual-religious move-
ment.”™ Like Muir’s radical transcendentalism, deep ecology is fun-
damentally a personal religious experience beyond the realm of
rational defense and explanation.
Although Devall and Sessions attempt to outline the political impli-
cations of deep ecology, the private character of this perspective re-
duces its relevance for discussions of political and collective life.
When Devall admonishes us to experience our “sense of place” in the
environment, what is most striking is that no one else seems to be
there.” When he tries to describe the model of a mature human be-
ing—one who is fully integrated into the natural world—he conjures
up that most solitary of mythical creatures, Sasquatch (Big Foot): The
‘df_’al of Sfisquatch teaches “a more mature kind of human, a future
primal _bEmg" who can show “us one possibility to a more fully devel-
2P€d, integrated way of dwelling on this earth.”™ This is obviously
ot an auspicious position from which to evaluate the nature of hu-
man society and political life.
Dgzlslpite the as-ocial, even antisocial, implications of deep ecology,
ki 3nd Sessxons.argue that there is a “natural social order” in
h “people refrain from dominating others.”* This social order
zﬁr\sms of a “self-regulating community”** that allows “genuine free-
\ om for humans and nonhumans” alike.’” These communities will be
Ocated geographically within bioregions, rather than within artifi-
cially contrived political boundaries, and political power will be de-
Centralized and democratic. “The real, organic community is simple
In material goods but rich in individuation, communalism, awareness
of the way things are, in affectional and spiritual connections with
specific landscape.”™ In the long run, deep ecology aims at a radica
conversion of human consciousness to make way for a totally new (o
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potentially very serio er ha'“_d, they correctly recognize that there are
and the protection of“;t:olhsl.ons between human needs and interests
wild form th e environment—especially in the ristine and
Even if jti at deep ecology advocates g
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liberate indivi;rr:l that exploration of the “ecological self” promises to
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t seems consistent with deep
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o life of the megalopolis- In their more frank mo-
nd Sessions imply that their “biotic equality” may re-
crifices (perhaps the lives of large numbers of urban
Qi 2 by the human species In f)rder to regain an appropriate bal-
o. Devall and 5essions do not forthrightly acknowl-
Jife implied by their position—nor, in-
ines their own theory of self-realization.
deeds eir occasional recognition of the potential for conflict be-
and the wilderness indicates at least a partial apprecia-
tibility of deep ecology’s two basic
ntric equality. The primary message
vey is one of harmony and libera-
olf-realization along with the rest
sober message they are periodi-
{ human limitation and sacrifice

et

umans
possible incompa

realization and bioce
d Sessions want to con
fon—we can experience complete s
of creationt. The secondary and more

clly forced to acknowledge is one O
inspired by the recognition of the equality of all living things.
This ambivalence raises conceptual problems for deep ecology,
which are {llustrated in a recent response by another deep ecologist,
David Johns, to the criticism of Ramachandra Guha, an Indian envi-
e emphasis on wilderness

ronmentalist. Guha's position is that th
preservation by radical American environmentalists and deep ecolo-

gists does real damage to both the environment and the people of In-
dia (and the rest of the Third World). “What is unacceptable are the
radical conclusions drawn by deep ecology, In particular, that inter-
vention in nature should be guided primarily by the need to preserve
biotic integrity rather than by the needs of humans.”™ Our most sig-
nificant environmental problems, Guha contends, have little or no re-
lation to the contest between ” anthropocenh'ism" and “biocentrism.”
Rather, environmental degradation tends to be caused by overcon-
sumption in the First World and among Third World elites and by
worldwide militarization. uNeither of these problems has any tangl-
ble connection to the anthropocenrric—biocentric distinction. . « «
my identification of the major dangers t0 the integrity of_the natur.al
world is correct, invoking the bogy of anthropocentrism 15 at be'5:1 ir-
relevant and at worst a dangerous obfuscation.”™ Focusing on W_'luzr'
ness preservation in the Third World is actut of impen? m
in which the interests and values of western p harmiII%el':“_
tive populations. Tiger preserves in India are an ex 5
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biosphere as a communr-]a“_lre is valued for itself, if the integrity of the
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manent human, .fett] ice much of the Earth cannot be used for PEF
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onception of an appropri-
mmunity is s0 hypothetical as to be mean-

ately L enie? aluating the problems of real human beings presently
inis"leSSW 1d. “There is, 1 believe, widespread agreement among . . .
in the ¥ -;15 that fewer humans (and especially less extensive occu-
dest ecofliﬁle Jobe) as well as equitable and drastically curtailed con-
ation 7 areissenfial to restoring the balance of the planet.”™ Since
sumpeon ts that Guha is concerned about are obviously too impover-
ptic might be tempted to

easan .
glfe% {0 limit their consumption further, a ske

suspect (presumably contrary to Johns's intention) that perhaps they
are examples of some of the people who should not be taking up soO

much space on the globe.

Be that as it may, even though Johns has promised that deep ecol-

ogy teaches the unity between human and the natural environment’s

interests, he now correctly observes that “humans compete for habitat

with other species, threaten their destruction, and otherwise degrade

the environment, even diminishing its carrying capacity.”'’ If Johns
d in some future soci-

believes that this competition can be eliminate
ety, it still tells us little or nothing about what to do for Guha's peas-

ants who are struggling for survival today. At the very least, Johns's
discussion will not persuade Guha that the interests of the Third
World will carry sufficient weight in the moral evaluations of a deep
ecologist, or that deep ecology has a coherent program for protecting
both the environment and the interests of human communities.
Numerous other objections can and have been raised to deep ecol-
ogy: It is guilty of grossly romanticizing the experience of “primal
peoples”;" even if its anthropological portrait were accurate, it would
provide very little practical guidance for the mass of humans living in
contemporary urban industrial society; deep ecology promotes a

type of knowledge that is entirely beyond rational human discourse

and debate;™ and the biocentrism embedded in deep ecology is actu-

ally a remarkably self-interested and ultimately anthropocentric posi-
tion,™ In short, deep ecology appears to have only a vague environ-
mentalist program outside of a generalized commitment to wilderness
Preservation, it advocates a philosophical position that has yet to re-

ceive a strong rational defense and that is quite possibly internally in-
laims about the human condition that seem

consistent, and it makes ¢
to be based on weak empirical evidence at best.
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What, then, has constituted th,

It has primar; e strength of
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sumerism ?ig ecoh:)glcal self—reahzahon Is to b alis, s admon
en + - and it Promises tgo displace th e anfithes, Lllke
Vironmental exploitation foung ; aters. O ton,

suspiciously resembles one more lifestyle option offered by the con-
Sumer society from which pastoral environmentalism is rebelling in
the first place.

Others working within Ppastoral environmentalism as it has evolved
under Muir's influence have taken this tradition in another direction.
Although the deep ecologists claim that they are both attacking an-
thropocentrism and developing a new and environmentally sound
conception of self-realization, we have seen that these two concerns
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