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Nature is gone. . . . You are living on a used planet. If this bothers 
you, get over it. We now live in the Anthropocene—a geological 
epoch in which Earth’s atmosphere, lithosphere, and biosphere 
are shaped primarily by human forces.1  

—ERLE ELLIS

“Wild” is process, as it happens outside of human agency. As far 
as science can reach, it will never get to the bottom of it, because 
mind, imagination, digestion, breathing, dreaming, loving, and 
both birth and death are all part of the wild. There will never  
be an Anthropocene.2

—GARY SNYDER



I N T R O D U C T I O N 

Lives Not Our Own
TOM BUTLER

IN HIS “FAT MASTERPIECE,” The Fool’s Progress, Edward Abbey wrote of 
the protagonist’s father: “Joe Lightcap was not a philosopher; he took ideas 
seriously. ‘Ideas can hurt people,’ he would say. ‘Ideas are dangerous. I’d 
rather have a man come at me with an ax than a Big Idea.’”3 

This is a book about ideas—ideas dangerous and ideas infused with re-
storative, healing properties. It’s also about language and the way it shapes 
individual and collective views of the world, forging the deep “root meta-
phors,”4 to borrow education reformer Chet Bower’s term, which so funda-
mentally shape a culture’s development that they become invisible to the 
people within that culture. Such is the idea of human hegemony, the way 
that our species, but one of millions on Earth and subject to the same forces 
and beneficiary of the same biological lineage, has (especially in its modern 
technological incarnation) come to believe that the community of life is 
merely a storehouse of “natural resources” subject to appropriation.

Keeping the Wild was conceived to confront the notion of human he-
gemony and also to join the growing conversation within the conserva-
tion movement about the so-called Anthropocene. That word describing 
the age of human dominion of Earth has been embraced by some academ-
ics, journalists, and environmentalists and is increasingly used to concep-
tualize, and often to justify, further domestication of the planet.

Cheerleaders for the Anthropocene have variously been called “neo-
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greens,” “pragmatic environmentalists,” “new conservationists,” “Anthro-
pocene boosters,” and “postmodern greens.” As there is not one dominant 
moniker for their camp, the editors have not enforced consistency among 
this volume’s contributing authors.

The essays to come explore in detail the arguments made by the neo-
greens, whose writings include the following claims:

▶ The Anthropocene has arrived and humans are now de facto plan-
etary managers;

▶ If “pristine wilderness” ever existed, it is all gone now; moreover, 
focusing on wilderness preservation has poorly served the conser-
vation movement;

▶ Nature is highly resilient, not fragile; 
▶ To succeed, conservation must serve human aspirations, primarily 

regarding economic growth and development;
▶ Maintaining “ecosystem services,” not preventing human-caused 

extinction, should be conservation’s primary goal;
▶ Conservation should emphasize better management of the domes-

ticated, “working landscape” rather than efforts to establish new, 
strictly protected natural areas.

▶ Conservationists should not critique capitalism but rather should 
partner with corporations to achieve better results.

These ideas, individually and collectively, are worthy of close inspec-
tion; respectful debate; and, in the view of the editors, vigorous rebut-
tal. While some contributors to this volume offer spirited rejoinders to 
the neo-greens, their criticism is nowhere intended to denigrate specific 
persons or organizations. Indeed, the editors have assumed that all of the 
players in these debates are acting in good faith, with genuine desire to 
see conservation succeed. Clearly, however, we have stark differences in 
worldview and thus disagree about strategies to protect the Earth.

Even a cursory look at the burgeoning Anthopocene literature will 
reveal celebratory, techno-triumphalist voices that seem not discomfited 
by but almost to revel in the belief that humans have become overseers of 
the planetary plantation. Other voices are more muted in tone, regretfully 
embracing a kind of environmental realpolitik—that, for better or worse, 
humanity is now in the global driver’s seat and thus should manage Earth 
well. Whether celebratory or reluctant, the neo-greens’ language creates a 
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linguistic platform that reinforces and shapes anew humanity’s resourcist 
agenda. The growing chorus of Anthropocene boosterism strikes us as 
an updated form of noblesse oblige inflated to a planetary scale—a call to 
humanity to rise to its globe-managing responsibilities—but actually em-
bodying the type of hubris that David Ehrenfeld dissected so well in The 
Arrogance of Humanism.5 This is all the more ironic because it is anthro-
pocentrism—the worldview at the heart of this arrogance—that is leading 
Earth, and humanity, to ruin.

Before citing Stewart Brand’s famous quote that opened the Whole 
Earth Catalog—“We are as gods and might as well get good at it”—con-
temporary Anthopocene proponent Erle Ellis gushes about the “amazing 
opportunity” that “humanity has now made the leap to an entirely new 
level of planetary importance.”6 But whereas one could read Brand’s full 
passage as a whimsical entreaty to personal empowerment at the apex 
of 1960s countercultural zeitgeist, it is hard to interpret Ellis as anything 
but a straight-ahead celebrant for a cyborg generation alienated from the 
natural world, steeped in simulacra, and inclined to believe that any envi-
ronmental problem can be solved through a techno-fix.

Are we truly “as gods”? Certainly humans now have the ability to 
destroy life on a scale formerly reserved for geological and astrophysical 
phenomena. But our godlike powers of destruction, rooted not in ma-
levolence but in our sheer bulk and thoughtless ways of living, are not bal-
anced by equivalently divine creative powers. Notwithstanding the efforts 
of synthetic biology engineers (whose goals are utilitarian—building new 
life-forms to serve humans), we do not have the ability to create diverse 
and beautiful life as nature has done on this globe for some 3.5 billion 
years. We are born of that epic evolutionary flourishing, and yet now are 
busy disrupting the primal force that gave us life. We are second-tier dei-
ties, conceited demigods, at best.

If the only choice before us were either to become good at being god-
like or to remain inept and toxic to the diversity of life, then surely it would 
be right to choose the former—to make ourselves better “stewards” (a word 
that originally meant the ward of the sty, the keeper of domestic animals). 
This seems to be what the Anthropocene boosters in conservation are hop-
ing for when they propose, “nature could be a garden.” That is, a world 
thoughtfully manipulated, perhaps even “sustainably,” for human ends.

But these prospects for the future of humanity are a false dichotomy. 
Surely there are other possibilities, including our potential choice to become 
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plain members and citizens in the community of life and relinquish the de-
lusion that we are “Lord Man.” 

Writing some twenty-six centuries ago, likely from a simple cabin in 
the woods, a Chinese sage considered what results when hubris prompts 
people’s desire to possess the world:

 
As for those who would take the whole world
To tinker as they see fit,
I observe that they never succeed:
For the world is a sacred vessel
Not made to be altered by man.
The tinker will spoil it;
Usurpers will lose it.7

(Lao-Tzu, 6th century B.C.)

The proposed “Anthropocene” term for a new geological epoch and 
the Anthropocene-framed agenda for conservation based on domesticat-
ing Earth represent an unmistakable and, we contend, illegitimate claim 
on power. These developments not only make humans usurpers but ad-
vance this way of life as right. The present global extinction crisis tallies 
the ways we are indeed losing the sacred vessel of the world. 

While perhaps little considered by those who are economically and 
politically power-hungry, a usurper always retains the option of renounc-
ing and stepping away from a claim on power. In modern, techno-industrial 
society where the civil religion of progress means ever-more commodi-
fication of nature to serve economic growth, promoting a reasoned dis-
cussion about retrenchment puts one on the margins of polite society. 
In the world of ever more, the idea of less—of reducing human numbers 
and economic pressure on the biosphere—is almost unthinkable. But it is 
not impossible, and the act of forgoing technology-enhanced power has 
occasional cultural precedents. Such precedents include the nonuse of 
firearms, a technology already long known in Japan, during that nation’s 
self-imposed, roughly two-centuries-long isolation from global trading 
networks prior to 1854, and the present-day Amish culture’s decision to 
avoid technologies that undermine family and community life. Individu-
als, too, have the opportunity to step back from assumed godhood by em-
bracing a personal philosophy based on deep ecology principles, which 
affirm the intrinsic value of all life-forms and the desirability of living on 
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a planet of flourishing biological diversity. We can consciously choose to 
live in ways that minimize impact on the Earth by managing ourselves—
lowering our numbers, scaling down our global economy, and making 
thoughtful decisions about the technologies we use. 

Are such questions about worldview, power, and technology relevant 
to a book devoted to debating the future of conservation? Yes, for they help 
illuminate the foundations of the schism to be examined. Within every 
social change movement there are tensions between reformers and those 
who seek structural change. Our point is that if the conservation move-
ment simply assumes that the current trajectory of population growth, 
economic development, and technological innovation should persist—or 
is just too entrenched to question—then it may be reasonable, as the neo-
greens attempt, to craft human-centered conservation strategies that aim 
to reform that status quo by “greening” it. Within the context of the status 
quo it is sure to be deemed politically realistic and will bolster opportuni-
ties for conservation groups to partner with corporate interests. 

But seeking to tinker with the whole world is, as Lao-Tzu warned, des-
tined to spoil it. We believe that merely greening up a flawed system cannot 
stem the global eco-social crisis—the great unraveling of wild nature and 
indigenous human communities—and a different range of strategies will 
be needed. Those strategies will be oriented toward sustaining wildness 
and restoring degraded ecosystems. They will steer us toward domesticat-
ing less and doing so more skillfully, with our managed landscapes emu-
lating to the extent possible the inherent vibrancy of natural ecosystems. 
Nature will be our measure, and the ultimate yardstick for cultural health 
will be the degree to which our species does not cause the extinction of oth-
ers, allowing the rest of life to flourish. These aims cannot be accomplished 
without fundamentally changing our presence on the planet. 

In short, the debate over the future of conservation hinges on our 
vision for the future of Earth: Do we continue down the path toward a 
gardened, managed planet with less beauty and wildness? Or take a wilder 
path toward beauty and ecological health, with a smaller human footprint, 
and cultures imbedded in a matrix of wildness, where we are “part of a 
seamless membrane of life”?8

CONTRIBUTORS TO THIS VOLUME are a luminary collection of writers, think-
ers, academics, and conservation activists from North and South America, 
Europe, and Australia. We have grouped their writings into three sections: 
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“Clashing Worldviews,” “Against Domestication,” and “The Value of the 
Wild,” with a personal essay by Kathleen Dean Moore as Epilogue. Unlike 
many anthologies, the contributions herein reflect considerable variety in 
tone, from academic to popular. Perusing some of the writings in section 
one will help orient the reader to the debate at hand, but each essay stands 
alone and can be understood by persons without extensive familiarity in 
the scholarly literature about wilderness, including earlier critiques of the 
wilderness idea by so-called wilderness deconstructionists.

Indeed, wilderness deconstruction—the literal kind, not the abstruse 
theorizing of academics influenced by postmodern literary criticism—
concerns us most. Of primary importance is how “Anthropocene” think-
ing is influencing the communications and strategies of on-the-ground 
conservation practitioners, from the largest international NGOs to state 
agencies and local land trusts. If conservation is to be framed primarily 
within the context—and acceptance of—human domination of the planet, 
there will continue to be profound consequences for life: for the diversity 
of species and subspecies, populations of wild plants and animals, vari-
ety of ecosystems, ecological and behavioral processes, and evolutionary 
unfolding. The contributors to this volume submit that such a conceptual 
framing will almost surely lead to ultimate failure to protect the natural 
world. As never before, the Earth now needs a radical questioning of hu-
man domination coupled with creative, successful conservation strategies 
to restore and preserve the diversity of life.

It is this grim reality that wild and beautiful places continue to be de-
stroyed by human action, that our numbers and behavior have precipitated 
a sixth great extinction event in Earth history, which challenges us to exam-
ine deeply our societal trajectory. Moreover, we cannot take on faith, nor 
encourage such faith in the mass of humanity, that the current dominant 
economic and political structures will persist indefinitely. The prospect of 
rapid and potentially catastrophic climate change is poised to accelerate the 
extinction crisis and, in worst-case scenarios, could make the planet un-
friendly to much of life, including ourselves. Thorough, systemic criticism 
is crucial if conservationists are to become more effective. We hope that this 
and a subsequent, companion volume focused on protected areas—and the 
need to expand them and connect them—can help build the intellectual 
infrastructure of the global conservation movement and keep us from go-
ing down strategic dead ends. This is no mere academic exercise for all of 
us who are working to conserve wild places and creatures around the globe. 
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Conservation and environmentalism are big tents, and the history of 
these separate but related movements is rich with tension between people 
who saw their objective primarily as about preserving wild nature and 
those who sought “sustainable” use of “natural resources” for people. 
Many scholarly works cover that ground, which will not be repeated here, 
but it does seem to us that the current debate about the future of conserva-
tion is, as Curt Meine explains in his essay, not particularly new. Appar-
ently each generation will have its “great new wilderness debate.”

Why is it that domestication-versus-wildness is such a fascinating 
subject? Not just, perhaps, because of the dynamic historical and ongo-
ing tensions within the conservation movement, nor because a new term, 
Anthropocene, has entered the popular lexicon. Perhaps it is because these 
competing inclinations and tendencies exist also within the human heart 
and psyche; we come from wildness, and those of us in the wild tribe em-
brace the power of wildness in every way that we can, even while im-
mersed in a technocratic milieu. In order to live, most human societies, 
at least since the Neolithic Revolution, have domesticated their surround-
ings. And so we inhabit a world deeply affected by the activities of our own 
kind, and sometimes we have domesticated with skill and beauty. The ac-
celerating domestication of the world, however, can make us lose sight of 
the love of wildness within us. As Barbara Kingsolver put it so well: 

People need wild places. . . . To be surrounded by a singing, mating, howling 
commotion of other species, all of which love their lives as much as we do 
ours. . . . It reminds us that our plans are small and somewhat absurd. It re-
minds us why, in those cases in which our plans might influence many future 
generations, we ought to choose carefully. Looking out on a clean plank of 
planet Earth, we can get shaken right down to the bone by the bronze-eyed 
possibility of lives that are not our own.9

Just as the competing urges of the wild and the domestic live within 
us, they are likely to persist within the conservation movement until hu-
manity embraces a land ethic that both places the well-being of the entire 
biotic community first and renounces the idea that Earth is a resource 
colony for humanity. Do we have the wisdom to exercise humility and 
restraint, to choose membership over Lordship? The lives that are not our 
own hang in the balance.
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CLASHING WORLDVIEWS



Rise of the Neo-greens
PAUL KINGSNORTH

I HAVE BEEN (AND STILL AM) someone rather often quaintly known as a 
“green activist” for around twenty years now: for a lot longer than some 
people, and for a lot less time than many others. I sometimes like to say 
that the green movement was born in the same year as me—1972, the year 
in which the fabled Limits to Growth report was published by the Club of 
Rome—and this is near enough to the truth to be a jumping-off point for 
a narrative. 

If the green movement was born in the early 1970s, then the 1980s, 
when there were whales to be saved and rainforests to campaign for, were 
its adolescence. Its coming-of-age party was in 1992, in the Brazilian city 
of Rio de Janeiro. The 1992 Earth Summit was a jamboree of promises 
and commitments: to tackle climate change, to protect forests, to protect 
biodiversity, and to promote something called “sustainable development,” 
a new concept which would become, over the next two decades, the most 
fashionable in global politics and business. The future looked bright for 
the greens back then. It often does when you’re twenty. 

Two decades on, things look rather different. In 2012, the bureaucrats, 
the activists, and the ministers gathered again in Rio for a stock-taking 
exercise called “Rio +20.” It was accompanied by the usual shrill demands 
for optimism and hope, but there was no disguising the hollowness of 
the exercise. Every environmental problem identified at the original Earth 
Summit has got worse in the intervening twenty years, often very much 

G. Wuerthner et al. (eds.), Keeping the Wild: Against the Domestication of Earth,
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worse, and there is no sign of this changing. 
The green movement, which seemed to be carrying all before it in 

the early 1990s, has plunged into a full-on midlife crisis. Unable to sig-
nificantly change either the system or the behavior of the public, assailed 
by a rising movement of “skeptics” and by public boredom with being 
hectored about carbon and consumption, colonized by a new breed of 
corporate spivs for whom “sustainability” is just another opportunity for 
selling things, the greens are seeing a nasty realization dawn: Despite all 
their work, their passion, their commitment, and the fact that most of 
what they have been saying has been broadly right—they are losing. There 
is no likelihood of the world going their way. In most green circles now, 
sooner or later, the conversation comes round to the same question: What 
the hell do we do next? 

There are plenty of people who think they know the answer to that 
question. One of them is Peter Kareiva, who would like to think that he 
and his kind represent the future of environmentalism, and who may turn 
out to be right. Kareiva is chief scientist of the Nature Conservancy, an 
American nongovernmental organization (NGO) which claims to be the 
world’s largest environmental organization. He is a scientist, a revisionist, 
and one among a growing number of former greens who might best be 
called “neo-environmentalists.” 

The resemblance between this coalescing group and the Friedmanite 
neoliberals of the early 1970s is intriguing. Like the neoliberals, the neo-
environmentalists are attempting to break through the lines of an old or-
thodoxy which is visibly exhausted and confused. Like the neoliberals, they 
are mostly American and mostly male, and they emphasize scientific mea-
surement and economic analysis over other ways of seeing and measuring. 
Like the neoliberals, their tendency is to cluster around a few key think 
tanks: back then, the Institute of Economic Affairs, the Cato Institute, and 
the Adam Smith Institute; now, the Breakthrough Institute, the Long Now 
Foundation, and the Copenhagen Consensus. Like the neoliberals, they are 
beginning to grow in numbers at a time of global collapse and uncertainty. 
And like the neoliberals, they think they have radical solutions. 

Kareiva’s ideas are a good place to start in understanding them. He 
is a prominent conservation scientist who believes that most of what the 
greens think they know is wrong. Nature, he says, is more resilient than 
fragile; science proves it. “Humans degrade and destroy and crucify the 
natural environment,” he writes, “and 80 percent of the time it recovers 
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pretty well.”1 Wilderness does not exist; all of it has been influenced by hu-
mans at some time. Trying to protect large functioning ecosystems from 
human development is mostly futile; humans like development, and you 
can’t stop them having it. Nature is tough and will adapt to this: “Today, 
coyotes roam downtown Chicago and peregrines astonish San Francis-
cans as they sweep down skyscraper canyons. . . . [A]s we destroy habitats, 
we create new ones.”2

Now that “science” has shown us that nothing is “pristine” and nature 
“adapts,” there’s no reason to worry about many traditional green goals 
such as protecting rainforest habitats. “Is halting deforestation in the Am-
azon . . . feasible?” Kareiva and colleagues ask, “Is it even necessary?”3 
Somehow, you know what the answer is going to be before the authors 
give it to you. 

If this sounds like the kind of thing that a U.S. Republican presidential 
candidate might come out with, that’s because it is. But Kareiva and col-
leagues are not alone. Variations on this line have recently been pushed by 
the U.S. thinker Stewart Brand; the British writer Mark Lynas; the Danish 
anti-green poster boy Bjørn Lomborg; and the American writers Emma 
Marris, Ted Nordhaus, and Michael Shellenberger. They in turn are build-
ing on work done in the past by other self-declared green “heretics” like 
Richard D. North, Brian Clegg, and Wilfred Beckerman. 

Beyond the field of conservation, the neo-environmentalists are dis-
tinguished by their attitude toward new technologies, which they almost 
uniformly see as positive. Civilization, nature, and people can be “saved” 
only by enthusiastically embracing biotechnology, synthetic biology, nu-
clear power, geoengineering, and anything else with the prefix “new” that 
annoys Greenpeace. The traditional green focus on limits is dismissed as 
naive. We are now, in Brand’s words, “as Gods,” and we have to step up and 
accept our responsibility to manage the planet rationally through the use 
of new technology guided by enlightened science. 

Neo-environmentalists also tend to exhibit an excitable enthusiasm 
for markets. They like to put a price on things like trees, lakes, mist, croc-
odiles, rainforests, and watersheds, all of which can deliver “ecosystem 
services” which can be bought and sold, measured and totted up. Tied in 
with this is an almost religious attitude toward the scientific method. Ev-
erything that matters can be measured by science and priced by markets, 
and any claims without numbers attached can be easily dismissed. This is 
presented as “pragmatism” but is actually something rather different: an 
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attempt to exclude from the green debate any interventions based on mo-
rality, emotion, intuition, spiritual connection, or simple human feeling. 

Some of this might be shocking to some old-guard greens—which 
is the point, but it is hardly a new message. In fact, it is a very old one; it 
is simply a variant on the old Wellsian techno-optimism which has been 
promising us cornucopia for over a century. It’s an old-fashioned Big Sci-
ence, Big Tech, and Big Money narrative, filtered through the lens of the 
Internet and garlanded with holier-than-thou talk about saving the poor 
and feeding the world. 

But though they burn with the shouty fervor of the born-again, the 
neo-environmentalists are not exactly wrong. In fact, they are at least half 
right. They are right to say that the human-scale, convivial approaches of 
many of the original green thinkers are never going to work if the world 
continues to formulate itself according to the demands of late capitalist 
industrialism. They are right to say that a world of 9 billion people all 
seeking the status of middle-class consumers cannot be sustained by ver-
nacular approaches. They are right to say that the human impact on the 
planet is enormous and irreversible. They are right to say that traditional 
conservation efforts sometimes idealize a preindustrial nature. They are 
right to say that the campaigns of green NGOs often exaggerate and dis-
semble. And they are right to say that the greens have hit a wall, and that 
continuing to ram their heads against it is not going to knock it down. 

What’s interesting, though, is what they go on to build on this founda-
tion. The first sign that this is not, as declared, a simple “eco-pragmatism,” 
but is something rather different, comes when you read statements like this: 

For decades people have unquestioningly accepted the idea that our goal is 
to preserve nature in its pristine, pre-human state. But many scientists have 
come to see this as an outdated dream that thwarts bold new plans to save the 
environment and prevents us from having a fuller relationship with nature.4

This passage appears on author Emma Marris’s website, in connection 
with her book Rambunctious Garden: Saving Nature in a Post-Wild 
World,5 though it could just as easily be from anywhere else in the neo-
environmentalist canon. But who are the many “people” who have “un-
questioningly accepted” this line? I’ve met a lot of conservationists and en-
vironmentalists in my time, and I don’t think I’ve ever met one who believed 
there was any such thing as “pristine, pre-human” nature. What they did 
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believe was that there were still large-scale, functioning ecosystems which 
were worth getting out of bed for to help protect them from destruction. 

To understand why, consider the case of the Amazon. What do we 
value about the Amazon forest? Do people seek to protect it because they 
believe it is “pristine” and “pre-human”? Clearly not, since it’s inhabited 
and harvested by large numbers of tribal people, some of whom have been 
there for millennia. The Amazon is not important because it is untouched; 
it’s important because it is wild, in the sense that it is self-willed. Humans 
live in and from it, but it is not created or controlled by them. It teems with 
a great, shifting, complex diversity of both human and nonhuman life, and 
no species dominates the mix. It is a complex, working ecosystem which 
is also a human-culture system, because in any kind of worthwhile world, 
the two are linked. 

This is what intelligent green thinking has always called for: human 
and nonhuman nature working in some degree of harmony, in a modern 
world of compromise and change in which some principles, nevertheless, 
are worth cleaving to. Nature is a resource for people, and always has been; 
we all have to eat, make shelter, hunt, and live from its bounty like any 
other creature. But that doesn’t preclude our understanding that it has a 
practical, cultural, emotional, and even spiritual value beyond that too, 
which is equally necessary for our well-being. 

The neo-environmentalists, needless to say, have no time for this kind 
of fluff. They have a great big straw man to build up and knock down, and 
once they’ve got that out of the way, they can move on to the really impor-
tant part of their message. Here’s Kareiva, with fellow authors Robert Lalasz 
and Michelle Marvier, giving us the money shot in their Breakthrough 
Journal article: 

Instead of pursuing the protection of biodiversity for biodiversity’s sake, a 
new conservation should seek to enhance those natural systems that benefit 
the widest number of people. . . . Conservation will measure its achievement 
in large part by its relevance to people.6

There it is, in black and white: The wild is dead, and what remains of 
nature is for people. We can effectively do what we like, and we should. 
Science says so! A full circle has been drawn, the greens have been buried 
by their own children, and under the soil with them has gone their naive, 
romantic, and antiscientific belief that nonhuman life has any value be-
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yond what we very modern humans can make use of. 
During my twenty years in the green movement, I’ve got a good feel 

for the many fault lines, divisions, debates, and arguments with which that 
movement, like any other, is riven. But to me, this feels like something 
different. The rise of the neo-greens feels like not simply another internal 
argument but an entirely new sloughing-off of some key green principles. 
It seems like a bunch of people keen to continue to define themselves as 
radicals, and as environmentalists, while acting and talking in a way that 
makes it clear that they are precisely the opposite. 

The neo-greens do not come to rejuvenate environmentalism; they 
come to bury it. They come to tell us that nature doesn’t matter; that there 
is no such thing as nature anyway; that the interests of human beings 
should always be paramount; that the rational mind must always win out 
over the intuitive mind; and that the political and economic settlement we 
have come to know in the last twenty years as “globalization” is the only 
game in town, now and probably forever. All of the questions the greens 
have been raising for decades about the meaning of progress, about how 
we should live in relationship to other species, and about technology and 
political organization and human-scale development are to be thrown in 
the bin like children’s toys. 

Over the next few years, the old green movement that I grew up with 
is likely to fall to pieces. Many of those pieces will be picked up and hoard-
ed by the growing ranks of the neo-environmentalists. The mainstream 
of the green movement has laid itself open to their advances in recent 
years with its obsessive focus on carbon and energy technologies and its 
refusal to speak up for a subjective, vernacular, nontechnical engagement 
with nature. The neo-environmentalists have a great advantage over the 
old greens, with their threatening talk about limits to growth, behavior 
change, and other such against-the-grain stuff: They are telling this civili-
zation what it wants to hear. 

In the short term, the future belongs to the neo-environmentalists, 
and it is going to be painful to watch. In the long term, though, I suspect 
they will fail, for two reasons. Firstly, bubbles always burst. Our civiliza-
tion is beginning to break down. We are at the start of an unfolding eco-
nomic and social collapse which may take decades or longer to play out—
and which is playing out against the background of a planetary ecocide 
that nobody seems able to prevent. We are not gods, and our machines 
will not get us off this hook, however clever they are and however much 
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we would like to believe it. 
But there is another reason that the new breed are unlikely to be able 

to build the world they want to see: We are not—even they are not—pri-
marily rational, logical, or “scientific” beings. Our human relationship to 
the rest of nature is not akin to the analysis of bacteria in a petri dish; it is 
more like the complex, love–hate relationship we might have with lovers 
or parents or siblings. It is who we are, unspoken and felt and frustrating 
and inspiring and vital, and impossible to peer review. You can reach part 
of it with the analytical mind, but the rest will remain buried in the an-
cient woodland floor of human evolution and in the depths of our old ape 
brains, which see in pictures and think in stories. 

Civilization has always been a project of control, but you can’t win 
a war against the wild within yourself. We may have to wait many years, 
though, before the neo-greens discover this for themselves. 



The Conceptual  
Assassination of Wilderness
DAVID W. KIDNER

THE TIDES OF CHANGE are always harder to recognize when we ourselves 
are swept along in the same direction as everything around us. Specifically, 
as the tide of industrialism lays waste to the natural order, a complemen-
tary process occurs among those of us who inhabit the more affluent areas 
of the world, molding us toward an anxious individualism and generating 
an “empty self ” that yearns to compensate for the loss of wildness and 
cultural meaning through consumerism and immersion in the distrac-
tions provided by the media.1 Wildlife documentaries, TV travelogues, 
and colorful calendar images of nature reinforce the comforting illusion 
that the wild world continues to flourish; and the entire ideological system 
of industrialism suspends us within a sort of manufactured alternative re-
ality, so that children can now grow up with almost no experience of wild 
nature. Thus the wider context of wilderness loss is a parallel ebbing of 
those human qualities that value, express, and resonate with wildness. In 
this essay I focus on the ways industrialized modes of thought have under-
mined our ability to recognize the degradation of wilderness and wildness 
throughout the world.

In the educational sphere, for example, Gene Myers has shown how 
children’s felt connections to nature are replaced by less emotionally in-
volving abstractions such as “food chains”;2 and David Sobel has argued 
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that rather than being allowed freely to explore the natural world, children 
are instead steered toward PowerPoint presentations, videos, and closely 
manicured guided trails that deliver predigested experiences.3 Given these 
powerful forms of socialization, it is hardly surprising that young people 
are persuaded to accept that “nature” consists of scattered islands of wild-
ness in an ocean of domestication, so repressing their tacit, embodied ex-
pectations of a truly wild world. 

Environmental thought is as susceptible to this tide of domestication 
as any other aspect of life in the industrialized world; and just as physical 
nature is being replaced by domesticated landscapes, so our understand-
ing of nature as the outcome of evolutionary processes and ecological in-
teraction is being replaced by a new origin myth that is more consistent 
with industrial beliefs. In recent academic writings, there has been a con-
certed effort to convince us that nature is “socially constructed” and that 
even wilderness is a product of industrial society. I will not review this de-
bate here but will simply note that in the constructionist view, nature has 
more of a symbolic presence than a physical one. Even outside academia, 
nature is increasingly an idea rather than a physical reality, associated with 
images on a TV screen rather than embodied experiences of hiking in the 
wilderness; and it possesses much the same experiential status as Narnia, 
Middle Earth, or Hogwarts. If a person “loves nature,” this doesn’t neces-
sarily mean that they enjoy experiencing it firsthand. More likely, they 
will have a Sierra Club calendar on the wall, will take their children to 
SeaWorld, and will donate to Greenpeace. It is as if we are no longer sure 
what is real—what our senses communicate to us, or what our minds, pro-
grammed through education and amplified by digital technologies, lead 
us to believe. 

From this perspective, we are encouraged to accept that everything, 
including wilderness, is an artifact of the human world, because we define 
it, represent it, and communicate about it. Adrian Franklin, for example, 
defines nature as “whatever happens to result from the interaction be-
tween species including the actions and designs of man.”4 Furthermore, 
he continues, even “a caged wild animal in a zoo or the water in a fountain 
can be appreciated as nature.”5 Such definitions are both extremely broad 
and extremely vague; and “nature” is correspondingly malleable, being re-
duced to—in Steven Vogel’s terms—“a kind of substrate that exists prior 
to our actions.”6 This is very close to the industrialist view that nature con-
sists of “raw materials” without intrinsic structure, values, or tendencies, 
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ready to be formed into useful products; and so social scientific under-
standings of nature, as well as everyday conceptions of it, are drawn into 
the industrialist web. 

This sweeping aside of the properties of nature by industrialist ways of 
thinking has left its mark on the environmental literature to the extent that 
an attempted rewriting of history is well under way. Various theorists have 
argued not only that nature is conceptually constructed but that even wil-
derness areas have been physically constructed by humans. As Vogel puts 
it, “even the material landscapes we like to call natural always turn out 
to be more the product of human action . . . than we wanted to believe.”7 
Likewise, Charles Mann argues that “the Amazon jungle, as a matter of 
brute fact, was not just construed but actually created by humans,” and he 
writes that the shards of pots found there indicate that it is “fashioned as 
purposefully as Disneyland.”8 But as I have said elsewhere, this example “is 
somewhat more convincing as an example of the recalcitrance of nature 
in the face of human attempts to transform it, since the pottery—and the 
pottery-makers—have long since been re-assimilated by the jungle.”9 

In a similar vein, William Balée suggests that natural history is essen-
tially a human history, as if humans are the only species of any significance 
in the evolution of wilderness. “Historical ecology,” as Balée terms his dis-
ciplinary stance, “answers the call for an anthropocentric as opposed to 
an ecocentric or geocentric ecology”;10 and he argues that humans have 
had a uniquely significant role compared to all other creatures in shaping 
the landscape. By this logic, wilderness that is not shaped by humans is 
vanishingly rare; and the defender of “pristine” wilderness is portrayed 
as suffering from a romantic delusion. Given that people have at some 
time roamed almost every landscape on the face of the planet, virtually 
the entirety of nature, by this logic, becomes “fashioned as purposefully as 
Disneyland.” There are immediate physical implications for such a view; 
for if nature is already “a product of . . . civilization,”11 as William Cronon 
infamously argued, then further domesticating it does not violate nature’s 
own structures but simply continues a natural process of change that be-
gan when Homo sapiens first chipped pieces of granite to make axe heads. 
And if, as Vogel argues, “all our artifacts are natural,”12 then clearly any 
exploitation, development, or destruction of wilderness becomes accept-
able as part of this process. 

Not only do these authors claim that the history of the natural world 
is a largely human one, but so also, they allege, is its future. In Daniel 
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Botkin’s terms, “nature in the twenty-first century will be a nature that we 
make,”13 thus closing off any nonanthropocentric possibilities and ensur-
ing an industrialist future that is necessarily an extrapolation of the pres-
ent—bigger, better, and faster than before, with less “wasted” on things 
such as wilderness that are not efficient, profitable, or in some way useful 
to (industrial) humans. Similarly, we are invited by Peter Kareiva and his 
colleagues to accept that the battle to save wilderness is already lost, since 
“virtually all of nature is now domesticated”;14 and the key questions that 
remain simply “concern future options for the type of domesticated nature 
humans impose upon the world,”15 any concern with other species being 
swept aside. 

The belief that human influence necessarily makes nature a “human 
artifact” starts from the questionable assumption that humans are neces-
sarily qualitatively different from any other creature. If bear scat, for ex-
ample, is discovered in an area of wilderness, we don’t say that this makes 
the landscape an artifact of bears—nor does the presence of salmon imply 
that the fish have constructed the river. Even a rudimentary ecological 
awareness makes it clear that nature emerges through the interaction be-
tween many forms of life; and absolute control by any single species does 
not signal a unique form of construction, but rather the death of the eco-
system. Thus the notion that humans have “constructed” the wilderness 
stems from a delusory anthropocentric arrogance that greatly overesti-
mates human contributions while downplaying those of other life-forms 
almost to the point of nonexistence. This is the same sort of arrogance that 
is implied when we claim to “produce” oil, “have” babies, or “grow” apples; 
in other words, these descriptions grossly overestimate human control 
while taking for granted the natural processes involved.

Equally problematic is the inaccurate use of the term “human” in 
these arguments, implying that all humans are just variants of industrial 
humanity, and conflating industrialist and tribal ways of living in a sweep-
ing and inaccurate generalization. As Arturo Gomez-Pompa and Andrea 
Kaus argue, we need to differentiate between those scenarios where hu-
mans are part of the ecosystem, and those that involve “modern produc-
tion systems [that] have advanced technologies, from chemical fertilizers 
to hydroelectric dams, that are external to the local environment.”16 In-
dustrial humanity does not so much “construct” nature as sweep it aside, 
replacing it with a quite different system that is hostile to and destructive 
of nature. In contrast, many tribal peoples have lived nondestructively for 
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centuries as members of an ecosystem rather than as its conquerors;17 and 
such groups often enhance ecosystemic diversity rather than destroy it.18 
Consequently they themselves are as threatened by industrialism as is any 
other part of the ecosystem.19 

Indigenous peoples would (without exception, to my knowledge) re-
gard the view that “humans construct nature” as bizarre and unrealistic, 
since their lives, both culturally and practically, are embedded within a 
preexisting natural realm. Thus meaning and structure, rather than being 
imposed on the world, are derived from the world; and as Tim Ingold sug-
gests, knowledge of the world, for a tribal person, 

is gained by moving about in it, exploring it, attending to it, ever alert to the 
signs by which it is revealed. Learning to see, then, is not a matter of acquir-
ing schemata for mentally constructing the environment but of acquiring 
the skills for direct perceptual engagement with its constituents, human and 
nonhuman, animate and inanimate.20

This close engagement between people and nature may be why tribal 
groups often enhance ecosystems. This does not mean, however, that a 
“pristine” ecosystem without humans is necessarily unhealthy or unnat-
ural, any more than an ecosystem without, say, anteaters is necessarily 
unhealthy or unnatural. What is clear is that where wilderness has been 
degraded by humans, this is generally the result of invasion by outsiders 
equipped with modern technologies and an anthropocentric worldview. It 
is essential, then, to distinguish between the potentially positive ecological 
influence of tribal groups and the invariably destructive actions of nonin-
digenous settlers armed with chain saws and tractors. For Kareiva, “hu-
man” equals the self-centered industrialist individual who has no concern 
for or empathy with anything or anyone else: 

Most of the world’s nearly 7 billion people don’t care about biodiversity, and 
most don’t think of nature conservation as essential to their ambitions and 
goals. People want to be safe and secure, have food and shelter, and have an 
opportunity to better their lives. And they will use natural resources in any 
way possible to further those objectives.21

According to Kareiva, we need “a vision of the future . . . [that is] 
based on the hard facts of growing population, huge climate impacts, and 
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expanding agriculture and energy exploration.”22 His vision, therefore, is 
not only one in which pathological demographic and ecological scenarios 
are accepted as “hard facts” and faits accomplis; it also implies that the 
person is degraded from an empathic, moral, relational member of a cul-
ture and an ecosystem to a self-interested individual whose interests are 
“imposed” on the rest of the world, thus extending the dubious morality 
of the colonialist war to the natural world. Equally unfortunately, this sort 
of ecological zero-sum game, as Garrett Hardin’s parable of the “tragedy of 
the commons” lucidly illustrates,23 leads directly to ecological and social 
catastrophe. Kareiva’s vision thus manages to combine ecological, moral, 
and social pathologies into a single disastrous whole. It is therefore not 
a vision that seeks to preserve nature at all. Rather, it is the offspring of 
industrialist ideology and seeks to materialize this ideology in the form 
of a fully domesticated world from which all forms of wildness, whether 
human or nonhuman, have been extinguished. 



Ptolemaic Environmentalism
EILEEN CRIST

THE ANCIENT GREEK WORD oecumene came into broad circulation in the 
Hellenistic era to refer to the inhabited world. It was a world that stretched 
from the Mediterranean basin to India, and from the Caucasus mountains 
to the Arabian Peninsula, encompassing diverse peoples and cultures con-
nected via trade routes and empire building, alliances and conquests. By 
“the inhabited world,” oecumene of course meant the world inhabited by 
people. What the concept implied by exclusion, by what it passed over in 
silence, is that nonhumans do not inhabit. Only people are inhabitants, 
while animals, plants, and the natural communities they create merely 
exist in certain places—until they are forced to make way for, or be con-
verted to serve, the oecumene. 

Oecumene stands out as one of the first human imperialistic con-
cepts. It is an idea constituted through omitting the actions that realize 
it—the appropriation of the natural world—presenting its meaning in-
stead in a positive register: “the world inhabited by people.” It suggested a 
kind of protoglobalization, since oecumene included a cosmopolitan ter-
rain.1 Indeed, through its later linguistic transformation into “ecumenical” 
(meaning universal), oecumene foreshadowed globalization—humanity’s 
planet-wide occupation and the obliteration of the wild that the concept 
implied and through which it was realized. 

Oecumene can be characterized as a “crystallization of culture,”2 a sig-
nificant sign of the lodging of anthropocentrism into language and there-
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by into broadly shared patterns of thought. It indicates that human beings, 
since civilization’s beginnings, have proclaimed the separate and special 
prerogative of the human. For generations untold, people have been in-
heriting this belief system and living by its compass, through cultural 
constellations of concepts, philosophies, theologies, and theories, until 
ultimately—by such serial, ideological sedimentations over the course of 
many centuries—the anthropocentric belief system has acquired the foun-
dational status of “commonsense.” This belief system certainly has a differ-
ent valence for different individuals and cultures. But broadly speaking, it 
professes that human beings, by virtue of the ostensible special nature of 
their consciousness and skills, are essentially distinct from other species, 
superior in their form of being (which includes, among other things, the 
ability to reason, foresee their own death, and terraform via technology), 
and entitled primacy with respect to having their interests met prior to all 
else. Anthropocentrism thus constructs an existential apartheid between, 
on the one hand, humans as a distinctive species-being with special privi-
leges and, on the other, all other life forms regarded, more or less, as the 
usable or displaceable “merely living.”3 

Anthropocentrism’s entrenchment accounts for its pervasiveness and 
apparent naturalness, yet it is not beyond the reach of critical inquiry, dis-
section, and refutation. To inquire into anthropocentrism is to ask what 
kind of belief system it is. The unquestioned conviction with which people 
uphold the anthropocentric credo belies its characterization as mere be-
lief, because it is in the nature of belief to be open to questioning and 
relinquishment in the face of a better alternative. At the same time, to 
call anthropocentrism a kind of folk knowledge—that we just know hu-
mans are different and have special entitlements, by the sundry evidence 
all around us—is to normalize an understanding of the human which the 
evidence all around us surely reflects only because humans have made 
that evidence, through actions that their sense of specialness has inspired 
and informed, to do so. We find ourselves then in the awkward concep-
tual space of a “belief system”—that of anthropocentrism as I sketched it 
above—which cannot be convincingly characterized as either mere belief 
or certain knowledge.    

To be open to discerning the historically constructed and reconstruct-
ed character of anthropocentrism—its achieved legitimacy as a matter of 
conquest and often violence, and not a result of the rightful prerogative, 
or nature, of the human; its commonsensical entrenchment as a corollary 
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of the erasure of the nonhuman (physical obliteration, discursive belittle-
ment, or the simple invisibility of the vanquished at all levels of percep-
tion); its victory as a perhaps once-evitable, but increasingly inescapable, 
historical course which has been entraining a time of reckoning (the time 
when oecumene would be all there is to see)—to be open to discerning 
these qualities of anthropocentrism that inquiry makes available, thereby 
seeing it in a novel, non-commonsensical light, is to understand that it 
may compellingly be described as “false knowledge.” 

False knowledge is a most obstinate species of belief, for it tends to 
strongly resist dislodging. There exist notable examples of false knowledge 
systems, akin to the credo of anthropocentrism in the unswerving con-
viction with which they were held and the enticements of grandeur that 
underpinned them: namely, the knowledge that the Earth is the center of 
the universe around which planets, Moon, and Sun revolve; and also the 
knowledge that humans were specially created in the image of God. Of 
the same epistemic status and kin content is simply knowing—deeply and 
almost irrefutably—that humans are different, special, and always come 
first. Indeed, it is this conviction that partially grounded the long-standing 
knowledge systems of Earth-centered astronomy and creationism, for 
what all three false ways of knowing have in common is self-glorification. 
When Nicolaus Copernicus wrote the tract that would refute Ptolemaic 
astronomy, he let the manuscript sit, virtually unread, on his desk for (at 
least) nine years.4 Charles Darwin kept his knowledge of the fact of evolu-
tion secret for twenty-one—and when he shared it with his botanist friend 
Joseph Dalton Hooker, he described the moment of confidence as akin to 
“confessing murder.” These stories convey the following: Standard belief 
systems, even if highly respected and securely ensconced, can be inter-
rogated; but false knowledge is confronted only at one’s peril. 

To characterize anthropocentrism as a (false) way of knowing is an-
other way of saying that it describes reality for most people. And herein 
lies all the power that anthropocentrism claims. It possesses the moral 
power of always prioritizing human needs and desires. It provides the 
economic and political power of appropriating whatever humans can use 
from the natural world—from oceans, forests, rivers, grasslands, coasts, 
wildlife, domestic animals, genomes, or the crust of the Earth—by mak-
ing the sources themselves invisible except in relation to our use of them. 
Anthropocentrism creates the ontological power to elide the acts of taking 
as acts of taking, through their ceaseless (small-to-mega) enactments as 
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unremarkably ordinary. And, finally, through the power of its common-
sensical standing, anthropocentrism keeps people under the spell of all of 
the above. For the dominant mindset, with nary a conscious thought, such 
is the real world: We came, we saw, we conquered. And to question this re-
ality—the reality of human empire—places one outside, or at the margins, 
of every human club: academic, political, religious, or cultural. So while 
in the modern secular era questioning political regimes, religious dog-
mas, power structures, and even scientific theories or facts is kosher and 
often praiseworthy, questioning human empire is not. Questioning that 
particular reality will earn one certain unsavory labels. (And challenging 
that reality through activism can nowadays land one in prison or dead.) 

Labels: for example, that you are being unrealistic. Or romantic.  
Juvenile. Probably misanthropic.5 Environmental thinkers and activists 
with deep-ecological leanings, who have countered the human regime on 
Earth with the ideals of biotic membership and biospherical egalitarian-
ism, have been called all these names. Recently their perspective has been 
proclaimed dead, dysfunctional, or passé. But while such labels impress 
with their dismissive power, we need not be led astray by that power—for 
it does not reflect on the sobriety of questioning human domination, but 
rather evidences the tremendous sway of that domination backed dou-
bly by the authority of history and by certain almighty material interests 
that be. The establishment of human domination—with the penetration 
of anthropocentrism’s myriad tendrils into the lifeworld, not to say into 
economic, political, and institutional power structures—means that those 
who question its legitimacy cannot be given audience but will invariably, 
for the time being, be written off. For it comes down to this: The ideational 
and institutional schemata of human privilege have long been champi-
oned by a dominant civilization, which has carved planetary reality to 
reflect the cult of human specialness, such that between the Scylla of an-
thropocentric ideas and the Charybdis of global terraforming, the human 
mind has virtually zero degrees of freedom to think outside the box of 
Earth takeover and self-arbitrated rule.   

Be that as it may, after millennia of the empire’s march are the conse-
quences. The consequences are called the Sixth Extinction. They are called 
climate change, ocean acidification, and the Great Pacific Garbage Patch. 
They are called large-scale deforestation and desertification. The conse-
quences are called 400 marine dead zones worldwide. They are called 
90 percent of the big fish in the oceans are gone, and “empty forest syn-
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drome.” The consequences are called the stifling of animal migrations and 
the constriction of wild species’ home ranges. They are also called the clos-
ing of the human heart to the suffering of farm animals. The consequences 
are called ecological amnesia, on the one hand, and a widening wave of 
grieving for lost beings and places, on the other. Today the whole planet is 
the oecumene and what the latter concept started out by implicitly eras-
ing—the reality that nonhumans do inhabit and have equal prerogative to 
flourish here as we do—has become manifest by time, the revelator, as a 
nonhuman holocaust that is not even permitted to be called one. If at the 
heart of this juggernaut lies human self-appointed rule, then are we not 
called to take aim? 

Neo-greens choose sustaining human dominion 

Far from taking aim, a twenty-first-century vocal contingent of environ-
mentalism—referred to variously as post-environmentalism, new envi-
ronmentalism, eco-pragmatism, and eco-optimism, and often allied with 
the recent pitch to rename our geological epoch the Anthropocene—is 
disinclined from disputing human domination. Instead, it opts for the 
realistic work of damage control and of reforming the ways humans exer-
cise planetary charge. Neo-greens, as I will refer to the exponents of this 
platform, seek to redress the adverse consequences of our impact while 
refraining from challenging the historical impulse toward Earth’s occu-
pation; and they often endeavor to recast the human presence in a more 
sanguine light. 

The neo-green platform admits that there are serious environmental 
problems to grapple with, but the humanization of the planet is not one 
of them—let alone their root cause.6 The problems are certain harmful 
side effects (most especially) of industrial civilization, with climate change 
usually considered the gravest. But the disposition of civilization to use 
the Earth as though it were deeded as human private property is left un-
challenged and treated in the quotidian modality of “normal.” Some neo-
greens, recognizing the possibility that biophysical limits may have been 
(or might soon be) breached by human excesses, seek to identify and cir-
cumscribe planetary boundaries for key parameters in order to sustain a 
global environment that provides “a safe operating space for humanity” to 
continue its onward, if reformed, march.7 

A critical mission of the neo-green agenda is to contain, mitigate, 
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adapt to, or technically solve any consequences of civilization that might 
backfire, while essentially preserving the impetus of civilization’s expan-
sionism, and even celebrating its future extraterrestrial ventures.8 The 
Earth’s colonization is not portrayed as the exercise of power over the bio-
sphere to serve human interests (and especially the interests of elites), but 
as a sign of the human race’s godlike stature. Turning virtually the entire 
globe into “the inhabited world” showcases a superlative quality of the 
human, rather than manifesting the cumulative outcome of long centuries 
of dominating nature by the lights of a human supremacist worldview. Fa-
mously, in the words of Stewart Brand, we are as gods,9 and—in the inter-
ests of keeping our planet a workable stage for our unfolding destiny—we 
have to get good at it.10   

Getting good at being god involves making the takeover of the planet 
sustainable.11 To that effect one requirement is sound global management 
of natural resources. While the idea of “wilderness”—a conceptual and 
pragmatic roadblock to such management, as well as to the legitimacy of 
constituting nature qua resources—is tirelessly assailed by the neo-green 
platform, the concept of “natural resources” (and kin cultural crystalliza-
tions of the anthropocentric credo) is left unpacked, as though its patently 
sensible import puts it beyond deconstructive exegesis. 

Besides sound resource management, also imperative for addressing 
risks—such as resource depletion (for example, freshwater) or sink over-
load (for example, dangerous levels of greenhouse gases)—is the deploy-
ment of technological inventions and solutions, with special emphasis on 
cutting-edge technologies. (Genetic engineering and geoengineering are 
prominent examples). The appeal to cutting-edge technologies accom-
plishes the double task of offering promissory notes (which, if empty, no 
one will be accountable for) and of seizing ownership of the future by 
extending the exercise of technical power to address problems while si-
multaneously avoiding reflection on humanity’s power-driven mode of 
operation and on the available choice of a more humble path. A predilec-
tion for the technological not only shuns wrestling with human planetary 
politics—in which everything from mountaintops to underground shale 
and from genomes to climate are treated as our rightful turf—but, at least 
tacitly, fortifies that planetary politics which tends to enforce its regime 
via technological means. 

Alongside sound management and technological approaches, the 
neo-green agenda also embraces the surveillance of natural systems so 
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as to scientifically monitor chemical, physical, and biological phenomena 
with the aim of maintaining or enhancing humanity’s prospects. These 
interconnected strategies (management, technology, and surveillance) in-
volve upgrading and fine-tuning the rationalization of technical means to 
serve human ends, such that current challenges, especially those which 
are civilization-threatening, can be grasped as an opportunity to veer our-
selves out of danger and toward a more secure and greener human empire. 
“We can only hope,” according to geographer and Anthropocene propo-
nent Erle Ellis, “that human systems will continue to evolve in their capac-
ity to create and sustain the biosphere we want and need.”12 

The strategy of creating and sustaining a human-ruled biosphere re-
affirms the legitimacy of anthropocentrism, avoids interrogating our re-
lationship with the biosphere and its whole ensemble of life as an ethical 
matter, and resolutely eschews confronting global civilization as a totali-
tarian system on Earth. 

As alluded to above, neo-greens recast a dominant human presence as 
not-so-dire-a-prospect after all. According to this view, mourning the loss 
and depredation of the wild keeps us from appreciating the beauty that is 
part of all kinds of landscapes, including human-shaped ones; and obsess-
ing over the exploitation and conversion of the natural world leaves us 
unable to recognize that nature is resilient and constantly changing any-
way. Such environmental revisionism redefines humanity’s impact as just 
another biogeological moment of Earth’s history—and even a remarkable 
one; and it endeavors to banish the environmental blues by extending a 
more optimistic welcome to humanity’s decisive presence. The metaphor 
of “garden” (or of “gardened planet”) is invoked to envision the present and 
future world—tidy in some places, overgrown in others, but still beautiful, 
fecund, rambunctious, and ever in flux. This global garden in the making 
will not be, to borrow the words of ecologist Peter Kareiva (and his col-
leagues), “a carefully manicured and rigid one” but instead will be a tangle 
of natural ecosystems along with lands for food production, mineral ex-
traction, urban centers, and so on.13 The human-dominated era opening 
indefinitely before us can be an epoch, in Ellis’s words, “ripe with human-
directed opportunity.”14 It is a world that, if we cannot bring ourselves to 
embrace it, we can at least resign ourselves to. For “while there is nothing 
particularly good about a planet hotter than our ancestors ever experi-
enced—not to mention one free of wild forests or wild fish—it seems all 
too evident that human systems are prepared to adapt to and prosper in 
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the hotter, less biodiverse planet that we are busily creating.”15 
The state of the world captured via the garden metaphor sounds in-

nocuous enough. But to invoke a different metaphor from popular culture, 
opting for the gardened-planet image is like taking the blue pill, instead 
of the red one, from Morpheus’s extended hand—choosing “the blissful 
ignorance of illusion over the painful truth of reality.”16 The painful real-
ity of Matrix-planet is that it will be chock-full of industrial agricultural 
checkerboards and grazing lands; factory farms; industrial fish-farm op-
erations; industrial energy landscapes; theme parks and resorts; highway 
systems, roads, and parking lots; billions of cars and other vehicles; and  
sprawling cities, as well as suburban, exurban, and rural settlements; 
malls; landfills; airports; and beachfront development. Global trade and 
travel, with their 24/7 traffic of already huge quantities of stuff, will esca-
late enormously—as will the entropy of nature conversion, biodiversity 
loss, and pollution that accompany them.17 The presence of humans will 
be palpable everywhere in this world devoid of any blank spots on the 
map—a world used, managed, monitored, gridded, and reduced to being 
knowable, with the map itself eventually turned into the territory. Thus, 
opting for Morpheus’s red pill, the planet’s ecological and existential pre-
dicament is plain, if painful, to see: “Gardened planet” is a euphemism for 
colonized Earth. And humanity is not penning another interesting chap-
ter of natural history, but heralding the end of a sublime one—so long as 
we stay the course toward a coming world of 9, 10, or more billion people, 
running a global capitalist economy, and governing by the conceit that 
this planet is human real estate. To paraphrase author John Gray, the hor-
ror we should flee is making such a humanized world in which humans 
encounter only reflections of themselves.18   

The view that humanity is an integral part of Earth’s natural history, 
and that through our unique powers we are creating new expressions of 
nature, is a standard thread in the neo-green literature. This perspective on 
our shaping of the biosphere naturalizes the human impact—and usually 
in an offhanded manner: Because what is the human presence, after all, if 
not a manifestation of nature? According to environmental author Emma 
Marris, for example, since we know that ecosystems are never static, “this 
means that novel [anthropogenic or human-influenced] ecosystems, far 
from being a new phenomenon, simply represent the latest changes on a 
dynamic Earth.”19 Similarly, environmental journalist Fred Pearce asserts 
that constant change is a natural aspect of the world; “humans may have 
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dramatically speeded that up, but novelty is the norm.”20 
And yet, the tack of naturalizing humanity’s impact is profoundly 

contestable, because people (at both an individual and a cultural level) are 
capable of engaging in very different kinds of relationship with nonhu-
man nature and the Earth. I submit that far from humanity’s impact being 
“natural,” its character supervenes from a species-supremacist, actionable 
belief system that only recently has a minority of human beings awakened 
to and recoiled from. With respect to Western civilization—now domi-
nating human affairs—from classical antiquity, through Judeo-Christian 
theology, to dominant strands of modern scientific and political thought, 
its intellectual canon and legacy have been overwhelmingly anthropocen-
tric.21 Anthropocentrism (or human supremacy) has shaped the domi-
nant culture and has both orchestrated and legitimated a plundering hu-
man behavior toward the natural world.22 Such human behavior can be 
regarded as “natural” only by espousing a hard-core neo-Darwinian view 
of life as ruthless, competitive, and fundamentally self-centered. But this 
Western, pseudo-scientific view is narrow and suspiciously self-serving, 
and thus cogent only as an ideology and not a comprehensive empirical 
representation of the nature of life.

More than fallacious, naturalizing our planetary takeover is an unwit-
ting form of myth-making, fully intertwined with the neo-green eleva-
tion of the human to godlike status and with its ardent desire to christen 
a slice of geological time after anthropos. Mythmaking is integral to the 
human imagination, yet this currently propounded mythology is but the 
latest spin on humanistic narcissism; it is a mythology we would be wise to 
exorcise. Naturalizing the disfigurement and impoverishment of the bio-
sphere—and simultaneously elevating this particular effect as stemming 
from humanity’s power to create new expressions of nature—is a move 
accomplished by de-historicizing the human: “The history of the concept 
of man is never examined. Everything occurs as if the sign ‘man’ has no 
origin, no historical, cultural, or linguistic limit.”23 To inquire into human-
ity’s anthropocentric mode of operation as socio- and psycho-historically 
constituted is to disclose that it is merely one constructed meaning of the 
human; such disclosure opens a horizon within which we become free to 
shift into the work of recreating ourselves and our way of life on Earth. 
This is a horizon of human freedom that cannot be forfeited without se-
verely contracting the very scope of what it means to be human. 

We are in danger of losing the freedom to remake ourselves as a com-
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passionate and integral planetary member, if we embrace the pitch that 
humanity’s identity as planetary overlord is natural. 

  

Concerning the neo-green appeal to the priority of social justice 

It is neither facile analogy nor rhetorical ploy to urge questioning anthro-
pocentrism in the same spirit of inquiry and conscience that Caucasian-
centeredness has been challenged. Human species supremacy and white 
racial supremacy are profoundly similar and, in fact, overlapping systems 
of thought. White supremacy drew its power from claims of racial superi-
ority that were perceived as entirely commonsensical; moreover, to secure 
its hegemony, it leaned into the even more “obvious” reality of human su-
premacy over all other species by portraying non-Caucasian races as akin 
to “lower forms of life” (especially animals such as apes and insects). In-
equalities between human groups, on the one hand, and the grand hierar-
chy of the human–nonhuman, on the other, have always been enmeshed, 
mutually supportive frameworks.24 

The neo-green perspective alleges concern about inequities between 
people and about the lot of the world’s poor. At the same time, it leaves 
standing the received hierarchy between humans and nonhuman nature—
refusing to examine the troubled relationship between people and the 
natural world through the lens of justice. Issues of justice are reserved (in 
the time-honored Western intellectual tradition) for the human domain, 
and matters of social justice (the gap between the consumer classes and 
the poor) are judged as most immediately pressing. Environmental au-
thor Paul Hawken recently voiced the perspective of the primacy of social 
justice with the following appeal: “There is no question that the environ-
mental movement is critical to our survival. Our house is literally burn-
ing, and it is only logical that environmentalists expect the social justice 
movement to get on the environmental bus. But it is the other way around; 
the only way we are going to put out the fire is to get on the social justice 
bus and heal our wounds.”25 Kareiva and his colleagues pursue a simi-
lar thread of reasoning: “Most people worldwide (regardless of culture) 
welcome the opportunities that development provides to improve lives of 
grinding poverty. . . . Conservation should seek to support and inform 
the right kind of development—development by design, done with the 
importance of nature to thriving economies foremost in mind.”26 Environ-
mental analysts Michael Shellenberger and Ted Nordhaus are optimistic 
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about the prospects: “By 2100, nearly all of us will be prosperous enough 
to live healthy, free, and creative lives. Despite the claims of Malthusian 
pessimists, that world is both economically and ecologically possible. But 
to realize it, and to save what remains of the Earth’s ecological heritage, we 
must once and for all embrace human power, technology, and the larger 
process of modernization.”27 

What such analyses choose to ignore is that poverty has long been a 
social reality arising from civilization’s peculiar relationship with the natu-
ral world: namely, of viewing nature as a container of coveted resources 
that can be appropriated (through the exercise of some form of power or 
other) for the creation of what we have come to call wealth. From time 
immemorial, just as today, the underclass and the powerless have been 
forcibly limited from accessing resources for their own material advan-
tage. It is thus injustice toward the more-than-human world—stripping it 
of its intrinsic being and value, and turning it into being-for and value-for 
people (“resources”)—that constitutes the foundation of social injustice 
and inequality. 

Yet that foundation remains largely invisible, because a critical di-
mension of humanity’s self-awarded entitlement to use nature as we will 
has also been to make it taboo to regard our relationship with the natural 
world as having anything to do with matters of justice or injustice. Thus 
the anthropocentric credo, today buoyed along through such ideas as “re-
sources,” “natural capital,” “ecological services,” “working landscapes,” and 
the like—ideas specifically indebted to the erasure of any intrinsic modal-
ity (ontological or evaluative) of the nonhuman realm—is left untouched, 
as is its plainly colonialist vocabulary. At the same time, the solution to 
social injustice is portrayed as the “democratic” (ever the buzzword) shar-
ing of planetary loot, loot described more politely through such common-
place concepts as those listed above. The poor will be lifted from their 
dire plight, so goes the promise, as the natural world becomes sustainably 
degraded for the benefit of all people. But as I now turn to argue, the prob-
lem with this solution to social injustice is that it will not work; and if it 
were to work, it could hardly be called justice. 

Social relations between people do not transpire in a vacuum, despite 
the cult of humanity’s long-cultivated fancy that the natural world is a 
stage for the grand show of human affairs. It is within the context of the 
dominant relationship between humanity and Earth that social relations 
have become constituted as material, normative, and historical realities. 
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As long as the living world is construed as a suite of resources to be seized 
or converted, human relations will tend to manifest the corollaries of this 
materialized belief: There will be competition, exploitation, corruption, 
struggle for access and control, posturing, and conflict over all manner of 
resources. Systematic distortions of human relations are inextricably cou-
pled with the resourcist mindset—they are supported and inflamed by the 
relentlessly enacted regard of the natural world as a domain-to-be-used 
for human profit or advancement. The source of the disparity between 
the haves and the have-nots thus lies in the conception-cum-treatment of 
Earth’s living beings and nonliving things as resources—a corrupt concept 
which continues to masquerade as merely a descriptive word. 

While its pervasiveness normalizes it, it is worth investigating what 
kind of relationship to the biosphere this word signals. “Resources” is an 
abstraction for referring to a multitude of things in the living and nonliv-
ing world, while referring, as such, to nothing in particular: Simply put, 
it is a placeholder for designating the natural world in terms of its dispos-
ability for human needs, wants, desires, and whims. Thus, while seemingly 
an objective referent to things (oil, fish, soil, freshwater, and so on), the 
concept of resources reconfigures the natural world in terms of how it is 
usable, thereby entirely bypassing, and via its ceaseless use erasing, na-
ture’s intrinsic standing—both as being and as value. Indeed, “natural re-
sources” blocks human thought from seeing the natural world in its intrin-
sic light. “Resources” is thus a linguistic accompaniment of the assault on 
and excessive exploitation of the natural world. The transfiguration of the 
natural world into resources has come to shape human thought and ac-
tion at such an encompassing level that people largely perceive the natural 
world through this single framework: of how it is usable and/or profitable. 

In a world thus diminished, enslaved, or otherwise turned into means 
for human ends, social justice is pragmatically all but unachievable, be-
cause people (as well as entities such as corporations and states which 
are run, and embraced, by people) will inexorably be incited to do what 
it takes to possess the useful or money-spinning means: land, freshwater, 
territory, fisheries, fur, genes, oil, coal, natural gas, uranium, timber, wild-
life (dead or alive), livestock, metals, and minerals. As long as these means 
remain the perceived conduit toward wealth, privilege, and the good life, 
the goal of social justice is likely to remain elusive. 

But assume for the sake of argument that social justice is achievable 
on a planet of resources—a planet used, managed, and engineered to be 
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productive for human beings. Let’s posit, along these lines, that humanity 
recognizes the folly of the unequal distribution of resources and decides 
to share the so-called commonwealth (the modern equivalent of the oe-
cumene) fairly among all people. This thought experiment discloses the 
second reason that social justice is untenable without a radically new re-
lationship between humanity and the more-than-human-world. Consider 
the following analogy: that Adolf Hitler had won the war and the Third 
Reich achieved global rule. People of Nordic descent established their 
dominion, while “inferior human stock” was exterminated, assimilated, 
or put to work; the Aryan race succeeded in founding its Golden Age, 
with its members enjoying, more or less equitably, all the amenities of 
the good life. Now map this thought experiment onto the achievement 
of a just world for all humans (regardless of race, ethnicity, class, caste, 
religion, gender, etc.), within a civilization built upon the subordination 
of the Earth’s nonhumans and the appropriation of their oecumene (a.k.a. 
the wild)—a human world that, in order “to raise all ships,” required the 
unavoidable side effects of (mass?) extinction, global ecological depre-
dation, and techno-managerial planetary oversight; required, in a word, 
an occupied planet. Does this scenario not describe a victorious Human 
Reich—with all its members partaking equitably of the world’s resources? 
Regarding such an advent of social justice, one might justifiably ask: What 
could the idea of justice possibly even mean at that point?

Social justice is not achievable as long as the natural world continues 
to be stripped of its intrinsic standing and reconfigured as a collection of 
resources. By virtue of the sorts of entities they are, resources not only 
encourage but also largely create the acquisitive mindset that undergirds 
human conflict, corruption, and injustice.28 On the other hand, should 
people achieve greater material equity—while sustaining the anthropo-
centric representation of nature as made-for-humans—then social justice 
will come to pass at the price of planetary colonization, thereby evacuat-
ing the very concept of justice of any meaningful sense. 

Earth is the origin and irreplaceable field of all human experience, 
the all-encompassing context of social life. Humanity’s rupture from the 
Earth community along with humanity’s takeover of the planet as an in-
strumental totality of objects-and-services-for-human-use have patholo-
gized the human psyche in a way that will likely continue to prevent the 
healing of intra-human conflict. The ground for social justice and world 
peace is literally missing without Earth respected and restored as a living 
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world and the rejection of the received hierarchy between humans and the 
rest of nature. Let us be clear about the magnitude of what is called for: the 
relinquishment of our fabricated, special and privileged identity. 

It is a matter of becoming receptive to an idea whose time has come: 
that the Earth is not made for people, any more than it was made for the 
universe to frame itself around and for planetary bodies to circumambulate.  

Saving the phenomena or revolutionary transformation? 

The development of Ptolemaic astronomy originated around the time that 
the idea of oecumene had become pervasive; it offered a powerful model 
of the workings of the heavens that ruled people’s understanding of the 
universe, and of Earth’s place within it, for fourteen hundred years. A geo-
centric image was the unquestionable core of Ptolemaic astronomy—sup-
ported by the apparent nature of the phenomena, namely, the seeming mo-
tion of planets, Moon, and Sun and the seeming stillness of the Earth. But 
since the Ptolemaic picture corresponded poorly with actual astronomi-
cal reality (as opposed to a perceived and promulgated geocentric reality) 
problems with the model’s predictions emerged and accumulated. These 
problems had to be solved—and so they were, but not by abandoning 
the geocentric picture and inquiring into alternatives. Instead, corrective 
mechanisms were affixed to the Ptolemaic model, such as “epicycles” which 
posited additional circular movements to a planet’s standard Earth orbit 
(thus explaining that planet’s “retrograde movement”). A number of cor-
rective mechanisms (epicycles being but one) were able to explain—for a 
while—discrepancies between the dearly-held-onto geocentric model and 
actual observations.29 As a consequence, over time, Ptolemaic astronomy 
became complicated and cumbersome, a proverbial Byzantine edifice, con-
tinuously reconstructed to sustain the Earth-centered gestalt and save the 
phenomena. But after a millennium and a half of laboring to make it hold, 
the central location of the Planet of the Humans had to be abandoned.

Neo-green environmentalism is holding onto its own version of Ptol-
emaic astronomy, namely, the core belief in the rightfulness or inevitabil-
ity of a human-governed planet. Even as faith in human rule has soured, 
with oceans, forests, rivers, grasslands, species, and climate sacrificed to 
its bogus altar, the neo-green perspective seeks to add epicycle after epi-
cycle to the model of human governance to keep it in place: nuclear power, 
biofuels, carbon capture and storage, and so forth to help stabilize levels 
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of greenhouse gases; genetic engineering of crops and animals to solve 
the food crisis, the nitrogen and phosphorus overload, freshwater short-
falls, or what-have-you; geoengineering to cope with possible climate 
disruption, and eventually repurposed to adjust Earth’s thermostat to fa-
vorable settings; desalinization projects and massive wind, hydropower, 
and photovoltaic industrial operations to continue funneling water and 
sustainable energy to many billions of people; placing monetary values on 
biodiversity and ecosystem services, so the market might safeguard some 
remaining natural areas; “de-extinction” projects and synthetic biology 
for the supposed instatement of human-made biological diversity some-
time in the future; and efficient management and recycling to keep the 
flow of raw materials feeding a globalized industrialism. In other words, 
whatever it takes, so that the planetary authority of the human need not 
be confronted. The neo-green perspective would have us (enthusiastical-
ly or reluctantly) embrace a world that is massively complicated, mega-
technological, engineered, risk-tending, used, biologically impoverished, 
overpopulated, and filled with (equitably shared) consumer stuff. The sole 
virtue of such a world is that it saves the historically bequeathed phenom-
enon of human rule. 

There exists another path into the future, one which is more elegant, 
more beautiful, more ethical, and more becoming of the human spirit: on 
this path, wild nature—terrestrial and marine—is reinstated as the un-
broken, rich-in-life tapestry within which human communities thrive in 
integration with their inhabited bioregions. Humanity must move out of 
the center and let the Earth and its whole community of life flourish there. 
Moving out of the center means scaling back humanity’s presence enor-
mously: humanely reducing global population to a far lower level than it 
presently is; ending overproduction and the excesses of global trade; end-
ing industrial food production, along with its ecological, ethical, environ-
mental, and public health horrors; and ceasing to stifle the freedom and 
creative powers of nature by playing Lord Man. Perhaps most fundamen-
tally, moving out of the center means disowning the human supremacy 
complex—its blindness to the stupendous intrinsic power of the natural 
world and to the madness of its own heart.



With Friends Like These,  
Wilderness and Biodiversity  
Do Not Need Enemies
DAVID JOHNS

THE HUMAN FOOTPRINT is growing at the expense of other species and 
the integrity of ecosystems.1 What poet-of-the-wild Gary Snyder called the 
“Growth-Monster”2 remains not just unchecked but embraced, in theory and 
practice, by virtually all human societies.3 There is nothing new in this situ-
ation—it has been accelerating for several millennia and especially for the 
last few hundred years; nor is there anything new in the arguments made by 
those who justify it.4 Although the expression of self-righteous greed is rarer 
and sounds extreme amidst the claims of business and political leaders that 
biodiversity is important, human behavior—judged by its consequences—
has not changed much: We take more and more, and we continue to squan-
der a heritage that we can never replace. Each loss of species brought about 
by humans diminishes not only the Earth community but all who remain. 

Those orchestrating and profiting from the ever-growing transforma-
tion of the natural world into commodities have always had apologists. In 
the mid-1990s conservationists responded to a wave of ideological attacks 
directed at wilderness and biodiversity.5 In the last few years concerted 
attacks have again emerged, and, although they are shopworn, riddled 
with factual errors, and marbled with hierarchical values, they also appear 
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well-funded, receive lots of media attention, and are advanced with great 
energy, as if careers depended on them.

In this essay I address five criticisms of wilderness and biodiversity 
conservation: that wilderness and biodiversity protection goals must be 
curtailed and tied to human interests in order to be achievable; that hu-
mans have always been everywhere and there is no real wilderness left; 
that our effects on other species, and our efforts to dominate or turn the 
world into a garden, are natural and therefore acceptable (if not good); 
that protected semi-wild and wild areas separate humans from the world; 
and that human wants should take precedence over the survival of all oth-
er species and entire ecological communities. 

As a practical matter, factual assertions in arguments are entwined 
with the values, purposes, and meanings their proponents wish to further, 
but the distinction is important in analyzing arguments. Factual assertions 
about how the world works are generally subject to testing against reality. 
Individuals, groups, and even whole cultures may make factual assertions 
based not on testing for cause and effect but on compatibility with the pur-
poses and meanings they hold. The distinction between knowledge and 
mere belief is important, and it led Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan to say 
that people are entitled to their own opinion but not their own facts.6 Crit-
ics of conservation often have their facts wrong. But even values, meanings, 
and purposes—plainly human creations—may be subject to a kind of test-
ing over the longer term: Cultural orientations are more or less adaptive, 
serving the actual and long-term needs of groups or undermining them. 
Roy A. Rappaport observed that economic and political institutions which 
undercut “biological well-being . . . may be considered maladaptive.”7 From 
this perspective, many of the values and purposes advocated by critics of 
conservation are problematic. Let us turn now to the five criticisms:

1) Wilderness and biodiversity protection goals must be curtailed and 
clearly tied to human interests in order to be achievable. Justly unhappy 
that the world’s governments are not meeting the biodiversity protection 
goals for 2010 established by the Convention on Biological Diversity, a 
group of pre-eminent scientists write that it is “critical” that goals for pro-
tecting biodiversity “be grounded in the real interests that people have in 
benefits provided by biodiversity.”8 In response to criticism that their view, 
if adopted, would leave much biodiversity vulnerable because many spe-
cies or ecosystem functions might not clearly serve human interests, they 
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state that because arguments on behalf of biodiversity’s intrinsic value have 
failed to sway policy makers a new argument is needed based on human 
self-interest.9 Peter Kareiva and Michelle Marvier make similar points.10

Scientists are not street fighters, although at least one editorial in Na-
ture encouraged them to learn the trade.11 Nonetheless, it is disappoint-
ing that some scientists seem prepared to backtrack on goals identified by 
scientific findings simply because such findings and the values that make 
such findings relevant fail to persuade. Scientific research is critical—it 
describes how the world works. This knowledge is essential to maintain-
ing and recovering healthy species’ populations and ecological integrity. 
But another kind of “argument” is needed to persuade societal decision 
makers—the type of argument that hinges on the capacity of groups seek-
ing a policy to reward and punish decision makers more effectively than 
opponents. Carrots and sticks include campaign contributions or the 
equivalent;12 bringing media resources to bear to define issues and ac-
ceptable solutions;13 economic leverage—such as that possessed by banks 
“too big to fail” or by mass popular unrest;14 control of information;15 and 
personal relationships often based on long-shared interests.16 These “argu-
ments” help or hinder decision makers in gaining or keeping the power 
they desire, and therein resides their persuasiveness. 

The intrinsic value argument has not failed conservation; it is con-
servationists’ failure to organize enough people willing to act on behalf of 
biodiversity that has limited realization of conservation goals . The mate-
rial consequences of biodiversity loss for various human groups inspire 
organizing groups to act, but so do moral arguments,17 emotionally com-
pelling stories,18 the creation of a strong community around biodiversity,19 
and other factors, including transcending narrow notions of self-interest.20

Justifying biodiversity protection based on narrowly conceived human 
well-being (essentially cost-benefit analysis) ignores the fact that benefits 
are often difficult to quantify and that invoking future generations is not 
the same as applying political pressure in the here and now: The future 
does not organize and bring political pressure. 

There is no escape for conservation from the need to organize a strong 
political force. 

 
2) Humans have always been everywhere, have fundamentally changed 
virtually every place on Earth, and so there are no pristine lands (wil-
derness) to protect. There is no question that the collective human impact 
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on other species and ecosystems is significant and has been accelerating 
rapidly since the availability of huge quantities of energy that magnify 
our actions.21 We have been causing extinctions since we left Africa sixty 
thousand years ago,22 although once the initial and significant large-animal 
extinctions accompanying human arrival had occurred, the impacts were 
much more limited.23 Low population, low population density, stone 
technology, and a largely egalitarian social order that kept aggrandizing 
schemes of conquest, accumulation, and other sorts of domination24 in 
check probably contributed to this. With the transition to agriculture, hu-
mans began a more systematic conversion of ecosystems to human use, re-
ducing species’ populations and range, causing extinctions, and generally 
simplifying ecological interactions. The fossil-fueled industrial revolution 
further ratcheted up the reach, intensity, and pace of human colonization 
and exploitation of ecosystems and other species.25 If large mammals have 
been particularly hard hit because of either their range needs or perceived 
threat to humans, then forests have been the hardest hit ecosystems over 
the longer term.26 But the world oceans’ biota have also been seriously de-
pleted from overfishing and other destructive fishing practices, and many 
areas have been damaged by the marine equivalent of clear-cutting (i.e., 
bottom trawling).27 A review article about whether the human impact on 
the Earth merits the designation of a new age—the Anthropocene—notes 
that humans have significantly altered just over half of the ice-free land 
mass.28 About 25 percent remain wildlands, another 20 percent or so are 
“semi-natural,” and the rest consist of crops, grazing range, or heavily set-
tled areas. And even wildlands and the oceans are affected by global forces 
such as climate change, airborne pollution, human noise, and the like.  

More than significant, the human impact is negative: Humans have 
diminished biological diversity and disrupted, degraded, and in many cas-
es simply destroyed ecological function. Yet those who claim wild lands 
and waters no longer exist are mistaken on two major points: that human 
influence so dominates every part of the Earth that nothing is wild (“self-
willed”); and that this state of affairs is long-standing and universally per-
vasive and restoration to wildness is not possible . 

Critics of the existence of wildlands usually posit a red herring: that 
wilderness by definition means “pristine” or “completely without human 
imprint.” The U.S. Wilderness Act of 1964 (PL 88-577 §2(c))—the product 
of more than a decade of work by conservationists—does not use the term 
pristine but instead deliberately uses the term untrammeled,29 a term very 
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close to the original meaning of wildlands as undomesticated or self-willed 
land but not necessarily pristine.30 Many conservation groups around the 
globe do focus on protecting largely intact lands and waters—often high 
in biodiversity—from further damage, including loss of native species, but 
they are not concerned with purity,31 any more than civil libertarians cease 
defending the U.S. Bill of Rights just because they are routinely ignored 
by governments. Such places are wild and biologically critical. They offer 
the clear opportunity for halting further degradation, for healing, and for 
expansion and connection to other areas as part of a conservation strategy 
to hold the line against continued population growth and growing con-
sumption—growth that has already overshot Earth’s carrying capacity.32 
These areas, moreover, are not the exclusive focus of conservation.33 But 
claims that humans are not simply destroying habitat but creating new 
habitat34 are disingenuous and obfuscating—they ignore the comparative 
biological poverty of tree farms compared to intact forests and monocul-
ture croplands compared to wild grasslands.  

Largely intact places won’t solve every conservation problem, but they 
are essential to preserving wildness, biodiversity, and ecological commu-
nities.35 For intact areas to remain intact and evolve they need to be big 
and in the right location; to have good boundaries, buffers, and appropriate 
connections; and to have effective enforcement of their protected status.36 
Two Nature editorials call for addressing outside effects on wildlands and 
protected areas,37 as have earlier scientific and strategic assessments.38 Con-
servation is not served by counseling surrender to further encroachment. 

The notion that wilderness no longer exists and that substantial bio-
diversity losses must be accepted as inevitable is often accompanied by 
claims that people have always been everywhere and therefore nothing 
can be done, because it might involve inconveniencing human coloniz-
ers, and that would be morally suspect. It is also often linked to the idea 
that significant human presence and impact means that humans are in 
charge—“already running the whole Earth.”39 Such literary imagination is 
coupled with massive denial about the overwhelming “evidence of ” bio-
logical damage resulting from human presence. 

This view of perennial and ubiquitous human presence fails to discern 
the difference between a few million humans and 7 billion, between dense 
and sparse settlement, and between differing levels of energy use, resource 
extraction, and technology; it also ignores humanity’s short career as com-
pared to the length of time other species have been present in places. Up 
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until fairly recently, many areas on Earth either remained relatively free 
of human presence or were occupied only seasonally or transiently; and 
many areas were used only in a limited way (for example, for sacred pur-
poses).40 Claims, for example, that the Amazon is a human-constructed 
garden are dubious; settlement there has been sparse,41 as it has been for 
many other regions, such as the boreal forests. 

Although the cycle of intensification (population growth leads to more 
“resource” extraction to support more people leads to more population 
growth leads to more intense extraction) has its roots in the Neolithic,42 in 
the last few hundred years—with greater populations and densities; more 
intrusive technologies; more energy at human command; self-aggrandizing 
elites making ever greater demands; the increasingly vast reach of popula-
tion centers into distant areas; and the growing density of trade networks—
that effect on wildlands and biodiversity has been globally devastating.43 
Globalization is not new, but its reach and intensity are.44 To argue that 
this extreme and relatively recent state of affairs must be accepted despite 
its biological destructiveness is like arguing that colonial domination and 
exploitation must be accepted despite their obliteration of other peoples 
and cultures. 

The view that we will never “return a substantial part of the Earth 
to a preindustrial state”45 is an example of either Occidental (Enlighten-
ment) fatalism or an effort to rationalize the current grim biological trend 
in the interests of those who benefit disproportionately from degrading 
the natural world. The inertia behind the current human trajectory is tre-
mendous. But apartheid was overthrown, slavery in most of the world has 
been abolished, and women in much of the world enjoy improved condi-
tions: Major change is possible. In some parts of the world the restoration 
of species and ecosystems has increased the store of wildness. 

Species can be repatriated. Biologically degrading influences such as 
industrial incursions, roads, pollution, and exotic species can be halted. 
Injuries can be healed. Processes that have been suppressed or disrupted 
(such as fire, migrations, and succession) can be reestablished, enhancing 
ecosystem resilience. Humans can try to cast their interventions to mimic 
natural healing, while recognizing the limits of knowledge and wisdom, 
and work toward minimizing future need for intervention or intensive 
management, allowing for eventual self-regulation. Self-regulation requires 
very large areas and their linkage to other areas that are mainly intact.

Such restorative intervention contrasts with the violence done to spe-
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cies and ecosystems by large-scale industrial or agricultural resource ex-
traction—extraction based on the exercise of power and the object of con-
trol. Large-scale resource extraction refuses to acknowledge either that 
other species are ends-in-themselves and are not merely means for human 
purposes or that human well-being is antithetical to power and control 
over others. Humans have a place and it is not as lords of creation. 

For all of the ink (soy-based included) spilled over the idea of wilder-
ness, the problem is plain: Humans are inadequate to the task of managing 
Nature; humans lack the knowledge, intelligence, and wisdom. Although 
management has achieved goods such as repatriating wolves, removing 
roads, or restoring fire, to rely on it to ensure the future of biodiversity 
would be akin to resting our fate on the failed Biosphere Project. John 
Holdren, senior scientific advisor to President Obama, noted that he’s “a 
great believer in science and technology, but the notion that science and 
technology will ride to the rescue is a pernicious one. Believing in tech-
nological miracles is usually a mistake.”46 A vibrant Earth requires large, 
intact, and connected places (including restored places), off limits to ex-
ploitation by industrial and agricultural peoples whose inability to control 
their numbers and wants has been more than amply demonstrated in the 
last twelve thousand years. 

3) Humans are part of Nature and so our effects on other species, our ef-
forts to dominate, and our attempts to turn the world into a garden are 
all natural. How can human behavior be anything but part of Nature? 
We are the products of evolution; we breathe air, eat, and are otherwise 
dependent upon the Earth. Unless one invokes the supernatural then, by 
definition, everything we do is natural, and that doesn’t get us very far. But 
if we reflect on the use of natural and unnatural we see that they designate 
something as good or not good (a cultural judgment) and also seek to 
transform the designation into a property of the world rather than a hu-
man creation. Much human behavior is not genetically determined and 
is instead regulated mostly by culture (shared emotions, attitudes, and 
worldviews shaped by experience and transmitted from one generation or 
group to another). Where does this leave us? We must address the conse-
quences for the living world of culturally shaped behavior. 

For conservationists, behavior that converts, diminishes, or destroys 
the Earth’s biodiversity and ecological systems is morally wrong—we have 
no right to cause extinctions or take so much for one species any more 
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than we have a right to enslave others (once considered natural). As a 
practical matter it is stupid (“maladaptive,” according to Rappaport) to 
destroy systems we depend on and which we may not be able to fix once 
broken. As Leopold suggested, it’s unintelligent to throw parts away when 
tinkering with something important.47 

Acknowledging humans as part of Nature does not and cannot jus-
tify our ever-growing footprint. The human domination of other species 
and ecosystems is basically the same as the colonial domination of some 
people by others, visiting brutally stupid exploitation, displacement, and 
death on its victims. We might better ask whether the societal machinery 
that converts so much of the world into commodities for one species—
and disproportionately benefiting a few million at the very top of our spe-
cies’ social hierarchies—is adaptive, healthy, or just. For James Lovelock 
the answer is clear: “[A]ll attempts to rationalize a subjugated biosphere 
with man in charge are as doomed to failure as the similar concept of be-
nevolent colonialism. They all assume that man is possessor of this planet, 
if not the owner, then the tenant.” 

 Lovelock is certainly not alone.48 Brand’s appropriation from another 
of the notion that we are “as gods” and should get good at it,49 and Mar-
ris’s view that we can be competent gardeners,50 are just more examples of 
the same hubris that generates extinction, ocean dead zones, dust bowls, 
desertification and depleted soils, superfund sites, climate change, and 
nuclear power plants built in tsunami zones. We are about as godlike as a 
bull in a china shop.51 

The conceit that humans are godlike rests on assumptions that gained 
dominance among European elites in the Enlightenment and have since 
spread to most elites and many others. These assumptions include notions 
that all problems are solvable by human reason, technology, or changes in 
social organization; that faced with great difficulties humans will rise to 
the occasion; and that resources are infinite or there will always be sub-
stitutes.52 David Ehrenfeld, John Peet, Rob Deitz and Dan O’Neill, and 
Global Footprint Network have documented the mounting evidence un-
dermining these assumptions.53 Our capacity to problem-solve is limited 
by the world’s complexity. Our pretensions to divinity are belied by our 
limited ability to grasp how the world works well enough to manage it, 
even if we actually had the requisite wisdom, judgment, and political will. 
As a result our “solutions” are inadequate and generate new and more 
complex problems that take more resources to address, in part because 
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there is more inertia to be overcome.54 
Bad “choices” are the result of structural constraints, not just limited 

wisdom and intelligence. The few thousands of decision makers at the head 
of government and business institutions are heavily invested in the current 
order and generally resist changes that could undermine their positions of 
power. Their awareness is also constrained by the insulation that technol-
ogy and hierarchy provides from the consequences of their actions.55 When 
united, decision-makers effectively constrain societal choices by control-
ling problem identification, formulation, and the range of acceptable solu-
tions.56 Even when divided they share much in common, such as preserv-
ing the system they benefit from. These decision-makers also influence or 
control the machinery of repression: laws, police, armies, prisons.57 

Societal structure constrains choices in other ways. Dorothy Dinner-
stein argued that it is not just our psychopathology that leaves us unable to 
confront what we are doing to Earth and ourselves; the societal process is 
now too mindlessly complex, unwieldy and overcentralized that even if we 
saw how bad things are it is questionable we could do much with the ex-
isting decision making apparatus. It is part of the problem; only relatively 
small groups can express healthy emotion and reason.58 Harold Searles 
and Paul Shepard argue that a sense of self and a healthy identity depend 
on close contact with nonhumans and the broader ecology during devel-
opment.59 Only with such contact can we connect with and be grounded 
in reality, recognizing, among other things, that we are kin with the rest of 
the world. Absent such connection, people are left with the experience of 
human hierarchy as the only model of order. 

  
4) Humans are part of Nature, and reserves of various sorts separate 
us from the natural world. It is not the advocates of placing some lands 
and waterways off limits to human exploitation who have separated hu-
mans from the rest of the world. Agriculture and civilization did that.60 
Agricultural and industrial societies depend on the systematic effort to 
control and reshape ecosystems for the benefit of humans at the expense 
of other species. They enhance human carrying capacity by subjugating 
other species—“the others,” just as imperial Britain reshaped the Indian 
economy to serve British rather than Indian interests.61

Colonization and concomitant exploitation divides humans from the 
rest of the world just as surely as it divides peoples and nations despite the 
effort to mask it under Orwellian terms such as “interdependence.” Colo-



40      DAVID JOHNS

nization markedly ratchets up the intensification of extraction from and 
conversion of the natural world, generating ever-larger and more hierar-
chical human societies. Devaluing and distancing from what is conquered 
is a psychological necessity.62 The ability to love and the drive to control 
are opposites. 

Modern conservationists are not the first to lament the changes from 
forager to conqueror. The first-century-B.C.E. Roman poet Ovid (Publius 
Ovidius Naso) wrote that once the Earth gave “crops from fields unfur-
rowed / And fruits, and honey from a hollow tree, / And no one scored 
the soil with sturdy ploughshares.”63 Human cleverness changed all that, 
bringing tragedy. A few hundred years earlier Lao Tsu asked: “Do you 
think you can take over the universe and improve it? / I do not believe it 
can be done. / The universe is sacred. / You cannot improve it. / If you try 
to change it, you will ruin it.”64

The idea of wilderness (self-willed land) emerged from the dualism 
that characterizes agricultural societies and their successors in order to 
describe those places not yet conquered.65 Humans—not bears or birds or 
rivers—initiated the divorce. In seeking to conquer the natural world, hu-
mans set themselves at odds with the Earth—just as the slave master with 
the slave and the colonizer with the colonized.66 Other creatures’ homes 
and necessities merely constitute space or food the colonizer covets. To 
merely stop thinking—as the wilderness debunkers ask us to do—in terms 
of the wilderness/civilization dichotomy cannot, itself, resolve the actual 
material separation resulting from the quest to dominate. 

Calls to make wilderness and comprehensive biodiversity protec-
tion subservient to growth—as if inequality could be solved by increased 
growth in the future any more than it has been solved by past growth—de-
pends on the language of conquest and colonization using different words. 
It rationalizes the death warrants of large, intact areas and of the species 
dependent on them such as large predators and wide-ranging species. Mar-
ginalizing wilderness and biodiversity protection negates the best insur-
ance we have against human foolishness. Gardening can neither replace 
wilderness nor heal the self-inflicted wound of estrangement from the 
natural world. Trying to make ourselves feel good about our overreach is 
like taking nineteenth-century medicine for a life-threatening disease. To 
abandon wilderness and large-scale restoration in the name of transcend-
ing dualism is to leave the Earth vulnerable to further impoverishment.

Those groups (the Hopi, the Hadza, the Bushmen, the Gwich’n—for 
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example) who seem to remain most connected with the Earth have small 
footprints and share some obvious attributes: They are few in numbers, 
they lack dense settlements, and they do not rely on industrial technolo-
gies and vast inputs of materials and energy.67 Most have been pushed to 
the margins of habitable land by more powerful societies and states. Can 
7 billion people adopt these attributes? Foraging peoples left their way of 
life and adopted agriculture not because it offered a better way of life—it 
meant a poorer diet, more disease, and decreased stature—but because of 
population pressure.68 

What, then, is the path toward healing our separateness if there is 
no return to the pre-Neolithic? This essay is not the place to set out a 
detailed vision or strategy to contain the machinery of control that sepa-
rates humans from the world that gave birth to them. But if wilderness 
is destroyed, healing will become impossible. We cannot expect the path 
to reconnection to be led by those heavily invested in the status quo, as 
some have suggested.69 The path forward is not about sacrifice. It is about 
recovering what we have long ago sacrificed—our wholeness and our con-
nection to other life and our deepest selves. We traded these away for hier-
archy and distractions in a deal we did not understand. 

 
5) Human wants must take priority over the needs of other species, even 
to the point of extinction. The belief that human wants should have prior-
ity over the survival needs of species and the integrity of ecological pro-
cesses is variously expressed, but the end is always the same: Humans have 
the right to alter the world for their benefit at the expense of other species 
regardless of the consequences—suffering, death, extinction, or the de-
struction of entire ecological communities. The Great Chain of Being has 
fallen before the Rights of Man, but it remains alive and thriving in human 
relations with other species. 

That the Earth belongs to us rests on notions that we uniquely possess 
some attributes which other species lack. Why these attributes are a suit-
able basis for elevating us to godhood is never explained because it would 
reveal the contest to be rigged. It is difficult to know whether the claim of 
specialness is based on a genuine if misplaced sense of achievement, or 
if it arises from a deeply compensatory impulse: Like Gilgamesh, we are 
frightened by our mortality, we feel insignificant in a very large universe, 
or—having divorced ourselves from our wild home—we feel lost and so 
create grand narratives in which we can be the hero.
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Unlike the notion that lightning manifests the anger of Zeus, the de-
lusion that Earth belongs to us is not harmless. It is more akin to the in-
accurate claims made by some supporting the belief that tiger bone and 
rhino horn have medicinal properties. Such claims, even if they were true,  
rationalize violence, disrupt ecological relationships, and increase the risk 
of extinction of irreplaceable creatures. 

Claims by powerful states in the last century that they had the right to 
control other states or nations have lost legitimacy even though exploita-
tion continues in different forms and carrying capacity continues to be 
transferred from poor to rich.70 Today we see plainly that past exploitation 
was based on power, not on the merit of the colonizer. Colonialism is al-
ways violent. We can also see how the human need to feel good about our-
selves leads us to create fantastical justifications for the theft and murder 
of conquest. In 1870 the Big Horn Association of Cheyenne, Wyoming, 
published the following:

The rich and beautiful valleys of Wyoming are destined for the occupancy 
and sustenance of the Anglo-Saxon race. The wealth that for untold ages 
has lain hidden beneath the snow-capped summits of our mountains has 
been placed there by Providence to reward the brave spirits whose lot it is to 
compose the advance-guard of civilization. The Indians must stand aside or 
be overwhelmed by the ever advancing and ever increasing tide of emigra-
tion . . . The same inscrutable Arbiter that decreed the downfall of Rome has 
pronounced the doom of extinction on the red men of America.71

Colonialism is nowhere more apparent and thriving than in the re-
lationship between humanity and the rest of the Earth.72 As a whole, hu-
mans take what they want with limited restraint and dress it up like the 
Big Horn Association.73 That there is any restraint at all is the result of 
conservation success: protected areas that are actually protected and laws 
that are mostly enforced—such as the Convention on International Trade 
in Endangered Species (CITES) or the U.S. Endangered Species Act (U.S. 
ESA). This restraint is the exception and it must be constantly defended. 

Rationalizing Nature’s colonization does not hide the ugly realities. 
Remaking the Earth in the human image is violent: Forests and grasslands 
are transformed into tree farms, pasture, subdivisions, and endless corn 
and soybean fields or rice paddies. Inconvenient species are persecuted. 
Ecosystems are altered for the benefit of one species, and the community 
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as a whole is discounted. Colonization diminishes the capacity of lands 
and waters to support diversity, replacing many species with a few or even 
a diverse ecosystem with a monoculture. Colonization means human 
numbers grow and consumption increases at the expense of other spe-
cies’ numbers, range, diversity, and even existence. Self-regulation of the 
community by all its adult members is replaced with control by a part of 
the community for its own exclusive benefit; and spontaneity, liveliness, 
and biological integrity are diminished. The tiger is caged or dead, and 
the oxen bred to plod endlessly before the plow. We do it because we can.

The human colonization of Nature and consequent destruction are 
unnecessary. We have long had the means to control our numbers—
though some have always had fears about who will fill the armies and 
workshops and support the old. Much collective human consumption is 
unnecessary as well—a vain effort to control our anxiety over mortality.74 
The world’s poor do not simply aspire to have full bellies; they want what 
the middle classes have. 

There was a time when humanity was grounded enough to see our-
selves as part of the cycle of things. We were troubled by killing.75 We could 
see ourselves in the other and sought reassurance in ritual that acknowl-
edged the “sacrifice” of the other. That insight and the imperfect restraint it 
brought is gone. The factory farms are invisible, and death is not real. 

No other animal is as behaviorally flexible as we are. We have choices. 
Other species do not. It may be that most humans will never be biocentric. 
But if we do not behave as if we are, if we continue on the current path, 
we will impoverish the Earth and at last become the “stewards” of a grave-
yard. We cannot degrade Nature without doing the same to ourselves. To 
call “ethical” rules which rationalize human lordship is to make the notion 
of ethics meaningless. 

IN THE END, what matters is not endless blather over gardening, pristine 
wilderness, how long people have occupied a place, or how much damage 
they have done. What matters is this: Humans are behaving like an aster-
oid hitting the Earth in slow motion. We are destroying what we could 
never create. The Earth did recover (after 10 million years) from the Cre-
taceous extinction 65 million years ago; it was not the end of the Earth, 
but it was the end of many creatures. Is being an asteroid the great purpose 
of our species—to steal the lives and homes of millions of species and bil-
lions of creatures? 
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Almost two centuries ago an astute observer of human behavior said 
that a person is wealthy in proportion to what they can leave alone.76 By 
that measure, societies which enshrine striving for wealth, power, and fame 
are desperately poor and needy. Our stomachs are full, but we are hollow 
in our souls. In separating ourselves from the world by trying to control it 
we have created a hunger that things can never fill, though we keep trying. 
We have wounded our souls and our capacity for empathy and love. “This 
is what is the matter with us,” D. H. Lawrence wrote, “we are bleeding at 
the roots, because we are cut off from the earth and sun and stars, and love 
is a grinning mockery, because, poor blossom, we plucked it from its stem 
on the tree of life, and expected it to keep on blooming in our civilized vase 
on the table.”77 This is the great sacrifice we have made, and it need not be. 



What’s So New about  
the “New Conservation”?
CURT MEINE

WE ARE BEING OFFERED a new story about human beings and the rest of 
nature. It goes something like this . . .

Once there was an environmental movement. It was a good movement—or 
at least it had good intentions—but it had some wrong ideas. All it really 
cared about was protecting and preserving the remote, unpeopled wilder-
ness. It didn’t care much about (or for) people. It ignored the places where 
people lived, worked, grew food, raised families, made things, and did things. 
What’s worse, the “wilderness” to which it was so devoted did not really even 
exist in the first place, except as something that elite European people in-
vented after they left Europe, colonized the far reaches of the planet, and dis-
placed and subjugated its native peoples through waves of disease, conquest, 
and economic exploitation. 

Some of the colonizers’ descendants—the ones who felt remorse instead 
of pride—imagined the now-mythical “wilderness” to be pristine, unpeopled, 
static, timeless, fragile, and fraught with religious meaning. Ultimately they 
became conservationists and, later, environmentalists. But their romantic 
fixation on the false ideal of wilderness led the well-meaning movement to 
create an impregnable divide between humans and nature, to disdain people, 
to care nothing for the poor and dispossessed, and to exude undue pessimism 
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over human prospects and the fate of the planet. And, perhaps worst of all, 
this obsession led the otherwise worthy movement astray. Environmentalism 
did not work. The movement grew larger, wealthier, and more influential, 
but it failed. It was unable to achieve its aims, many of which were actually 
quite sensible and laudable.

Fortunately, and just in the nick of time, some rebellious “new conserva-
tionists” came forward to fix the wayward movement. They understood the 
fatal flaws in the old environmentalists’ vision. They coolly explained: There is 
no wilderness, and there never really was; the natural world, in fact, changes; 
nature, far from being fragile, is actually quite tough and resilient; and with 
all this in mind, we can and should now turn our environmental concerns to 
the places where they are most needed, the “working” landscapes and cities in 
our thoroughly human-shaped and human-dominated world. In so doing, we 
can change the movement into what it ought to have been in the first place: 
humane, just, optimistic, and forward-looking. We can do what we human 
beings do best, and what in any case we must do: create a new world and 
manage it in a way that, while still respecting many of the wild things in our 
midst, does so in service of the human good, and the ever-growing human 
economy that promotes that good. It is the only way forward. 

It’s a compelling story, and an alluring one. Nobody wants to be consid-
ered old-fashioned, naive, ineffective, uninformed, and unjust. And abso-
lutely no one wants to be thought uncool or stodgy. The story does what a 
good story must: It explains a lot. It has an awesome plot and fascinating 
characters. And since we humans are the main characters, it flatters us. 
Finally, it has this going for it: Portions of it are true.

Of course, this is not the only version of the story, and I’m not certain 
that I have done it justice. It is always risky to tell someone else’s story. 
However, assuming that I have been accurate with at least the main story 
lines, they are worth examining more closely.

The “old” conservation/environmental movement had an idealized and 
illusory view of wilderness as pristine, and its adherents believed there-
fore that such wilderness can and should be walled off, separated from, 
and unaffected by human beings and human impacts. Nothing new here. 
Correctives to the “classic” view of wilderness date back, just in the rela-
tively recent literature, more than twenty years.1 But let’s go back further, 
beyond the horizon of environmentalism and into the older world of con-
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servation. We might pause in our time-travel to attend the landmark 1955 
international symposium, Man’s Role in Changing the Face of the Earth. 
The symposium brought together 75 leading conservation scientists, 
thinkers, and advocates in Princeton, New Jersey, to consider the fact of 
“man, the ecological dominant on the planet,” and “to understand what 
has happened and is happening to the earth under man’s impress.” Wil-
liam L. Thomas, the editor of the conference proceedings, wrote: “The di-
chotomy of man and nature is . . . an intellectual device and as such should 
not be confused with reality; no longer can man’s physical-biological en-
vironment be treated, except in theory, as ‘natural.’”2 Lewis Mumford, the 
guiding intellectual force of the symposium, suggested that “as the domi-
nant biological species, man now has a special responsibility to his fellow-
creatures as well as to himself.”3 

We might stop in 1933, to consider Aldo Leopold’s textbook Game 
Management. Perhaps the readers of his day found it shocking to read: 
“Every head of wild life still alive in this country is already artificialized, in 
that its existence is conditioned by economic forces. Game management 
merely proposes that their impact shall not remain wholly fortuitous. The 
hope of the future lies not in curbing the influence of human occupancy—
it is already too late for that—but in creating a better understanding of 
the extent of that influence and a new ethic for its governance” [emphases 
added].4 Leopold saw the reality of human environmental impacts and 
ecological connections more clearly than most, and as deeply as the eco-
logical science and environmental history of the day allowed. That did not 
deter him from his lifelong efforts to protect, sustain, and restore wildness, 
at any and all scales, in any and all places.

We might pause again to visit with the Progressive Era conservation-
ists of the early twentieth century. The movement included utilitarians 
devoted to “wise use” of natural resources and preservationists devoted to 
protecting special and scenic wild places (largely for human recreational 
use). We are captivated by the dramatic narrative of the tension between 
these two conservation camps (and many apparently assume that little 
has changed since). However, we risk overlooking their shared disdain for 
reckless economic exploitation of the land. We forget that the early move-
ment included many who were sympathetic to and active in both causes 
and intent on keeping them connected. We fail to diagnose what both ap-
proaches to progressive conservation missed.

We might return all the way to George Perkins Marsh’s classic 1864 
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volume Man and Nature, the book that Mumford described as “the foun-
tainhead of the conservation movement.” In the opening sentence of his 
weighty tome, Marsh described his first aim: “to indicate the character and, 
approximately, the extent of the changes produced by human action in the 
physical conditions of the globe we inhabit.” Marsh regarded as “doctrine 
. . . that man is, in both kind and degree, a power of a higher order than 
any of the other forms of animated life, which, like him, are nourished at 
the table of bounteous nature.”5 Instead of congratulating ourselves on our 
own discovery of human agency, we might give Marsh a deep and careful 
reading, to see just what he got right and wrong in his telling of the story, 
and to gain greater insight into what we have learned since. 

In brief, it has long been understood by leading conservation thinkers 
that the natural world has been thoroughly affected by the actions of peo-
ple, and that wild places cannot simply be preserved behind the walls of 
“fortress conservation.” That understanding has not been an impediment 
to action on behalf of the wild, wherever and to whatever extent it exists.

The “old” movement aimed to protect this idealized wilderness, while 
ignoring and making no allowance for human action to promote more 
sustainable rural landscapes and cities. This statement would come as a 
surprise to those early progressive conservationists, led by game protec-
tors responding to the bane of market hunting, foresters responding to 
the devastation of the forestlands of the upper Great Lakes, and agrarians 
responding to the destruction and degradation of soil. It would surprise 
the all-too-forgotten Liberty Hyde Bailey and Hugh Hammond Bennett 
(among many others of course) who, in the first half of the 1900s, focused 
on rural landscapes, livelihoods, and communities; built the movement 
for soil, water, and watershed conservation; and provided the foundations 
for the more recent sustainable agriculture movement.6 It would surprise 
those who, over the last century, began to use the insights of ecology to 
actively restore degraded landscapes, waterways, and ecosystems. It would 
surprise those who pushed for and enacted the Clean Air Act (1970) and 
the Clean Water Act (1972)—among other signature laws of the modern 
environmental movement—legislation that had much to do with urban 
pollution concerns, and little to do with wilderness. And it now surprises 
the many contemporary conservationists who over the last generation 
have focused their work not on “classic” wilderness but on ecosystem 
management, urban and landscape ecology, private lands conservation, 
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community-based conservation, watershed-based programs, maintenance 
of agricultural biodiversity, organic and urban agriculture, the local food 
movement, and other approaches to integrating conservation across the 
landscape.7

Meanwhile, appreciation of the embeddedness of cities within ecosys-
tems, and of wildness in the city, is hardly new. For more than a century, 
a venerable literature has addressed the need and potential for better inte-
gration of cities and landscapes in the industrial age and for more socially 
and ecologically sensitive urban design and planning. The new conserva-
tionists need only consult such standard sources as Frederick Law Olmsted, 
Patrick Geddes, Jane Addams, John Nolen, Lewis Mumford, Jane Jacobs, 
Benton MacKaye, Jens Jensen, and Ian McHarg (again, among many oth-
ers). The rising wave of interest in new urbanism and sustainable cities 
over the last two decades builds on these and other sources.8 Evidently the 
effort in conservation to integrate the wild and the human is at least as old 
as the movement itself. 

The “old” movement, blindly adhering to the mythical “balance of na-
ture,” assumed that nature in its pristine and undisturbed state was and 
would remain static. The new story seems to hold that the dynamism 
of natural systems and phenomena was discovered sometime in the late 
1980s and came as a sorry surprise to naive environmentalists beholden 
to a “balance of nature” mythology. But the realization that nature changes 
is hardly new. Sticking just to the modern Western scientific tradition, we 
might point out that this view has been outmoded since the days of Alex-
ander von Humboldt, Charles Darwin, Alfred Russel Wallace, and George 
Perkins Marsh. Even ecological succession, however flawed in its early 
formulations, was an effort to understand and explain patterns of ecologi-
cal variation and change in time and space. We find Leopold cautioning 
in the 1930s that “the ‘balance of nature’ is a mental image for land and 
life which grew up before and during the transition to ecological thought. 
It is commonly employed in describing the biota to laymen, but ecolo-
gists among themselves accept it only with reservations, and its accep-
tance by laymen seems to depend more on convenience than conviction.”9 
Scientific and popular understanding of a vast range of both natural and 
human-influenced phenomena—plate tectonics, climate change, glacia-
tion, erosion and sedimentation, ecosystem disturbance, population cy-
cles, population genetics, speciation, range expansions and contractions, 
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biological invasion, extinction, etc.—has been compounding for decades, 
if not centuries. The theme may have required extra emphasis; it did not 
require invention. But it requires now that we understand more critically 
some fundamentals: that not all change is created equal; that the causes, 
rates, spatial scales, types, and impacts of ecological disturbance and envi-
ronmental change vary; that natural and anthropogenic change are inter-
woven in complex ways; and that our challenge is to calibrate more finely 
our understanding of historic change, and to explore more carefully our 
ethical response to the human role amid such change.10

The “old” movement regarded nature as precious and fragile, whereas we 
now know that it is tough and resilient. Resilience has become the watch-
word of contemporary ecosystem science, but it has deep roots in ecologi-
cal thinking and conservation practice. Leopold captured the essence of 
the modern formulation of resilience in the 1940s, when he advised his 
fellow conservationists to pay attention not only to the continuous sup-
ply of “natural resources” but also to the fountain from which all ecosys-
tem goods and services flow. His term for this was land health, which he 
defined as “the capacity for self-renewal in the soils, waters, plants, and 
animals that collectively comprise the land.”11 For a generation that had 
witnessed epic deforestation, the depletion (and, in some cases, extinc-
tion) of wildlife populations, the widespread degradation of watersheds, 
and the Dust Bowl, the vulnerability of land to the ravages of unchecked 
economic exploitation was plain. Resilience was not merely a compelling 
ecological idea; it was a dire conservation need. 

The more recent emergence of resilience as an organizing concept 
does not obviate the observable fact that ecosystems—human-modified 
and human-simplified worldwide, to varying degrees—for all their tough-
ness and resilience, will not recover, on their own, their full complement 
of native diversity and their fine-tuned functionality. Ecological restora-
tion recognizes and employs the potential “capacity for self-renewal” in 
ecosystems as a pragmatic standard—and it has done so since at least 
the 1930s. Restoration is not new, and anyone who works in restoration 
knows that it does not see land, or fragility, through rose-colored glasses. 
We can throw up our hands and take comfort in nature’s inherent “tough-
ness”; or we can choose to put our hands—and heads and hearts—to work 
on behalf of the vulnerable, the ruined, the ignored, and the desecrated.

In both cases—defining the concept of resilience and engaging in the 
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practice of restoration—conservation scientists and practitioners have 
for decades turned to the wilder portions of our landscapes for insight, 
knowledge, and actual biotic materials (genes, species, seeds, pollinators, 
etc.). Vulnerability and toughness, fragility and resilience, turn out to be 
not opposing but interwoven qualities of ecosystems. But one needs his-
tory and perspective to make sense of the terms.

The “old” movement is, and always has been, inhumane and oppressive in 
dealing with people, especially by removing them from their home places 
in the name of preserving “pristine” nature. The observation that wrong, 
bad, and even tragic things have been done—to people and to the natural 
world in the name of conservation and environmentalism—is undoubtedly 
true. Large movements are not homogeneous. Movements do not control 
the actions of all who participate in them. Movements also learn, change, 
and grow. To represent conservation and environmentalism as inherently 
and forever inimical to social justice is to erect a very frail straw man. His-
tory does indeed provide plenty of examples of short-sighted social ethics 
in American conservation in the first half of the twentieth century, as well 
as the later environmental movement. It also provides much evidence of a 
shared conviction: that there is an intimate connection between society’s 
treatment of our fellow citizens (both the indigenous and the more recently 
arrived) and of our fellow creatures and landscapes.

It is entirely appropriate to behold the mote—and the beam—that 
we find in our movement’s eye. We engage in selective history, however, 
if we do not at the same time hold up those who have helped us to see 
more clearly the connections between social justice and conservation. In 
our critiques of, for example, the myopic utilitarianism of Progressive Era 
conservation, we may overlook its foundational commitment to econom-
ic equity and fairness. Bob Marshall, founder of the Wilderness Society, 
championed the people and culture of Arctic Village as much as he did the 
wild inhabitants of the Arctic Wilderness.12 The eminent wildlife biologist 
Olaus Murie called for conservationists to broaden their ethical horizons, 
to mark “our heavy-footed progress in toleration of ‘other’ races of men,” 
and to seek “tolerance for the views and desires of many people.”13 We 
cannot ignore historic tensions between advocates of social justice and 
nature conservation, but we can also build upon the efforts of those, from 
all sides, who have long sought to address those tensions and act upon 
commonality of purpose and values.
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Then there is the question of respect for wild places and sacred spaces 
among indigenous peoples themselves. Is regard for the wild and nonhu-
man confined to only those with a Western worldview? Or is it reflected 
in varied cultures around the world, throughout history (and prehistory)? 
What are we to make, for example, of the Cree Nation of Wemindji, work-
ing in close partnership with Parks Canada and others to create, in 2008, 
the Paakumshumwaau-Maatuuskaau Réserve de Biodiversité Projetée, a 
protected area on the Wemindji lands along the east coast of James Bay?14 
Or the Red Cliff Band of Lake Superior Chippewa, which established in 
2012 the Frog Bay Tribal National Park along the south shore of Lake Su-
perior in Wisconsin—the first such tribal wildland park in the nation?15 
We could cite many other such partnerships. Perhaps we can make more 
than examples of these places and communities. Perhaps they can serve as 
reminders and guideposts, showing that concepts of home and wilderness 
are not, and never have been, as antithetical as we sometimes presume. 
Perhaps they can inspire others to make the same connections.

The “old” movement failed. This story line simply presents an inherent 
paradox.

The statement is true. Alas, it is also true of every other movement 
for social, economic, political, and environmental betterment that the 
world has ever seen. The civil rights movement has failed to eradicate rac-
ism. The women’s movement has failed to do away with sexism. The la-
bor movement has failed to eliminate economic injustice. Thinking that 
movements work this way—that they emerge, do their work, triumph, and 
then disappear—reveals a superficial understanding of history and social 
change, and the complexity of the human condition. Every movement in-
volves steps forward, steps backward, and steps to the side—and an oc-
casional leap to a new level. 

The statement is also false. This movement for healthier relations be-
tween people and nature—call it what we will—has succeeded wildly. Over 
the last century and a half (at minimum), it has effectively challenged the 
currently dominant assumptions of human social and economic develop-
ment: that humans are the sole source of meaning and value in the uni-
verse, and that other people and nature exist to be exploited for maximum 
individual and corporate economic benefit. Paul Hawken has described 
it as “the largest movement in the world”: “I began to count . . . . I now 
believe there are over one—and maybe even two—million organizations 
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working towards ecological sustainability and social justice.”16

Hawken might have added that the movement is also the most com-
plex, difficult, and necessary movement in human history. Because eco-
logical relationships cannot be divorced from human social and economic 
relationships, progress in improving the former cannot be made without 
addressing the tensions in the latter. But the converse is also true: Healthier, 
more just human social and economic relationships cannot be achieved 
in any lasting sense without appreciation of the context of the biophysical 
world within which they exist.

Leopold had it about right in 1947:

I have no illusions about the speed or accuracy with which an ecological 
conscience can become functional. It has required 19 centuries to define de-
cent man-to-man conduct and the process is only half done; it may take as 
long to evolve a code of decency for man-to-land conduct. In such matters 
we should not worry too much about anything except the direction in which 
we travel. The direction is clear, and the first step is to throw your weight 
around on matters of right and wrong in land-use. Cease being intimidated 
by the argument that a right action is impossible because it does not yield 
maximum profits, or that a wrong action is to be condoned because it pays. 
That philosophy is dead in human relations, and its funeral in land-relations 
is overdue.”17

 
The power of the proposed story is that there is some truth in all of 

these story lines. Yet all of the story lines are, as I have argued, oversim-
plified and/or unoriginal. Considered together, they provide reasonable 
criticisms of the modern environmental movement, but they do so by 
painting a caricature of that movement, poorly informed by the history of 
conservation science, philosophy, policy, or practice.

There is another story about human beings and the rest of nature that 
we might offer. It is not a complicated one, and it is actually not so differ-
ent from the one being proposed, especially in its concern for justice. But 
the story broadens this concern to include championing justice for the 
land, for its nonhuman denizens, and for future generations. This story 
would thus include in its narrative a firm place for the wild with, within, 
and (yes) without, the human. That story line is so important that it re-
frames the entire narrative. We are engaged in a collective effort to under-
stand and redirect the relationship between the human (and humanized) 
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and the “natural, wild, and free.” To do so, we need to understand, in ways 
we do not yet fully understand, the complicated history of humans and 
nature, and the evolution of what we now call conservation and environ-
mentalism, over decades, centuries, and millennia, among varied cultures, 
in varied places, according to varied traditions. It is a vast task of intellec-
tual and spiritual synthesis. It demands more than oversimplification and 
caricature. It requires, above all, humility. We have work to do.

Without knowing how that task will finally work out, I have the feel-
ing that it will all come down to a pretty basic set of principles in practice. 
We need to think of conservation in terms of whole landscapes, from the 
wildest places to the most urban places. We need to safeguard the wild-
lands we still have, at all scales. Where we can, we need to restore such 
wildlands specifically, and wildness more generally. We need to do more 
and better conservation work outside protected areas and sacred spaces; 
on our “working” farms, ranches, and forests; and in the suburbs and cit-
ies where people increasingly live. We need to meet our needs for food, 
fiber, and fuel in ways that do not simplify and deplete but actively replen-
ish, ecosystems close to home and around the world. We need to treat 
water as the essential ingredient of life that it is, and we need to respect 
its function in the landscape. We need to sustain and restore the two great 
global commons: the atmosphere above and the oceans below. No part 
of the landscape—however wild, however humanized—is sustainable if 
the whole is not. And so we need to know and respect the connections 
among all these parts of any landscape, while building resilience into all 
those relationships. We need to build a just and restorative economy that 
serves all these goals. We need to do all these things for people, for hu-
man communities, for future generations, for all the other members of the 
community of life, and for the health of whole landscapes and the entire 
Earth. We are all in this together.
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OUR MAIN PURPOSE in this essay is to invite the concerned community 
of conservationists, from a variety of disciplines, to address the questions 
of conservation and of environmental ethics in a new way, and as frankly 
as possible. In our view, the crisis of biodiversity, conservation, sustain-
ability, and any number of iconic environmentalist concerns must be 
radically reconsidered. Our sense is that after all the struggles against the 
environmental crisis—well-meaning struggles, that have employed the 
best science, thinking, and activism available—we are in a kind of trench 
warfare that can produce at best temporary and unstable “victories,” many 
of which seem even to have backfired. 

In response, our image is one of putting an armchair right on the 
battlefield—in no-man’s-land—and, for all the risks involved, simply sit-
ting down and thinking. At the very least, we can mourn, as we all do 
when we have lost something of incomparable and incomprehensible 
value, and when no words or deeds can quite express or mend the value 
of what has been lost, and continues to be lost. All other alternatives seem 
to us, at this point in time, to serve as mere distractions with deep nega-
tive consequences that the conservation movement does not seem to suf-
ficiently reflect upon. These alternatives are sometimes offered in the spirit 
of reevaluation or of reforming environmentalism—as, for example, those 
we consider in the section immediately below, represented by their most 
famous contemporary proponents.
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“Inconvenient ” environmentalism: exposing the alleged myths, 
prejudices, and confusions of the traditional conservation movement

Environmentalist (American) heroes and their movement have been os-
tensibly exposed and disgraced. Their beloved, driving force—pristine and 
wild Nature1—has been laid bare as fraudulent: There no longer are any 
places “untrammeled by Man.” Worse, there never were (!), or at least not 
in the last one thousand years;2 moreover, national parks, supposedly in-
tended to preserve wild Nature, have forcibly displaced native people from 
their homes (and continue to do so) for the sake of tourist attractions. 
Henry Thoreau and Edward Abbey, the high-brow and low-brow prophets 
of self-sufficient solitude and wildness, are exposed as hypocrites: Abbey 
for pining for companionship in his private journals while writing Desert 
Solitaire, and (worse) Thoreau for having his mom do his laundry, while 
he labored sublimely at Walden (only three miles from town, by the way).3 
After all, and most sadly, John Muir—who often did live wildly and self-
sufficiently—was racist.4 

These men are heroes of the conservation movement generally. They 
were not scientists, but many scientists do what they do now because of 
them. And there has been disgrace even among these scientists of Na-
ture: Things are supposedly not as bad as they had predicted, since Nature 
bounces back with remarkable resilience and new things thrive where old 
ones have been lost—the way of the world from time immemorial. If the 
environmental movement is not dead, as some have declared it is,5 then it 
ought to be.

These are the declarations of reformers and iconoclasts who have made 
such claims the basis of a manifesto for a new perspective—“conservation 
in the Anthropocene.” (In this essay we refer to it as “the Anthropocene 
perspective.”) This new perspective is considered by some as involving 
“new models for thinking and acting,” and their arguments are seen to 
“demolish mythologies built around the environment.” Here is their new, 
human-friendly vision: “The conservation we will get by embracing de-
velopment and advancing human well-being will almost certainly not be 
the conservation that was imagined in its early days. But it will be more 
effective and far more broadly supported, in boardrooms and political 
chambers, as well as at kitchen tables.”6
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First reactions

Some of our main objections to this “new” or “inconvenient”7 movement 
can be broken down into three basic categories:

1) Ad hominem arguments based on the characters of pioneers of the 
movement;

2) Factual arguments which contest the claims of the traditional en-
vironmental movement (pointing, for example, to bad predictions 
based on a lack of appreciation for the resilience of nature); and

3) Value arguments which oppose the idea of a “pristine wild” Na-
ture, untrammeled by humans, and which show how unrealistic it 
would be to protect Nature in the way traditional conservationists 
want to.

Providing counterarguments to the vision of conservation in the 
Anthropocene involves adding to a controversy that has already gener-
ated much heat and many responses from the conservation community.8 
We believe that adding to the controversy distracts from the things really 
worth thinking about, but some brief counterarguments are in line with 
our general purpose.

First, the ad hominem arguments are the easiest to counter. Thomas 
Jefferson held slaves; Jean-Jacques Rousseau was a lousy father; Gottlob 
Frege (the architect of modern logic) was a rabid anti-Semite—so much 
for the ideals of constitutional democracy, education under the social con-
tract, and modern logic. We can add to the list some of the classics of music 
or literature or painting, if we poke around in the right closets there. What 
is missed by continuing in this vein is the key point worth making: that the 
value, meaning, and significance of Nature—unlike democracy, human 
dignity, and logic—is something that, in our view, no one has been able 
to articulate philosophically or politically yet, though everybody grasps 
it. All commonly used words and concepts are proxies at best, “similes” in 
the language of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s “Lecture on Ethics”9 (which we will 
return to in a moment). Proxies for what you feel when, for example, you 
see an ancient forest razed by corporate lumber barons, a feeling that does 
not go away when someone points out that you, or those you love, enjoy 
the modern conveniences made from those trees. Examples abound: the 
carcasses of albatrosses with stomachs full of plastic; the fins of sharks in 
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the market and their bodies agonizing underwater; the head of the gorilla 
on a plate; the rotting elephant without a tusk.

What we do know is that Thoreau wrote masterpieces, and Muir and 
Abbey produced works that people love and which inspired and sustain a 
movement—all in the effort of drawing our attention to the intrinsic values 
of Nature. We are limiting the analysis to the American cadre of environ-
mentalist icons, as those have been the focus of the attack. It is a good bet 
that people will continue to be driven by their works for a long, long time, 
and perhaps all the more likely if the ideals in them are lost to view. We 
need to understand why this is so; and we simply give up trying to under-
stand it if we think it useful to resort to superficial ad hominem dismissals.

Second, factual arguments. Here the attack is on what might be de-
scribed as the “failed metaphors” and hasty generalizations of the tradi-
tional movement. An example of a failed metaphor: Nature is primeval, 
fragile, and at risk of collapse from too much human use and abuse. In fact, 
states the counter-claim, Nature is so resilient that it can recover rapidly 
from even the most powerful human disturbances. But the crucial point 
in reply is that the claims, on either side, are not purely factual. For ex-
ample, the human population has often bounced back after epidemics, 
genocide, and wars, but we do not take epidemics, genocide, and wars in 
stride because humanity has proven resilient to their onslaughts. 

And third, regarding the value claims of the Anthropocene perspec-
tive, two central examples:

1) Traditional conservationists, in the Anthropocene view, are set for 
failure as they have an idealized notion of “pristine nature”—of un-
touched Nature as a source of solitary spiritual renewal, aesthetic 
appreciation, and support for diversity of life. The anathema of 
this unsupported nostalgia for wilderness is the “national park” 
or “wilderness park.” In contrast, for the Anthropocene perspec-
tive the concept of pristine Nature has no basis in reality, and it is 
anachronistic, counterproductive, and unfriendly to people, espe-
cially in the poor regions where the protected lands have forced 
people from their traditional homes and livelihood. 

2) Traditional conservationists see people as the original sinners who 
caused our banishment from Eden. From the Anthropocene plat-
form’s perspective, the traditional movement pits people against 
Nature, and it creates an atmosphere in which people see Nature 
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as the enemy. If people do not believe conservation is in their own 
best interests, then it will never be a societal priority.

In response to these claims, however, consider that the most numer-
ous and brutal human displacements in the history of our species are un-
related to the creation of parks or any other conservation efforts. Wars and 
occupations have obviously played a more significant role than protecting 
land for wildlife; and, perhaps even more significantly, national devel-
opment priorities have been, and continue to be, of utmost relevance in 
this context. Again, examples abound, a high-profile one being the Three 
Gorges dam on the Yangtze River, which displaced over a million people. 
Are these the salutary effects of self-interest? If not, then how much confi-
dence can we put in self-interest? As for “pristine” Nature: In fact, nothing 
of comparable value and beauty that we try to preserve is “untouched.” 
Think of the masterpieces of art, of how they are housed and preserved, 
and of the injustices and astronomical costs incurred in our effort to pre-
serve them. What should our attitude be to this? What in fact is our at-
titude? Complicated and thorny, because even as the ethical and other 
violations may be crystal clear, so is the value to us (to humanity) of what 
we are trying to preserve.

Finally, the notion that Nature is “the enemy” is an even older per-
spective than the nostalgia for pristine wilderness. And, of course, at some 
level it is true. Nature is often not friendly. Nature can be terrifying and 
wild and dangerous. This is the only realistic perspective. And yet, as Tho-
reau and Muir and many others have felt, Nature’s peculiar value lies in 
these untamed facts about it. Nature is about death as much as it is about 
life, about terrible sublimity as much as it is about soothing beauty. We 
all intuitively seek from Nature the opportunity to be intimate with both 
dark and light things, things we are normally busy running away from and 
that we often need solitude to experience properly, points made famous 
by Martin Heidegger as part of his philosophy10—if we dare cite another 
flawed genius.

The deepest issue

Analysis. In our view, the deepest issue—and real crisis— is that we do not 
have the concepts or language for expressing, or explicitly understanding, 
the intrinsic value of Nature; nor, therefore, for articulating its violation. 
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We cannot understand the full meaning of “extinction,” for example. We 
cannot overemphasize this point about language and about the conceptual 
or intellectual lacuna of the many crises we face. The economic and bio-
logical aspects we may grasp, but these are just the outward aspects of a 
deep phenomenon that we cannot even name. Nature has a supreme value 
that (we believe) everyone recognizes in some way, but one for which, 
when it comes to expressing it explicitly, the common terms and concepts 
available are inadequate, or at best proxies—or worse, the language of the 
“enemy,” inasmuch as what is commonly available to us is a language and 
philosophy of value that has been honed for centuries in an effort to clarify 
the value of humanity. 

Herein lies the deepest issue for the conservation and environmental 
movements (old or new), because until this point is absorbed, all well-
meaning efforts will have lost touch with the values supposedly driving 
them, and their accomplishments will tend to be pyrrhic. The critical con-
cern here is not only our inability to articulate a shared understanding of 
the intrinsic value of Nature but also a confusion in language, reflected in 
how the conservation crisis is depicted, thought about, understood, and 
related to in our attempts to solve it. 

This can be illustrated clearly, with the example of the language of 
“rights.” The most thorough philosophical development of the concept of 
rights for Nature has been in the “animal rights” movement. Of course, 
this is because the concept is being extended to beings who are, relatively 
speaking, closest to the human, where the concept gets its rationale and 
paradigmatic application. But then, as many have objected: What of the 
rest of Nature? Was not the whole point to get away from man as the mea-
sure of all things? And even when we remain within the animal kingdom, 
we find (from one of the most distinguished philosophers working out a 
theory in this direction) the idea entertained that perhaps prey (deer, for 
example) ought to be protected from the predator (for example mountain 
lion), like victim from violent attacker.11 

We should be grateful for any intelligent attempt to theorize the intrin-
sic value of Nature, but we believe that entertaining such conclusions likely 
signals that we lack the conceptual tools or the language adequate to the 
task of a theory, or properly articulated knowledge, in this area. We believe 
that, so far as the value of Nature goes—an “ethics of Nature” (if even this 
is not already a misapplication of language)—we are in a position closest to 
that described by Wittgenstein in his 1929 lecture on ethics more generally. 
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An unsolved issue of values. Without defending everything Wittgenstein 
says in this lecture about science and ethical value, we think that the 
thoughts he expresses are a sound starting point for environmental eth-
ics. Wittgenstein says, for example, that “my whole tendency and, I be-
lieve, the tendency of all men who ever tried to write or talk Ethics or 
Religion was to run against the boundaries of language.” Earlier, he states 
that “there are no propositions, which in any absolute sense, are sublime, 
important or trivial,” and “ethics, if it is anything, is supernatural and our 
words will only express facts.”12

We will comment on the other quoted remarks in a moment, but when 
Wittgenstein contrasts relative and absolute value he echoes a well-known 
distinction in ethical theory, one that is useful for understanding the fun-
damental distinction between so-called consequentialists and non-con-
sequentialists—a distinction quite germane to our discussion. The vision 
of conservation in the Anthropocene movement is best understood as a 
consequentialist view of value, where the point is always to bring about the 
on-balance best state-of-affairs, after weighing costs and benefits—with 
nothing absolutely or intrinsically valuable other than that. Accordingly, 
essentially no effort is put into grappling with the question of the intrinsic 
value of Nature. If species are being lost and decimated in one place, we 
may need to make trade-offs to save more in another place, or to trade off 
with some urban human-centered concern, or etc. Consequentialists are 
famous for being impatient with the non-consequentialist’s idea of a value 
that transcends and constrains the best state of affairs on balance. The 
only value that seems to make any sense for the consequentialist view is 
one relative to some given end. Wittgenstein illustrates the idea with the 
example of the right road. To speak of a right road makes sense only in 
relation to an end, like a desired destination. There are many ends in life. 
Get clear about the ones you want and do your best to satisfy them, with 
the necessary and available means. This is a schema for thinking about 
value in a way that fits comfortably when considering questions of con-
servation policy in light of an array of other issues: issues that could fall 
under the rubric of one science or another; values that are in effect just 
conditional facts. 

This is how the vast majority of conservation questions and other 
environmental issues are approached today by governments and the big-
gest conservation societies in the world, where there is little or no discus-
sion of the intrinsic value of Nature, or its absolute value or sacred value, 
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as some put it. The attitude is that there is no time for such (semantic) 
things; trade-offs and compromises need to be made. And the issue is 
made all the more difficult by the fact that whatever we say about the rel-
evant values must involve aesthetic values (as Wittgenstein also suggests 
more generally about ethics.). Aesthetic values always have had a troubled 
relationship to the ethical, being putatively only subjective (“in the eye of 
the beholder”). We ourselves do not endorse this purely subjective view of 
aesthetic value;13 we mean only to draw attention, again, to common ob-
stacles to our understanding in this area. In fact, one obstacle lurking here, 
in the distinction between aesthetic and ethical value, is that we overlook 
the relevance of the expressions of emotions in connection with the values 
we do understand and can articulate philosophically. 

We have words and moral systems to articulate the worst that has been 
done to humanity. But it took a long time, indeed many centuries, even 
for the worst cases (such as slavery) to find and build them. Words and 
moral systems were found and built, to begin with, on a relatively inar-
ticulate, emotionally felt reaction to the evil involved, and they were laid 
down amidst all manner of contradictions. As a consequence, we can be 
ethically articulate about what it is to enslave a human being, or to kill 
one unjustly. We even have a deep understanding of the mind-boggling 
evil of mass murder and genocide, beyond mere statistics. But who un-
derstands what is lost in the loss of a whole species? It is not satisfactory to 
say that species have been lost from time immemorial or that forests may 
grow back and that life goes on, probably no matter what we do. Think of 
how we would react to someone saying something like this in response to 
human genocide. It would be unspeakable. And we believe something like 
the same reaction is a clue to understanding our experience of the destruc-
tion of Nature, even though at the same time we also know that talk of 
equal “rights,” or the like, for Nature does not really illuminate anything, 
and, on the contrary, can lead to absurdities. For example, there is a sense 
in which it seems obvious that if our values are not human-centered, then 
the preventable and regular loss of whole species from the face of the Earth 
is worse than genocide. But it is as yet impossible to express an understand-
ing that makes such a point without involving oneself in seemingly callous 
and reprehensible implications from the point of view of our most humane 
values. Are we really forced to choose either the one or the other? Our 
point is that the dilemma is false, or better, meaningless, because the only 
way to assess or resolve it is with a language equal to the task—which is to 
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say, a language for the value of Nature that is not shot through and through 
with language meant to express the value of humanity.14 

The dilemma which is clear and real, especially in light of the practi-
cally minded conservationist is this: When all we can say of something 
valuable is that it is intrinsically valuable, or sacred and inviolable, we 
paradoxically seem to disqualify ourselves from the wide and complex 
questions of public policy. Issues of public policy, often mixed up with 
scientific claims (as they so intimately are in questions about conserva-
tion), tend to leave no place for intrinsic values. By invoking such val-
ues we therefore seem to remove ourselves from a language game that 
is suited to questions of the form “What do you want?” and to answers 
having to do with the most realistic means for obtaining one’s end. Then, it 
appears we must choose between effectiveness and an obscure conception 
of value. But our contention is that we must remove ourselves from that 
language game if we are to have any hope of understanding why Nature 
is deeply valuable to us. In his lecture, Wittgenstein thinks we violate the 
boundaries of sense whenever we speak of intrinsic value. However that 
may be, the point is important for talk of the intrinsic value of Nature. 
The language and conceptual tools available for illuminating, theorizing, 
instituting such talk are forged from ethical theories and thinking that 
were developed with humanity in mind. And in the rare cases where the 
language is fresh and free of such human-centered constraints—as in talk 
of the wild, sublime, and beautiful in Nature—a profound clash between 
the two language games is everywhere evident. One is for civilized society, 
the other not. Either way, we find language of one kind being pushed into 
directions it was not made to go, into ways that lead to absurdities. Lan-
guage may fabricate problems, but it may also hide them. 

And yet as Wittgenstein says at the end of the lecture, the tendency to 
do this is not to be ridiculed or dismissed as ordinary useless nonsense. 
It points to something of the greatest importance. But how to begin to 
unravel it, if indeed it can be unraveled?

In summary

We conclude with this observation, all too briefly. Our deepest evalua-
tions begin in the more inarticulate and intuitively felt values. This is true 
of our sense of the value of humanity. The environmental ethic likewise 
begins in deep reactions (hard to distinguish from our deepest aesthetic 
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evaluations) like, say, those to slavery (and sexual slavery perhaps most 
poignantly). The evaluation lies in a place deeper than words or concepts, 
even if later we find some that seem up to the task of moral theory. But it 
can take a long time to theorize or judge properly about such things ex-
plicitly and discursively (as is clear in the case of slavery, accepted every-
where for centuries, for all that we take for granted now about the rights 
of all human beings). And for a long time one can be made to feel roman-
tically unrealistic and counterproductive for clinging to the unspeakable 
nature of the evil involved.

In our view, it is not clear how if ever we will articulate properly the 
value of Nature, or the evil of its destruction. Wittgenstein famously says, 
in another place, that whereof we cannot speak thereof we must be silent. 
And however that is to be interpreted in the broader context of Wittgen-
stein’s writings, we think it fitting and instructive here. The concepts and 
language of the conservation movement and environmental ethic more 
broadly need a proper burial, which of course is a form of respect. Who 
knows what will happen then, or what will happen from sitting in the 
middle of no-man’s-land and simply contemplating what has happened 
so far (perhaps a renewal of certain terms). We are early in this thinking, 
even earlier than the equivalent of displaying a white flag to gain time 
before being swirled by the confrontation. Consequentialists may receive 
with horror this proposition of halting action until we understand the play 
better—after all, they are anxious to monopolize Nature through facts that 
rarely change the path of destruction. They are the first who need to rec-
ognize the failure of their propositions. Given that the original spiritual 
sources, at least in English, of the conservation and environmental move-
ments today include Thoreau and Muir, and activists like David Brower, 
we submit that one constraint to place on future thinking about the value 
of Nature is for it to not proceed along consequentialist lines.

We proclaim the need for intellectual activism, a form of paradigmatic 
change that starts at the theoretical roots of the movement and refounds 
it on new conceptual ground. Intellectual activism is about reformulat-
ing the discourse by creating a new language game that is not played by 
those on either side of the trench. We may not yet have the rules or tools 
for this activism; it lies in no man’s land and may not ever happen. But 
precedents exist, even for the environmentalists. The 1987 Brundtland 
Report, (Our Common Future, published by the World Commission on 
Environment and Development), catapulted the concept of “sustainable 
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development” into the established discourse—an example of intellectual 
activism by consequentialists—and channeled the movement in a new di-
rection (a wrong one in our perspective) by creating a new relative value: 
sustainability. While the discourse remains the same, we have no solutions 
to offer, no actions besides pointing at the demise of this concept,15 and 
remain in hopeful silence for a radical new beginning.

The authors are thankful to Luigi Boitani, Janette Dinishak, and Douglas Tompkins for 
their comments and suggestions on an early version of this paper and to Victoria and 
Eugenia Zavattieri as well, for their earlier technical help.



The “New Conservation”
MICHAEL SOULÉ

Man has lost the capacity to foresee and to forestall. 
He will end by destroying the earth. 

—ALBERT SCHWEITZER (1875–1965)

RECENTLY MY WIFE AND I spied on some female endangered leatherback 
sea turtles depositing their Ping-Pong-ball-sized eggs at Trinidad’s Grande 
Riviére, on the famous “turtle beach” where the river enters the Atlantic. 

During our first night at Grand Riviére the skies gushed for hours, 
previewing the rainy season. By morning, the swollen river had cut a new 
channel through the beach where many female leatherbacks had already 
nested. Hundreds of turtle eggs were being either washed into the ocean 
or consumed by dogs and black vultures. We felt compelled to collect the 
doomed eggs and rebury as many as possible in new “nests” at a safe dis-
tance from the river and the ocean’s waves. So for an hour we gathered 
turtle eggs from the sand and reburied them in safety.

That incident was like a coda for a piece that had begun forty years 
earlier during a sabbatical in Australia. During a research break on Heron 
Island in the southern Great Barrier Reef, my family and I watched green 
turtle hatchlings poke through the sand and awkwardly scramble to the 
water through an obstacle course of ravenous gulls. Some didn’t make it, 
but witnessing their indomitable will to live deepened my fascination with 

G. Wuerthner  et al. (eds.), Keeping the Wild: Against the Domestication of Earth,
DOI 10.5822/978-1-61091-559-5_7, © 2014 by the Foundation for Deep Ecology

   66



THE “NEW CONSERVATION”      67

the universal struggle—élan vital—that drive to thrive and to leave behind 
some genetic or cultural flotsam, a legacy of genes or memes. 

Granted, our “rescue” of a few hundred turtle eggs is evolutionarily 
meaningless. Nonetheless, emotions usually trump rationality, even in sci-
ence where pride and status are the rewards. So I readily confess that res-
cuing the eggs of an endangered turtle was thrilling, even while knowing 
that for millions of years the jellyfish-eating leatherbacks had survived un-
told numbers of calamities, including major marine extinctions, without 
humanity’s help. My rescue attempts stemmed from my faith in turtles, 
actions compelled by a loyalty akin to that described by poet Gary Snyder:

I pledge allegiance to the soil
of Turtle Island,
and to the beings who thereon dwell,
one ecosystem
in diversity,
under the sun,
With joyful interpenetration for all.

The French used to ask, “What difference will it make in four hundred 
years?” Few human projects leave tracks. Nowadays, however, with every-
thing speeding up, even “fifteen minutes of fame” is more than most people 
will get, unless you are Bill Clinton. The global speedup affects everything, 
from the pace of elections to how fast we walk, to happiness metrics, stock 
trades, and the rate of species extinction—which is expected to grow by a 
factor of 10,000 compared to its preagricultural baseline rate. 

The shrinkage of time scales is partly due to population growth. In 
addition, earth-scalping technologies like mountaintop-removal mining, 
dam construction, and forest clearing for cattle grazing are exponentially 
expanding humanity’s ecological footprint.1 Cultural and environmental 
changes, which once took centuries, now take only decades. Time is con-
tracting while ecological entropy expands, and wild places, like human lan-
guages and cultures, are blinking out much faster than they can be rescued.2

No wonder conservationists are accused of sending messages filled 
with “doom and gloom.” Conservation biologists are certain that providing 
enough shelter, food, water, and smartphones for 3 or 4 billion more hu-
mans by the end of the century means wildness will survive only in highly 
secure parks, most of them in already industrialized nations. Assuming that 



68      MICHAEL SOULÉ

commerce and growth carry on as usual, soon virtually all wild rivers will 
be dammed, tropical forests will be replaced by commercial plantations, 
marine fish stocks will continue to be depleted, oceans will be increas-
ingly acidified, and deserts will be “improved” with desalinated seawater, 
wind farms, and solar collectors. The greatest blow of all, climate change, 
will likely extinguish most remnants of biodiversity and cripple civilization, 
but—owing to successful lobbying by powerful vested interests—the subject 
remains taboo.3

 The so-called new conservation

Is there hope? Yes, if you believe the copious chatter coming from a group 
of environmentalists associated with the Breakthrough Institute, Santa 
Clara University, and The Nature Conservancy (TNC). Calling themselves 
the “new conservationists,” they wish to divert monies donated for the 
protection of nature to projects that would benefit the economic well-being 
of workers. Their vision is described in detail at the end of this essay. In the 
meantime, most conservationists are depressed to the point of despair as 
the final curtain descends on the most majestic creatures to have survived 
the Pleistocene massacres of megafauna coincident with the arrival of the 
first humans; the latest of these majestic creatures are elephants, whose 
valuable ivory fetches goodly sums in China.

That said, I remain hopeful. My faith springs from an attitude I call 
possibilism. No condition or state in the cosmos is permanent, and change 
is inevitable. Surprises occur, and saving nature remains a possibility. 
Sure, possibilism is a delicate reed, but it is my only solace. 

One problem with the emotion of hope, however, is its cunning com-
panion, denial. Both hope and denial are evident in the “new conserva-
tion.” The new conservationists, including the chief scientist at TNC, de-
cry the doleful whining of conservationists and biologists about the loss 
of wildness and biological diversity while predicting, hopefully, a future 
of economic well-being for rural and poor communities that partner for 
economic development with large corporations like those affiliated with 
current or recent members of TNC’s board. These corporations include 
Goldman Sachs & Co., Google Capital Group Companies, General Atlan-
tic, Alibaba Group, Eagle River Inc., Meritage Capital, Blackstone Group, 
Applied Materials, Duke Energy, The Bridgespan Group, Inc., AP Capital 
Holdings Inc., Hewlett Packard, and others. 
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Perhaps not coincidentally, TNC is the financial behemoth in the 
constellation of conservation NGOs. Its annual budget approaches $1 
billion in good economic times. In comparison, the budget of Conser-
vation International in 2011 was about $123 million; the budget of the 
WWF–US (World Wildlife Fund–United States) in 2011 was about $182 
million; and the budget of the Wildlife Conservation Society in 2010 was 
about $200 million.

The “denial” element of their sanguine strategy is the absence of evidence 
that this top-down, for-profit strategy will work when it is brought to scale.

Supporters of the so-called new conservation promise that an engi-
neered, people-friendly “garden world” will thrive in the hypothetical new 
geological era—the Anthropocene, literally “the Age of Man.” These new, 
corporate-sponsored environmentalists cheerfully predict that investors 
and companies will flock to create jobs for the poor in profitable enter-
prises such as mining, oil drilling, logging, water capture, and agriculture 
while creating “gardens” to save some beneficial elements of wild nature 
at the same time. 

The new conservation is now being promoted by Wall Street and by 
some neoliberal think tanks. But before I elaborate on this emerging cam-
paign, it would be helpful to place it in a broader moral and social context, 
one that recognizes the existence of a set of movements devoted to the 
affirmation of life more inclusively—not just human life.

Caring about life

How people define “saving life,” “caring for life,” or “saving the world” is 
all over the map. In 1989 I discovered, to my dismay, that 95 percent of 
my students in the Environmental Studies department at the University of 
California–Santa Cruz interpreted “saving the world” to mean kindness di-
rected at under-privileged sections of humanity, whereas I meant saving all 
of nature with the emphasis on wild creatures. I was depressed for a week.

A similar compartmentalization is obvious among many of my friends 
in the North Fork Valley of western Colorado where my unscientific ob-
servations reveal that people here care about living beings roughly in this 
order of life-forms: friends and family, large dogs, horses, small dogs, 
cows, elk, hay, peaches, tomatoes, cherries, sweet corn, zucchini, honey 
bees, cats, on down to mushrooms and other useful creatures. 

What about major, compassion-based movements dedicated to the 
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protection of different life-forms? I classify such life-affirming movements 
into three groups. The biggest of these is humanitarianism, a great umbrella 
of diverse crusades that share the goal of boosting human well-being. The 
next largest movement, based on amounts of money donated, is animal 
welfare; its mission is the protection of domesticated animals and other 
kept creatures that people maintain for companionship, food, entertain-
ment (such as in zoos), research, and doing work such as plowing, hunting, 
hauling, racing (dog and horse), and so on.4 

I’ve already alluded to the third movement, conservationism; it em-
phasizes free, relatively wild ecological communities including their na-
tive animals and plants. Before I briefly describe humanitarianism and 
conservationism, I think you need to know about the relative popularity 
of these movements.

A metric of caring—donations

It surprises many to learn that about 98 percent of charitable donations 
in the United States target socially beneficial, humanitarian nonprofits 
and foundations that support religion (35 percent); education; human 
services; health, arts, and cultural institutions; international affairs; etc.5 
Many humanitarian charities work hard to fight diseases like malaria, can-
cer, addiction, obesity, and heart disease, and other humanitarian NGOs 
battle injustice and poverty, issues that may seem more tangible to the 
average citizen than Earth’s unraveling ecological fabric. 

The good news is that the vast majority of people and foundations 
are life-affirming in some sense. However, most donating households and 
foundations in the United States are strongly biased toward the pro-people 
movement, with more money directed toward programs related to envi-
ronmentalism and the welfare of kept animals, for example. The bad news 
is that only a sliver is left for the wilder set of creatures and places. 

A catchall category called “Environment” gets about 2 percent of 
charitable donations, including donations benefitting animal welfare, as 
well as humanitarian causes such as clean air and water. Conservation’s 
share of the funding pie is puny. Less than 1 percent is given to a hodge-
podge of charities supporting open space, outdoor recreation, hunting, 
fishing, national parks, endangered species, wilderness protection, eco-
logical restoration, wildlife corridors, and habitat protection. I estimate 
that wild nature and biodiversity conservation, including protection of 
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vulnerable species, gets about one-half of 1 percent of American chari-
table giving. Financially, conservationism is the runt of the pro-life fam-
ily of movements. 

Humanitarianism

Our species quickly achieved near-absolute global domination of the bio-
sphere in the last ten or twelve thousand years. The catalyst for this un-
precedented ascendency appears to be a linked series of cognitive break-
throughs that occurred between two hundred thousand and one hundred 
thousand years ago, beginning with language and artisanal innovation, the 
subsequent evolution of language, and cooperation within and between 
clans. These changes eventually led to the emergence of hyper-sociality, 
religion, planning, art, dance, language, and agriculture, leading in turn to 
city-states, capitalism, and institutionalized warfare.6 

In the last few hundred years, humanitarianism—the promotion of 
human welfare—has propagated widely in many societies. Originally the 
province of the church, this movement has diffused into secular institutions, 
particularly in Europe and North America. It has benefited the arts and has 
sometimes, and in some places, reduced human violence, expanded the 
spheres of freedom and justice, raised standards of living, and greatly im-
proved the human condition overall. Even cynics must admit that humans 
are without peer in many cognitive and behavioral realms. Compassion is 
one of these realms, and the moral impulse to care about the well-being of 
others—at least of some others—can ennoble individuals and institutions. 

Today, humanitarianism comprises thousands of specialized causes 
and campaigns and is by far the biggest and wealthiest of the three pro-life 
movements. But humans are not angels, and the ideal of a universal, lov-
ing humanity is still beyond our reach. Inter-group aversion and hostility 
are ubiquitous. Chauvinism (“groupism”) obviously constricts and dis-
torts humanitarianism. Racism, fanaticism, and religious fundamentalism 
are major obstacles to a messianic reunion of humanity. 

Generally, every group or “ism” assumes that its ways—its ideologies 
and policies—are the most beneficial and true. Thus liberals, fascists, capi-
talists, socialists, atheists, religious fundamentalists, pacifists, and terror-
ists descend into out-group aversion. 

Take me for instance. As an educated, intellectual nature lover and 
a practitioner of Zen Buddhism, I am dead certain (but nonjudgmental) 
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that deniers of both anthropogenic climate change and the extinction cri-
sis are morbidly ignorant. I think that oil exploration will kill most life in 
the Arctic Ocean and that the planet will be virtually unlivable for people 
and the majority of large animals by the end of this century. My neighbor 
across the street is a coal miner and a Mormon. His bumper sticker states 
“Earth First! We’ll Mine the Other Planets Later.” My stickers say “Got Sci-
ence?” and “Public Lands Protect America the Beautiful.” When we meet 
in the street we smile and don’t mention our bumper stickers. 

We are all humanitarians to a degree, but so too do we all have prefer-
ences, biases, inconsistent beliefs, stuff we hate, ideologies we cling to, and 
those we despise. On a recent bike ride I saw a squashed, eight-inch turtle 
barely alive in the middle of the road—it had been run over. I stopped, got 
off my bike, and carried the dying turtle to the curb. Then I noticed the 
people in a parked car looking and laughing at me. 

I happen to despise despoilers of nature (with compassion of course). 
If you live long enough, you will discover that most of the wild places 
you loved as a young person have been peopled to death. The woods, the 
streams, the shores, and even the national parks are being quickly de-
funded and degraded, even in California, the richest state in the richest 
nation. I grew up in San Diego County and witnessed its destruction. In 
1936, the population was 270,000; in 2010, it was 3.1 million and grow-
ing. As a teenager I roamed its network of canyons, its Borrego desert, its 
Palomar and Cuyamaca mountains, and its pristine Pacific shores nearby. 
I harvested abalone and lobsters in tide pools, carrying my bounty home 
in a gunnysack. Now pollution, pathogens from sewage, and people have 
degraded the coasts; what still lives isn’t safe to eat. It is hard for me not to 
judge real estate developers as a group.

My disgust at the actions of “rape-and-run” developers as a group is 
an example of a universal trait of highly social animals: groupishness—al-
legiance within groups and animus between them. The anthropological 
literature on “ethnocentrism” is enormous, and the social psychologist 
Jonathan Haidt declares that groupishness generates conflict more often 
than it nurtures peace and love.7 People simply prefer to “hang” with those 
who look, think, and worship like they do. Naturalists and conservation-
ists are just as groupish as those who detest their values.8 

The groupish impulse is one of many great challenges to humanitari-
anism. Groupishness reflects our primate origins, but the relative youth 
of Homo sapiens may explain its virulence. Humanity is thought to be 
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the most recent large mammal to evolve—having appeared only about 
one hundred fifty thousand years ago. This immaturity, I think, is why we 
seem unable to behave like grownups. It may be why we cannot stop the 
population explosion, arrest the extinction of most species, and prevent 
the termination of civilization by climate change. 

Our clannish and clownish nature also contributes to an us-against-
them aversion to life-forms—including creatures such as wolves, prairie 
dogs, and mosquitoes—that challenge our hegemony. A related bias is 
“resourcism,” the notion that nature has little value except as a human 
resource and that nonresource creatures have no value or “purpose.” (It 
always astounds me when people ask the pre-Darwinian question “What 
good are cobras, chiggers, cockroaches for example?” But what can one 
expect in a country in which nearly half the people believe that the Bible 
is literally true?) Our impulse to dominate and control nature reflects this 
resource/nonresource dualism—one of the darker hairs on the underbelly 
of humanitarianism. 

E. O. Wilson believes that humanity is a biological outlier and the epitome 
of primate sociality, a “eusocial” species like ants, bees, wasps, and naked 
mole rats. It is true that the social organization of human beings is extraor-
dinarily complex. On the other hand, human sociality is double-edged. 
The volatile mixture of evolutionary immaturity and super-sociality might 
also explain why our species is also “eu-competitive.” Eu-competitiveness 
spawns scads of mutually antagonistic groups and movements. Today, for 
example, those urging timely responses to climate change are stalemated 
by business-funded climate change deniers who lobby for governmental 
procrastination and effectively abort initiatives that could save civiliza-
tion. Naturally, both sides of the climate debate don the mantle of hu-
manitarianism. Stalemate is as good as it gets. As Edward Abbey put it:

We are slaves in the sense that we depend for our daily survival upon an 
expand-or-expire agro-industrial empire—a crackpot machine—that the 
specialists cannot comprehend and the managers cannot manage. Which is, 
furthermore, devouring world resources at an exponential rate.9

 

Conservationism

The mission of conservationism is threefold: first, protecting Earth’s ex-
traordinary, autochthonous diversity of wild plants, animals, and ecosys-
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tems; second, ensuring the perpetuation of the 3.5-billion-year saga of 
biological evolution and speciation; and third, ensuring opportunities for 
people, now and in the future, to benefit spiritually and physically from 
wildness and the diversity of wild beings. The values associated with wild-
ness were most clearly elucidated in the deep ecological writings of Arne 
Naess as popularized by Bill Devall and George Sessions.10

Most people, including the majority of environmental professionals, 
continue to conflate environmentalism with conservationism. This is un-
derstandable but unfortunate. Dave Foreman has clarified the distinction 
between these two movements.11 Foreman notes that the goals of environ-
mentalism are anthropocentric, aiming to improve the health and welfare 
of people, while conservationism—at its core—is biocentric or ecocentric 
but often humanitarian in its recreational and spiritual manifestations. 

Many environmentalists simply assume that biological diversity is 
meant for human consumption, exploitation, and recreation. Theirs is a 
world of resources and hoped-for wealth.12 In stark contrast, the goal of 
conservationism is other-centric. It stresses the intrinsic (for-itself) value 
of nonhuman beings and aims to protect Earth’s 5 million or so different 
kinds of surviving creatures for their own sake. 

But we can overparse things, including our attitudes. I venture into 
wild places—from the hillside behind my house to national parks—for 
personal enrichment and enjoyment. I rejoice when seeing a bear cub 
climbing an aspen tree for the fun of it, a lizard basking on rocks in a 
desert arroyo for the warmth of it, or hatchling turtles making a “beeline” 
to the sea for the safety of it. Incidentally, I have similar, positive feelings 
when watching our cat snooze in front of the woodstove. But you and I 
“contain multitudes” as poet Walt Whitman wrote—we are big enough to 
embrace all life-affirming impulses and emotions, including humanitari-
anism, animal welfare, and conservationism. 

Recently while watching my grandchildren play at a lake in the Elk 
Mountains in Colorado, I became aware of the two conflicting emotions 
I experienced—the pride of my grandparenthood versus my considerable 
chagrin about how much more at ease the children are when playing in-
doors with their parents’ iPads. I wondered if I would ever see them be-
come confident and skilled sojourners of the wild. The supporters of both 
conservationism and humanitarian environmentalism agree on one thing: 
The inexorable growth in human numbers and the expansion of civiliza-
tion is accelerating the conversion of wild nature into amenities, com-
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modities, and derelict landscapes. And perhaps the “singularity,” when 
human feelings are replaced by silicon-based algorithms, is not so many 
decades in the future, and no one will care.

Environmentalists are good at inventing miraculous fixes, such as 
payment for ecosystem services and sustainable development. Sadly, even 
the United States, with all its resources and public lands (40 percent of 
the land base in the West), lacks the will and heart to provide a safety 
net for vulnerable, threatened, and endangered species, including wolves, 
grizzlies, sage grouse, amphibians, native fishes, songbirds, and so on. I 
used to believe that federal-agency land managers could overcome politi-
cal and bureaucratic interference and do what was right for nature. I used 
to believe that a new administration would not always cave in to vested 
interests and political exigencies, including today’s drill-and-frack mania, 
at a time of huge gas surpluses. 

Today, the conservationists who still assume that wild creatures and wil-
derness have intrinsic value doubt that they will ever be able to arrest, let alone 
slow, the extinction of species, globally.13 The obstacles are widely understood: 

▶ Fewer youngsters are exposed to nature during their formative 
years; even children who can spend time outside are seduced by 
the power of electronic, digital gadgets. 

▶ Conservationism is just as fragmented as the other pro-life move-
ments, and internecine squabbles between groups are common, par-
ticularly when donations dry up during times of economic stress. 

▶ The diversity and surplus of conservation organizations is confus-
ing to the public. 

▶ Conservation “wins” are becoming rare, and bad news for nature is 
depressingly ubiquitous, exacerbated in the last twelve years in the 
United States by a coal train of anticonservation policies and legis-
lation from both Republican and Democratic administrations and 
from Congress, virtually all of which favor extractive industries. 

▶ Conservationism, like humanitarianism, has its darker attributes 
and suicidal impulses. One is the tendency to judge and attack 
other groups before sincerely seeking ways to cooperate. Another 
is that grassroots organizing has nearly vanished, which may ac-
count for dissipating citizen awareness of environmental and con-
servation campaigns. Exceptions, however, occur. My own small 
community (the North Fork Valley of the Gunnison River on the 
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western slope of the Colorado Rockies) has twice succeeded in 
blocking attempts by the Bureau of Land Management to lease ad-
jacent public lands for gas drilling—the kind of development that 
has devastated so many communities in the western states. 

The “new conservation”

A high-profile but chimeric movement is rapidly gaining recognition and 
supporters. Its goal is to replace the biodiversity-based model of tradi-
tional conservation with campaigns emphasizing human economic prog-
ress. Christened the “new conservation” (or the “new environmentalism”), 
this movement promotes economic development, poverty alleviation, and 
corporate partnerships. Its proponents justify its conservation payoffs 
on the grounds that helping disadvantaged people, blue-collar workers, 
and others to achieve a higher standard of living will kindle their public 
sympathy and affection for wild creatures. Because its goal is to supplant 
the biodiversity-based model of traditional conservation with something 
entirely different, namely a human-centered (economic growth–based) 
“green” or humanitarian movement, it is certainly not conservation.

Institutional allies and supporters of the new conservation include the 
Long Now Foundation, the Nature Conservancy, and the Breakthrough 
Institute. The founders of the latter write—in the style of the Enlighten-
ment—that “we must open our eyes to the joy and excitement experienced 
by the newly prosperous and increasingly free [persons]. We must create 
a world where every human can not only realize her material needs, but 
also her higher needs.”14 

Leading spokespersons for this form of humanitarianism or social jus-
tice include University of Santa Clara faculty Peter Kareiva and Michelle 
Marvier, and the author Emma Marris. Kareiva is a theoretical biologist, 
ecological modeler, and Chief Scientist at TNC. The “new conservation” 
manifesto, coauthored by Kareiva, Marvier, and TNC marketer Robert 
Lalasz, asserts that the mission of conservation ought to be primarily a 
humanitarian one, not nature protection: “Instead of pursuing the protec-
tion of biodiversity for biodiversity’s sake, a new conservation should seek to 
enhance those natural systems that benefit the widest number of people, espe-
cially the poor” [emphasis mine].15 In light of its humanitarian agenda and 
in conformity with Dave Foreman’s distinction between environmentalism 
(a movement that historically aims to improve human health, mostly by re-
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ducing air and water pollution and ensuring food safety) and conservation, 
it is obvious that the term new conservation is a misleading misnomer.16

Kareiva and his colleagues also declare that “nature could be a garden” 
and that their new conservation will measure its achievement in large part by 
its relevance to people, including city dwellers. Underlying this humanitarian 
vision is the belief that nature protection for its own sake is a dysfunctional, 
antihuman anachronism. In interviews and talks Kareiva defames the char-
acters of past conservation champions such as Henry David Thoreau, John 
Muir, and Edward Abbey, whom he caricatures as hypocrites and misan-
thropes, but he never refers to contemporary conservation leaders or writers.

Another of their assumptions is that biodiversity conservation is out 
of touch with the economic realities of ordinary people, even though this 
is manifestly false. Since its inception, the Society for Conservation Biol-
ogy has included scores of progressive social scientists among its editors 
and authors.17 The “new conservationists” also assert that national parks 
and protected areas serve only the elite. The fact is that nearly nine out 
of ten U.S. voters say they agree that it is important to protect national 
parks.18 Further, the new conservationists argue that it should be the mis-
sion of conservationists to spur economic growth in commercial sectors 
such as forestry, fossil fuel extraction, and agriculture, including support 
for patented, genetically modified crops. 

A key claim of the “new conservation” platform is averring a correla-
tion between standard of living and people’s affection for (or, tolerance 
of) wildlife. As incomes grow, they posit, affection for wildlife and nature 
will also grow. The problem is that evidence for this trickle-down theory 
is completely lacking. But what a boon it would be for conservation if be-
neficence really did percolate from prospering human communities into 
imperiled biological communities. What a godsend for creation, if higher 
standards of living really did increase people’s affection for wild creatures. 
To date, however, the proponents of this sanguine theory have failed to 
produce any credible evidence for the notion that economic development 
and affluence are ethically and behaviorally transformative. In fact, the 
evidence points in the opposite direction, in part because affluence is cor-
related with per capita ecological footprint.19 

There are other nettlesome issues:

▶ Which life-forms will lose and which will win if the economic 
growth agenda replaces long-term protection in secure protected 
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areas? Will there be a movement to start ranching in national parks? 
Will the creation of designated wilderness areas be terminated? 

▶ Will funds be skimmed from the dwindling budgets of conserva-
tion NGOs and government wildlife agencies in order to acquire 
monies to support the TNC-birthed, development-based “new 
conservation”? 

▶ Is conservation destined to become a zero-sum game, pitting the 
greed and prosperity of the dominant species against the millions 
of other life-forms? Many conservationists believe that this has al-
ready happened.

▶ Is it ethical to convert the shrinking remnants of wild nature into 
playgrounds and gardens beautified with nonnative species, fol-
lowing the prescription of writer Emma Marris?20 

▶ Will an engineered, garden planet designed to benefit rural and 
urban communities admit inconvenient, bellicose beasts like lions, 
elephants, bears, jaguars, wolves, crocodiles, and sharks—the key-
stone species that maintain much of the wild’s biodiversity?21

Among the least credible assumptions of the “gardeners” are, first, 
that the benefits of economic development will trickle down and protect 
biodiversity; second, that children growing up in a garden world will be 
as adventurous as their forebears; and third, that a leap in humanity’s love 
for the more-than-human world will occur once per capita consumption 
passes the threshold of “enough stuff.” Personally, I doubt that people will 
be impressed by a faith-based, trickle-down, data-free economic growth 
theory of “conservation.” Nor will mainstream, working conservationists 
ever believe that the extinction crisis could be halted by an increase in per 
capita consumption. 

Most shocking is the new environmentalists’ dismissal of current 
ecological science. The best current research solidly supports the connec-
tion between species diversity and the stability of ecosystems. It has firmly 
established that species richness and genetic diversity enhance the plant 
growth, productivity, and stability of terrestrial and marine ecosystems, 
resistance to invasion by weedy species, and agricultural productivity. 
Furthermore, the research has shown that greater species and genetic di-
versity reduces transmission rates of disease between species.22 

Sadly, implementation of the new environmentalism would inevitably 
exclude the very creatures whose behaviors stabilize and regulate ecologi-
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cal processes and enhance ecological resistance to disturbance, including 
climate change.23 Conservationists and citizens alike, therefore, ought to 
be incensed by a preposterous scheme that replaces wild places and na-
tional parks with pretty gardens animated with well-behaved, convenient 
animals. Those who promote a Disney World should just move there. 

Conclusions

Progress in all three compassion movements over the last century is un-
deniable. People today are heir to a world with less violence and injustice 
than in any past era.24 Thanks to generations of animal-welfare promot-
ers, kept creatures—at least in some parts of the globe—suffer less abuse 
than in the past. And thanks to generations of committed conservation-
ists, hundreds of thousands of species have been saved from extinction 
in secure protected areas, notwithstanding that such projects subsist on 
about 0.5 percent of charitable giving.25 

In the meantime, the global speedup has accelerated the frenzied rush 
for energy and raw materials and is devouring the last remnants of the 
wild, largely to serve the expanding, affluent, consumer classes in indus-
trialized and developing nations alike. At current rates of deforestation, 
dam construction, extraction of fossil fuels, land clearing, and water with-
drawals, many expect that the two major refugia for biological diversity on 
the globe—the wet, tropical forests of the Amazon and Congo Basin—will 
be gone by the end of this century.26 

Thus, the situation for millions of species is worse than dire. So a 
pro-life person must ask if the sacrifice of so much natural productivity, 
beauty, and diversity is prudent, even if some human communities and 
stockholders might be enriched for a few years. I believe it is not. We know 
a few things. We know that evidence is lacking for the proposition that 
people are kinder to nature when they are more affluent, if only because 
they consume much more. We also know that the richer nations may pro-
tect local forests but at the expense of forests elsewhere where officials 
are more easily corrupted. Another thing we know is that climate change, 
probably the greatest threat to civilization, is still denied by the most pow-
erful, wealthiest sectors in society, including some of the supporters of 
so-called new conservation.

Finally, we know that the notion of faith-based, trickle-down “con-
servation” lacks scientific rigor. The naive and unscientific new environ-
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mentalism, if implemented, would accelerate extinction and would be a 
disaster for civilization, hastening ecological collapse globally while pull-
ing the trigger on thousands of beautiful kinds of plants and animals. The 
issue is not whether human beings care about life. They do. The central is-
sue is whether the biggest conservation organizations should spend mon-
ies donated for nature protection in order to fund a morally suspect and 
scientifically naive theory of human economic development, and pursue a 
program of corporate partnerships that supposedly advance conservation. 

Conservationists don’t demand that humanitarians stop helping the 
poor and underprivileged, but the humanitarian, “new conservationists” 
suggest that nature conservation stop protecting nature for its own sake. 
What hope is there in the face of all this cumbrous discordance?

This essay began with a quote from Albert Schweitzer, “Man has 
lost the capacity to foresee and to forestall. He will end by destroying the 
earth.” Schweitzer was one of the most compassionate thinker-activists of 
the twentieth century. His moral breadth and tenacity of benevolence27 
may point the way and give us solace. Schweitzer was a humanitarian, 
theologian, musician, philosopher, physician, medical missionary, and 
winner of the Nobel Peace Prize. He is still celebrated for his global com-
passion, including his humanitarian work in Africa, and for his dedication 
to animal rights. As his words testify, Schweitzer also bore witness to the 
devastation of nature.

There is no accounting for what makes a person become a humani-
tarian as opposed to becoming a naturalist or an animal welfare advocate. 
But I think it possible that all human beings, like Schweitzer, can learn 
to manifest a broad, all-of-life compassion encompassing wild things and 
places, kept creatures, and humanity. Schweitzer’s breadth of compassion 
and generosity of spirit are a standard to which all life-affirming people 
might aspire. The obstacles are daunting, so we must be just as determined 
as turtle mothers who journey thousands of miles to remote beaches and 
just as driven as hatchling sea turtles to return to the sea.



[TWO]

AGAINST DOMESTICATION



The Fable of Managed Earth
DAVID EHRENFELD

We must judge with more reverence the infinite power of 
nature, and with more consciousness of our own ignorance and 
weakness. . . . Why do we not remember how much contradiction 
we sense even in our own judgment, how many things were 
articles of faith to us yesterday, which are fables to us today? 

—MICHEL DE MONTAIGNE, ESSAYS ,  1580

HUMAN CIVILIZATION can thrive only in a healthy natural world. For at least 
two centuries, environmentalists, conservationists, and ecologists—greens—
have, to their everlasting credit, made this point, showing that technology, for 
all its genius, will not last if it stands alone, damaging the natural world and 
disregarding the essential place of nature in our lives. Techno-optimism is a 
deeply flawed worldview—not only morally and ethically but also techno-
logically. Yet in the midst of planetary-scale destruction, technology remains 
seductive; even some greens now proclaim the coming of a gardened planet, 
in which all nature is tamed, preserved, and managed for its own good by 
enlightened, sophisticated humans.1 But these “neo-greens,” or “ecological 
modernists” as some call them, are doomed to disappointment: The gar-
dened planet is only a virtual image; it will never happen in the real world. 

We do not need to be prophets to know that we do not have the tech-
nological ability to produce and sustain a smoothly running, completely 
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managed Earth. Of the existing technologies that are supposed to service a 
managed Earth, it is easy to show that many don’t work well now, and they 
will be even more prone to failure in a future without extensive natural 
systems to serve as emergency backup.

From a human perspective, planetary gardening can be divided into 
a number of critical management areas. These include: food production; 
energy production; global climate control by geoengineering; accident 
prediction/control/repair; restoration of damaged ecosystems; assuring 
water supplies; regulation of human population size; and the maintenance 
of cooperative working relationships among nations. I will concentrate on 
the first four, but the others are also critically important. All of these pro-
cesses must interact smoothly; positive adjustment of one set of variables 
should not negatively affect others.

Sustainable food production 

Beginning in the 1940s, a technology that came to be known as “the Green 
Revolution” created enormous increases in crop production, primarily the 
grains—rice, wheat, corn, etc.—which comprise the bulk of our food sup-
ply. These increases were achieved by breeding dwarf plants that could re-
spond to the application of synthetic nitrogen fertilizer by increasing their 
production of edible grain rather than growing longer stems and more 
leaves. The dramatic increase in food production brought about by the 
Green Revolution saved many millions of people from starvation. Yields 
of rice, the first crop to benefit from Green Revolution technology, in-
creased as much as tenfold, and prices fell accordingly. Norman Borlaug, 
the geneticist who was the father of the Green Revolution, was awarded 
the Nobel Peace Prize for his achievement.

An essential feature of the new agricultural technology was the grow-
ing of grains in fertilized, irrigated monocultures—only one crop at a time 
in supersized fields. In these very large fields, the plants were more accessi-
ble to the machinery that applied not only the necessary chemical fertilizer 
but also the newly developed insecticides, herbicides, and fungicides need-
ed to protect the vulnerable crops from the insect pests, weeds, and fungi 
that thrive in monocultures. The big fields also allowed more convenient 
use of the irrigation apparatus that provides water to wash the fertilizer 
into the soil, and to water the dwarf crops, whose small root systems are 
less able than roots of traditional varieties to extract water from dry soils.
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The dramatic yield increases brought about by the Green Revolution 
peaked in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. By the 1990s, it was becoming clear 
that yields, especially of wheat and rice, had started to plateau. Farmers 
around the world had achieved the maximum benefit that the technology 
had to offer. Lester R. Brown, then president of the Worldwatch Institute, 
wrote in 1997:

In every farming environment, where yields are increased substantially, 
there comes a time when the increase slows and either levels off or shows 
signs of doing so. . . . During the four decades from 1950 to 1990, the world’s 
grain farmers raised the productivity of their land by an unprecedented 2.1 
percent per year, but since 1990, there has been a dramatic loss of momen-
tum in this rise.2

According to Vital Signs 2006–2007, world grain production per per-
son peaked around 1985.3 A growing world population (a growth pro-
pelled, ironically, by the Green Revolution) needs more food, but supply 
is no longer increasing proportionally.

Nevertheless, people had become accustomed to the idea that tech-
nology would solve their food problems, and technology appeared to be 
about to respond. Genetic engineering of food crops rose to the fore in the 
1990s and in the early twenty-first century. People hoped that genetically 
modified (GM) crops would end world hunger.

But the great increases in crop yields that were supposed to be the re-
sult of genetic engineering have not materialized, and they seem unlikely 
to do so in the foreseeable future. In fact, compared with conventional 
crops, GM yields have often decreased, and sometimes the quality of the 
GM seeds is poor.4 Yet despite this mixed performance, by the beginning 
of the second decade of this century, the acreage planted to GM crops in 
the United States, Brazil, China, and other countries had increased sub-
stantially. This increase happened for a variety of reasons, some related to 
transient agricultural advantages of the new crops but another significant 
factor being the link between economic subsidies and the political power 
of the multinational corporations that produce the GM seeds. By contrast, 
the nations of the European Union and India have largely rejected GM 
crops out of fear of their biological and socioeconomic side effects.

At the time of this writing, the proponents and opponents of genetic 
engineering are waging a fierce battle, with victories and defeats on both 
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sides. Genetic engineering is not likely to disappear, but its claims of po-
tentially ending world hunger have no basis in reality; GM crops are not 
another Green Revolution. 

What went wrong after forty years of the Green Revolution, and then, 
more quickly, with genetic engineering?

The Green Revolution has fallen victim to a host of intractable prob-
lems. It entirely depends on cheap energy to produce the synthetic ni-
trogen fertilizer; to make and run the machinery that is needed on the 
monoculture farms; and to package and transport the crop surpluses to 
distant markets. By the 1970s well into the 1990s, cheap energy was start-
ing to become a thing of the past.

The monoculture fields that were so much a part of the green revolu-
tion were also causing serious problems. The heavy equipment used on the 
fields was compacting and breaking down the soils, increasing erosion, and 
decreasing soil fertility. The chemicals used to combat the pests, weeds, and 
diseases that are a hallmark of monoculture were affecting the integrity of 
ecosystems as well as the health of humans and other species. Irrigation 
required large amounts of energy, and it was drawing down scarce ground-
water reserves. And the shift from many small farms to a smaller number 
of large ones, combined with the displacement of farmworkers by machine 
labor, caused a mass migration of people from rural areas to cities all over 
the world, from Sao Paolo to Manila, creating huge urban slums.

Genetic engineering has had less time than the Green Revolution to re-
veal its problems, but so far they seem just as numerous and intractable. Some 
are specific to this technology; others are shared with the Green Revolution.

One problem specific to genetic engineering is that its exaggerated 
claims are based on a genetic fallacy. It is common knowledge that most 
genes have more than one function, often many more, and that expres-
sion of these functions can be influenced by the changing environment 
of the cell, of the entire organism, and of the external world. But the hype 
surrounding genetic engineering is grounded in the false belief that one 
gene does one thing—even when the gene is moved from one species to 
another—and that its expression remains constant over time. Sometimes 
this is true; frequently it is not. The public sees only the illusion of one 
gene, one function; the high failure rate of genetic engineering is proof 
that this hype cannot be trusted. For example, in March of 2012, Reuters 
reported that a group of plant scientists were warning that Monsanto’s 
GM corn, which had been engineered to resist corn rootworm, was “los-
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ing its effectiveness,” potentially leading to “significant production losses.” 
Similarly, in November of 2011, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, in 
an extensive study of Monsanto’s “drought-tolerant” corn (MON87460), 
concluded that “equally drought resistant varieties produced through con-
ventional breeding techniques are readily available.”5

Contrary to the claims of agribusiness, genetically engineered crops 
have caused an increase in the use of pesticides. This is hardly surprising, 
because the companies that develop and sell the genetically engineered 
seeds are the same companies that produce the agricultural chemicals. 
For example, seeds genetically engineered to contain a bacterial pesticide, 
Bt (Bacillus thuringiensis) toxin, a naturally occurring bacterial toxin, kill 
some pests, but its use results in enabling other pests, previously viewed as 
minor disturbances, to rush in and fill the ecological void, with unexpect-
ed consequences. In a May 2010 Nature article, Jane Qiu gives an example:

More than 4 million hectares of Bt [GM] cotton are now grown in China. 
Since the crop was approved, a team led by Kongming Wu, an entomologist 
at the Chinese Academy of Agricultural Sciences in Beijing, has monitored 
pest populations at 38 locations in northern China, covering 3 million hect-
ares of cotton. . . . Numbers of mirid bugs, . . . previously only minor pests in 
northern China, have increased 12-fold since 1997, they found. . . . [and ac-
cording to Kongming Wu] ‘Mirids are not susceptible to the Bt toxin, so they 
started to thrive when the farmers used less pesticide [for the bollworms].’ 
[The mirids also eat] green beans, cereals, vegetables and various fruits. . . . 
The rise of mirids has driven Chinese farmers back to pesticides.6

A perhaps more serious problem caused by agricultural technology—
both Green Revolution and genetic engineering—is the erosion of the 
genetic base upon which all of agriculture depends. For more than ten 
thousand years, farmers have been cultivating and saving the seeds of the 
plants they have found most productive; most resistant to pests, diseases, 
droughts, and floods; and most delicious. Tens of thousands of local vari-
eties of hardy crop plants that yield high-quality food even under adverse 
conditions are the heritage of these millennia of farming. The best seeds 
have always been saved and passed on to the next generation by the farm-
ers who grew them, and, since the nineteenth century, they have also been 
produced and sold by many seed companies. However, starting with the 
Green Revolution, and accelerating with the rise of genetic engineering, 
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restrictive patent laws and the growing power of the agricultural chemical 
companies (which now own the major seed companies) have caused the 
loss of thousands of preexisting crop varieties. Many corporate owners of 
these varieties have deliberately discontinued them in order to make way 
for their own, patented seeds. Restrictive laws in some countries now pun-
ish farmers who save their seeds. Loss of agricultural varieties is a world-
wide phenomenon. For example, according to Dr. H. Sudarshan, in India, 
where in the first half of the twentieth century there were an estimated 
30,000 indigenous varieties of rice, it is now predicted that soon just 50 
varieties will remain, with the top ten accounting for more than three-
fourths of the subcontinent’s rice acreage.7

The spread of genetically engineered crops is causing a threat to tradi-
tional varieties and wild relatives of our crops. Corporate claims to the con-
trary, genetically engineered genes are escaping from the planted fields and 
contaminating the gene pools of traditional crops and their wild relatives. It 
is a paradox that the success of the Green Revolution, GM crops, and con-
ventional agriculture largely depends on the preservation of the gene pools 
that are now being deliberately discarded by industrial agriculture, wiped 
out by herbicides, or accidentally contaminated with engineered genes. The 
genetic engineers are sawing off the very branch on which they sit.

Another effect of the genetic contamination is the transfer of the genes 
conferring the genetically engineered traits from the crops to the weeds. 
In another, more recent Nature news article, in August 2013, Jane Qiu 
reports that transgenes from rice crops genetically engineered to resist the 
herbicide glyphosate have crossed over into weedy relatives of the rice. 
Not only have the weeds become resistant to the weed killer, but they now 
have higher rates of photosynthesis, grow more shoots and flowers, and 
produce 48–125 percent more seeds per plant than their non-transgenic 
relatives. An ecologist at Shanghai’s Fudan University stated that “making 
weedy rice more competitive could exacerbate the problems it causes for 
farmers around the world.”8

Monocultures have been praised for their high yields, but even these 
appear to be an illusion. The physicist and agricultural scientist Vandana 
Shiva has exposed what she calls “the myth of productivity.”9 Traditional 
polyculture systems, where many different crops are grown close together 
on the same farms, actually produce more food per acre than do modern 
monocultures. A mixture of corn, cassava, and peanuts yields less corn per 
acre than a GM corn monoculture, but it produces two and a half times 
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as much total food per acre. As Shiva points out, “The Mayan peasants in 
the Mexican state of Chiapas are characterized as unproductive because 
they produce only two tonnes of corn per acre. However, the overall food 
output is twenty tonnes.” Shiva concludes that “industrial breeding has 
actually reduced food security by destroying small farms and the small 
farmers’ capacity to produce diverse outputs of nutritious crops.”

Sustainable energy production 

It was cheap energy that powered the Green Revolution and the entire 
industrial revolution of the twentieth century. Chief among the sources 
of energy was oil, a concentrated energy source that was easy to extract 
from the ground. Coal and natural gas completed the trio of “fossil fuels,” 
carbon-rich substances that were the end result of millions of years of de-
cay of plants buried deep underground. Although vast, the underground 
reserves of fossil fuels are finite, and the easily extracted parts of these 
reserves have been largely depleted.

As the physicist Albert Bartlett pointed out,10 with an increase in fuel 
consumption of 7 percent per year, a typical twentieth-century growth 
rate, the amount of a fuel consumed in ten years is equal to the grand to-
tal of oil consumed in the recorded history prior to that decade. In other 
words, simple arithmetic shows that if oil consumption grows at a rate of 
7 percent per year between 2010 and 2020, we will have used during that 
same decade an amount of oil equal to all the oil consumed in all the years 
before 2010. Clearly, these extraction rates cannot continue, and they 
haven’t. The economist Herbert Stein put it succinctly in what has become 
known as Stein’s Law: “If something cannot go on forever, it will stop.”

The cheap energy that helped produce industrial civilization is nearly 
gone, as anyone who buys gasoline knows. This author remembers once, 
in the midst of a “gas war” during the 1950s, buying gas at 11 cents a gallon 
to fill the tank of his gas guzzler; now gasoline is more than thirty times as 
expensive. Some of the difference is due to a drop in the value of the dol-
lar; most is because of dwindling supplies of cheap oil. Modern technolo-
gies of prospecting for new oil reserves are very sophisticated, yet new 
oil discoveries peaked in the 1960s. And oil consumption continues to 
grow, propelled by consumer demand and industrial expansion in China 
and India. However, according to World Energy Outlook 2010, global oil 
production peaked in 2006, and it is expected to decline from 70 million 
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barrels per day in 2006 to less than 16 million in 2035. The International 
Energy Agency, the U.S. Joint Forces Command, and the oil companies 
themselves all know that cheap oil is a thing of the past.

The loss of cheap oil (and cheap oil = cheap energy) is an incontro-
vertible fact, so the technophiles have turned to the idea that technology 
will invent oil substitutes to power our technological civilization, and they 
keep alive their hopes that cheap energy will continue to be available to 
run a managed planet. Coal-to-liquid conversion; nuclear fission or fu-
sion; hydrogen; tar sands and oil shale; fracking for natural gas; offshore 
and deep-sea oil and gas drilling; and the “renewables,” including solar 
power, wind power, and biofuels, are expected to rescue us.

But the cold facts tear this dream to pieces. True, nearly all of the cel-
ebrated energy substitutes are technically feasible and have been shown to 
work, but all suffer from one or more major problems. They require large-
scale investment and have long lead-in periods. They frequently need 
expensive government subsidies. Some routinely cause serious environ-
mental damage and have high greenhouse gas emissions. Some are subject 
to major accidents. Their processing may place great demands on scarce 
freshwater supplies and can require high energy inputs for production. 
They may not be capable of producing enough energy to replace what we 
now use. And all the new energy substitutes are guaranteed of being more 
expensive, often much more expensive, than conventional oil.

The University of Manitoba’s Vaclav Smil, one of the world’s leading 
energy experts, writing in the May–June 2011 issue of American Scientist, 
looked at the substitutes for conventional oil and dubbed them “the latest 
infatuations.”11 They reminded him of the scientist at the grand academy 
of Lagado, in Gulliver’s Travels, who had spent eight years on a project for 
extracting sunbeams out of cucumbers. (Actually, as mentioned below, cu-
cumbers probably could be used for biofuel, but nobody in their right mind 
would think that the world’s energy needs could be met by cucumbers.)

Enthusiasm for the new energy sources waxes and wanes, as it does for 
any new fad. A few years ago the fad was hydrogen: Hydrogen-powered 
cars and distributed energy systems were the rage. But when people stopped 
to think, they realized that hydrogen is not a primary energy source (there 
are no hydrogen wells)—it takes money and energy to extract it from 
natural gas or water. Also, hydrogen is highly explosive (remember the 
Hindenburg disaster); is corrosive; and, in liquid form, even contains 
much less energy per gallon than does oil. Not surprisingly, we hear less 
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about hydrogen cars now than we did in 2000.
Before hydrogen, nuclear fusion was going to save us. It was thought 

that ordinary seawater, believed to be in endless supply, could have acted 
as the fuel for a fusion reactor. The first patents for fusion reactors were 
registered in 1946. In 2012, sixty-six years and millions of research and 
development dollars later, I heard a lecture from a prominent fusion sci-
entist who was equally enthusiastic about the limitless potential of fusion. 
When asked how long it would take to get a working reactor, she replied 
about thirty to forty more years.

Nuclear fission power plants have existed for decades in many coun-
tries. The oldest operating commercial nuclear power plant in the United 
States, New Jersey’s Oyster Creek plant, has been producing power since 
1969, and it is not scheduled to shut down until 2019. Until the Fukushima 
Daiichi disaster caused by the Tohoku earthquake and tsunami in March of 
2011, many assumed (despite the earlier accidents at the Three Mile Island 
and Chernobyl plants) that nuclear power would ease the transition to a 
new, renewable energy world. Since Fukushima, fission has become an in-
creasing cause for concern: Few new reactors are being built; Germany has 
announced that it will abandon nuclear power completely by 2022; and, 
after Fukushima, Japan closed or suspended its 50 nuclear reactors. 

Moreover, as noted by Mark Bittman in The New York Times, on Au-
gust 24, 2013:

The dangers of uranium mining, which uses vast amounts of water . . . [are] 
barely regulated or even studied. Thousands of uranium mines have been 
abandoned, and no one seems to know how many remain to be cleaned up. 
The cost of that cleanup . . . will be borne by taxpayers. . . . Then there’s dis-
posal of spent fuel. . . . Decades into the nuclear age there remains, incredibly, 
no real plan for this. . . . The economic viability of nuclear power is no more 
encouraging. Plants continue to close and generation rates continue to drop. 
. . . Subsidies for nuclear power have been more than double the expense of 
power generation itself.12

U.S. oil shales and the Canadian tar sands contain large reserves, but 
the environmental damage associated with the extraction of the oil is enor-
mous; a great deal of freshwater is used in the process; the energy ratio, 
Energy Returned Over Energy Invested (EROEI), is terrible—only about 
three barrels of oil out for every two barrels put in; and the need to con-
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struct new pipelines to transport the heavy, toxic crude oil from remote 
production sites many miles to distant refineries generates grave political 
and environmental problems. Offshore oil, another heralded energy source, 
is extremely expensive, and it was dealt a serious blow by the Deepwater 
Horizon explosion. The Deepwater Horizon drilling rig cost a billion dollars 
to build and a half-million dollars a day to operate—while it lasted.13

Improvements in the efficiency of energy generation and use can 
save us a great deal of energy. These improvements are both desirable and 
possible. Again, however, they are unlikely to meet the energy needs of 
a highly managed planet. Modern agriculture has a much lower energy 
efficiency than that of traditional farming systems, which take advantage 
of the free energy subsidies offered by nature. And even when efficien-
cies materialize, there is the Jevons Paradox, first described by the English 
economist W. Stanley Jevons in 1866: Increased efficiency of energy pro-
duction leads to increased consumption. Using the coal industry as his 
model, Jevons showed that improvements in efficiency led to lower cost 
of the product, which in turn caused a rebound increase in consumption 
of the coal. This paradox applies to other sources of energy besides coal.

Renewable energy. Let us take a closer look at renewable energy—solar, 
wind, and biofuels, the great hope of the neo-greens. According to Smil, 
the renaissance of renewable energy “has led to exaggerated expectations 
rather than to realistic appraisals.” In 2011, he wrote:

Promoters of new renewable energy conversions that now appear to have the 
best prospects to make significant near-term contributions—modern biofu-
els (ethanol and biodiesel) and wind and solar electricity generation—do not 
give sufficient weight to important physical realities concerning the global 
shift away from fossil fuels: to the scale of the required transformation, to its 
likely duration, to the unit capacities of new converters, and to enormous in-
frastructural requirements resulting from the inherently low power densities 
with which we can harvest renewal energy flows and to their [irregularity].14

Solar power. In his well-researched book Green Illusions, environmental-
ist Ozzie Zehner states:

If actual installed costs for solar projects in California are any guide, a glob-
al solar program [to replace fossil fuels in powering the planet] would cost 
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roughly $1.4 quadrillion, about one hundred times the United States GDP. 
Mining, smelting, processing, shipping, and fabricating the [solar] panels and 
their associated hardware would yield about 149,000 megatons of CO2. And 
everyone would have to move to the desert, otherwise transmission losses 
would make the plan unworkable.15

Future costs of solar panels may come down with technological in-
novations (costs may already have started to plateau), but as Zehner notes:

Cheaper photovoltaics won’t offset escalating expenditures for insurance, war-
ranty expenses, materials, transportation, labor, and other requirements. Low-
tech costs are claiming a larger share of the high-tech solar system price tag.16

Passive solar power, which involves energy savings in heating and 
cooling achieved by sophisticated architectural design and construction, 
has been proving its worth for millennia, as the natives of New Mexico 
demonstrated in the tenth century with their incredibly energy efficient 
housing complex, which we call Pueblo Bonito. These energy efficiencies 
were built into Pueblo Bonito from the start of construction. Modern pas-
sive solar houses constructed today can be equally energy efficient and 
are a joy to live in. But many, perhaps most, existing homes have a limited 
potential for passive solar improvement.

Solar power has an important role to play among the energy sources 
of the future, but it does not seem to be about to replace cheap oil in main-
taining our present industrial civilization.

Wind power. Wind power, like solar, is receiving a great deal of enthusi-
astic praise, some of it justified. I am among those who find the sight of a 
row of giant, stately wind turbines with their slowly moving blades thrill-
ing and beautiful, but, admittedly, I don’t live near them. Denmark is the 
pioneer in wind energy: In 2012, Denmark got 25–30 percent of its power 
from the wind, and now the country hopes to raise this figure to 50 per-
cent or more. Denmark also produces half of the world’s wind turbines. 
Like solar power, wind has a great deal to offer an energy-challenged fu-
ture. Wind power is not, however, all smooth sailing.

In The New York Times on August 15, 2013, Diane Cardwell chron-
icled the problems experienced by Green Mountain Power, whose wind 
turbines line the ridge of Lowell Mountain in Vermont.17 These problems 
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are typical of those experienced by the wind power industry. Some of the 
difficulties include “curtailments,” mandated cutbacks in energy produc-
tion when the grid will not accept the wind power energy, either because 
the electric company can get energy cheaper elsewhere or for technical 
reasons involving the interface between fossil fuel generated electricity 
and wind power. Other difficulties involve the size of the lines carrying 
the power. When curtailments occur, the wind turbines must operate at 
a fraction of their potential output. In her article entitled “Intermittent 
Nature of Green Power Is Challenge for Utilities,” Cardwell writes:

Because energy produced by wind . . . is intermittent, its generating capacity 
is harder to predict than conventional power’s. And a lack of widely avail-
able, cost-effective ways to store electricity generated by wind only com-
pounds the complex current marketplace. . . . [One wind power CEO noted 
that] at full operating capacity he can lose $1,000 an hour if the electricity 
is not sold. “We have a grid system that’s not smart . . . it’s a 100-year-old 
system—and they run it like fossils and nukes are the only things that matter 
and the rest of us, they can fiddle with,” he said.18

Integrating wind power into an electrical system that receives inputs 
from fossil fuel and nuclear plants plus, increasingly, solar installations 
involves daunting economic and technical challenges. Some of these will 
be fairly straightforward to resolve over time; others, like the difficulty or 
impossibility of storing excess wind power when the grid cannot accept it, 
are much harder to fix.

Among the other problems that are an inseparable part of wind power 
are the fact that wind turbines kill bats and migrating birds, that wind 
power installations on the roofs of city buildings are noisy and hard to 
maintain, that turbine installations on ridgetops damage and fragment 
some of the last undisturbed wildlife habitats, and that many people com-
plain that the huge turbines spoil their view of the countryside or of their 
neighboring coastal waters. 

Bat and bird kills by turbines are easy to document. Numerous counts 
have been published of dead bats and birds collected under turbines; but 
there is as yet no evidence that any populations are threatened by wind 
power, and some radar studies have shown birds flying well above the 
turbines during migration. Urban wind power production on the tops of 
tall buildings has been promoted by neo-greens as a renewable source of 
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energy in cities, but noise and maintenance issues are likely to limit the 
potential of urban wind energy for the foreseeable future. Even outside 
of cities, some people living in rural areas near wind turbines complain 
of health problems such as insomnia, anxiety, palpitations, and nausea, 
allegedly related to the low frequency noise. The existence of this “Wind 
Turbine Syndrome” is still debated.19 As for the question of unsightliness 
of the windmills, there is no right answer; some love them, some don’t.

Biofuels. Biofuels are another mixed blessing as a replacement for vanish-
ing cheap fossil fuel energy. The idea of biofuels is straightforward: Use 
plants to capture the energy of sunlight (like the Lagado cucumbers), and 
get some of that energy back by extracting energy-rich substances from 
the plants (sugars and other hydrocarbons) that can be either turned into 
fuel, such as ethanol, by chemical processing or used directly as a diesel 
fuel substitute. Corn, sugarcane, soy, rapeseed, palm and other tree oils, 
grasses, algae, and the desert plant called Jatropha are some of the plants 
used for biofuel.

Like solar and wind power, biofuels have a dark side. Some of the 
plants grown for biofuel, especially the grasses, can escape from cultivation 
and become invasive species, particularly harmful in agricultural fields.

The EROEI of biofuels is troubling. Corn ethanol from the American 
Midwest has an EROEI ratio of about 1.0 or even lower, meaning that if 
we total the energy costs of growing the corn, harvesting it, and then pro-
cessing it, we find that the amount of energy we get back is only equal to 
or less than the energy we put in, clearly a losing proposition. Meanwhile, 
we have wasted land that could have been used for growing food and have 
also driven up the price of corn. The EROEI of other biofuels can be better 
than that of corn ethanol, but not always enough to offset the other dif-
ficulties of the technology.

If the results for corn ethanol are so poor, why does the Midwest in 
the United States continue to produce so much of it? The answer is politi-
cal: Midwestern states receive huge federal subsidies for growing corn and 
producing ethanol, and few politicians are willing to tell the truth about 
corn ethanol and risk the wrath of midwestern voters.

The land used to grow biofuel plants is unavailable for growing food in 
a hungry world. True, plants like Jatropha grow well in dry, nutrient-depleted 
soils that are not suited for crops. But the conceivable supply of Jatropha-
derived biofuel could run only a tiny fraction of the world’s vehicles.
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Timothy Beardsley summed up the problems with biofuels in an edi-
torial titled “Biofuels Reassessed,” in the October 2012 issue of BioScience:

It takes a lot of land, a lot of water, and a lot of energy to produce biofuel 
crops and convert them into usable fuels. The displacement of food crops by 
biofuels has already increased food prices, and many have argued that such 
effects will put limits on the biofuel enterprise. . . . The enthusiasts are right 
that improvements [in biofuel technology] are possible . . . and the serious-
ness of the looming energy crisis—only partly ameliorated, at substantial 
environmental cost, by fracking—argues for the continuation of such efforts. 
Still . . . it is important to understand biofuel’s limitations.20

Beardsley cites scientific studies showing that the amount of biofuel 
that globally could be produced is four times lower than previously pub-
lished estimates: 

All these numbers exclude losses due to manufacturing the fuel. . . . Actual 
current global primary productivity suggests strongly that biofuels have less 
promise than many had thought. . . . Some new biofuels may yet alleviate 
the human predicament, but nobody should be under any illusions about 
the constraints that nature—ultimately through the laws of thermodynam-
ics—has put in the way.21

In concluding this section on renewable energy, we should heed the 
words of Vaclav Smil: “None of us can foresee the eventual contours of 
new energy  arrangements—but could the world’s richest countries go 
wrong by striving for moderation of their energy use?”22 In other words, 
the best thing we can do to sustainably run the Earth and our own civiliza-
tion is to depend less on technologies of control and more on regulation of 
our own self-destructive consumption.

Geoengineering to control climate change 

To begin, climate change is a reality. In 1981, NASA physicist James Han-
sen calculated the extent of global warming he expected in the near future, 
based on man-made CO2 emissions. Three decades later, these calculations 
have proven exceptionally accurate.23 Temperatures have risen to meet or 
exceed Hansen’s predicted levels; polar ice is melting; and drought-prone 
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areas are receiving less rainfall. In recent years, other consequences of 
climate change—more frequent and more violent storms, and rising sea 
levels—have forced themselves on our attention. In a May 9, 2012, article 
in The New York Times, Hansen writes that if we were to continue to burn 
conventional fossil fuels and to exploit Canada’s tar sands:

Concentrations of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere eventually would reach 
levels higher than in the Pliocene era, more than 2.5 million years ago, when 
sea level was at least 50 feet higher than it is now. . . . Disintegration of 
ice sheets would accelerate out of control. Sea levels would rise and destroy 
coastal cities. Global temperatures would become intolerable. Twenty to 50 
percent of the planet’s species would be driven to extinction. Civilization 
would be at risk. That is the long-term outlook. But near-term, things will be 
bad enough. Over the next several decades, the Western United States and 
the semi-arid region from North Dakota to Texas will develop semi-per-
manent drought, with rain, when it does come, occurring in extreme events 
with heavy flooding. Economic losses would be incalculable. More and more 
of the Midwest would be a dust bowl. California’s Central Valley could no 
longer be irrigated. Food prices would rise to unprecedented levels.24

Other parts of the world, including its most populous nations, Chi-
na and India, are already experiencing the effects of climate change. In 
China, the Gobi Desert is expanding, moving toward the Yellow River, 
and is within 100 miles of Beijing. Growth of the Gobi is the result of not 
only climate change but also careless use of groundwater and indiscrimi-
nate logging in the past. Groundwater use and logging can be and are 
being controlled to some extent by the government, and millions of trees 
are being planted at the edge of the desert to halt its advance, but global 
warming is a continuing presence. In India, now the world’s sixth-largest 
emitter of greenhouse gases (carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide), 
disastrous floods have been attributed to climate change; melting of the 
Hindu Kush ice mass is accelerating; and sea-level rise is forcing saltwater 
into coastal aquifers, contaminating drinking water.

The solution to the problem of climate change is obvious: We must 
immediately halt the expansion of greenhouse-gas release and quickly 
start to reduce it below present levels. A number of well-publicized, high-
level meetings of governments have confronted this issue, with some pos-
itive results. But international environmental agreements are subject to 
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compromise and delay; meanwhile, greenhouse gas levels continue to rise.
Impatient with the political process, some scientists have decided that 

geoengineering offers the best hope of managing our planet. Geoengi-
neering solutions fall into three categories: dimming the sunlight reach-
ing Earth; using plant photosynthesis to take up and reduce the carbon 
dioxide already in the atmosphere; and capturing carbon dioxide, turning 
it into charcoal, and burying it in the Earth.

There are various proposed ways to reduce the sunlight reaching the 
Earth. One solution, inspired by the observed effects of volcanic erup-
tions, would be to spray solar-reflective sulfates into the stratosphere, per-
haps from a giant balloon. Other schemes include using rockets to send 
tiny reflectors into space, growing lighter-colored crops genetically engi-
neered to reflect sunlight, painting all roofs white, and covering the Earth’s 
deserts with reflective Mylar.

Some of these ideas, like desert Mylar and lighter-colored crops, are 
too preposterous to deserve comment. After careful evaluation, most of the 
schemes, like painting roofs white, would not have enough effect to make a 
significant difference in global warming. Injecting 5 million tons of sulfates 
per year into the stratosphere (like other sunshade schemes) could make 
a difference, especially in the tropics, but could also disrupt monsoons, 
bringing famine to millions, and, according to Oxford’s Tim Palmer,25 “You 
might turn the Amazon to desert.” Sending enough tiny reflectors into 
space could require an estimated 20 million rocket launches. And if there 
were bad side effects, how would we get our little reflectors back?

Using plants to pull carbon dioxide out of the atmosphere through 
photosynthesis has no obvious adverse side effects, and it does have the 
added benefit of putting oxygen back in place of the carbon dioxide re-
moved. Planting forests of relatively fast-growing trees can tie up a good 
deal of carbon dioxide. Reforestation is generally a good idea, not just 
because of carbon sequestration but because of beneficial effects on local 
climate, water storage, and stream flow.

Reforestation, however, is slow, varies greatly from country to coun-
try, and can present ecological and social challenges. Reforestation can be 
a win-win procedure to slow climate change. But planet managers are an 
impatient lot—reforestation is too slow for many of them. 

Algae in the world’s oceans remove a great deal of carbon dioxide by 
photosynthesis, and some climate engineers might ask, Why not fertilize 
the oceans, increase the algal numbers, and pull out more carbon dioxide? 
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This would slow climate change, benefit marine food webs that are based 
on algae, and even, in closed systems, provide algal biomass to be used as 
animal food or for biofuels. That’s the theory, and it works to some extent. 
Dumping iron fertilizer in the ocean does stimulate algal growth; the al-
gae do remove carbon dioxide; and, when they die, some of them take the 
carbon out of harm’s way by sinking to the bottom of the ocean.

Unfortunately, ocean fertilization with iron can also stimulate toxic 
algal blooms and cause production of the greenhouse gas nitrous oxide. 
And when the algae die, as they do in vast numbers during blooms, the 
decomposition of algal bodies that stay at the surface pulls oxygen from 
the water while putting carbon dioxide back in the atmosphere. In closed, 
artificial systems, unlike ocean fertilization, the main difficulties are the 
costs of building, maintaining, and aerating the containers for the algae 
and the problem of scale—these systems will have limited impact on glob-
al climate change and biofuel energy production.

Carbon capture and storage is a geoengineering method that can re-
duce climate-changing carbon dioxide. The carbon dioxide is captured and 
removed at point sources, usually the smokestacks of large fossil fuel power 
plants, and then moved to sites where it can be deposited underground. This is 
a good idea, but one whose impact is limited because there are so many non-
point sources of greenhouse gases. The principal risk of carbon capture and 
storage is leakage of the gas back into the atmosphere from its underground 
burial sites (declining oil fields, saline aquifers, un-mineable coal seams, and 
other suitable geological formations). Deep-well injection of unwanted sub-
stances has caused earthquakes. Needless to say, carbon capture and storage is 
a great deal more expensive than simply letting the gas escape into the atmo-
sphere, and it may require government-sponsored incentives and subsidies. 

Geoengineering has a great appeal to those looking for quick and sim-
ple solutions to overwhelming, complex problems. Such searches tend to 
promote tunnel vision, in which the gaze is always on simple models and 
their associated technical solutions, not on the many, sometimes serious, 
unpredictable, and unmanageable side effects produced by geoengineer-
ing technologies. Vaclav Havel, author and first president of the Czech 
Republic, wrote in The New York Times on September 27, 2007:

I’m skeptical that a problem as complex as climate change can be solved by any 
single branch of science. Technological measures and regulations are important, 
but equally important is support for education, ecological training and ethics—
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a consciousness of the commonality of all living beings and an emphasis on 
shared responsibility.26

Accident prediction, control, and repair 

Our global management systems rest on a precarious edifice of predic-
tions. These include predictions about the sustainability of industrial 
agriculture; the safety of nuclear power plants; the stability of the global 
political structure; the efficacy of our ecological restorations; the future 
of globalization—especially global trade; the continuation of economic 
growth; and, above all, the ability of our technology to solve any problems 
we face, now or in years to come.

These predictions are often unwarranted and very dangerous. One 
would think that the first priority of the planet managers would be to 
look at their past predictions and assumptions and see how well they have 
worked out. But this might involve admitting failure and, more important, 
shutting off sources of revenue for the failed projects. Consequently, risk 
assessments made at the start of projects are frequently “cooked,” unwar-
ranted justifications for enterprises scheduled to go ahead no matter what.

In their book Useless Arithmetic: Why Environmental Scientists Can’t 
Predict the Future,27 geologists Orrin Pilkey and Linda Pilkey-Jarvis show 
how a model of future beach erosion and coastal sand movements has 
been used to justify escape from reality and allow construction of ques-
tionable shoreline structures and buildings. The standard model used in 
beach engineering is the Bruun Rule, which describes how shorelines re-
treat in response to rising sea levels. This simple model to describe a com-
plex process has some general validity, but, as the authors note:

The Bruun Rule resides in a world dominated by engineers rather than sci-
entists. It is a world where it is not possible to admit defeat and walk away 
or to respond flexibly, one where an answer must be found . . . and where the 
answer, to be credible, is best found by the most sophisticated means possible. 
. . . Evidence continues to accumulate from all over the world that the basic 
assumptions behind the Bruun model are very wrong. Yet it continues to be 
widely applied by coastal scientists, who should know better, and blindly 
applied by social scientists, planners, and international agencies concerned 
with how future global trends will affect coastal cities.28

When the Bruun Rule is used to predict the rate of erosion of a par-
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ticular shoreline, one has to know only the rate of sea-level rise and the 
slope of the shoreface on that particular beach. Two variables; it’s easy. But 
as Pilkey and Pilkey-Jarvis show, there are at least 31 variables that mat-
ter, including beach subsurface geology, sand grain size, coastal sediment 
supply, beach nourishment projects, storm types and frequency, shoreline 
vegetation, upland bluffs and dunes, dam construction and removal in 
neighboring rivers, and history of dredging.

Even if you know how each of the factors works and interacts with other fac-
tors, including sea-level rise, in causing shorelines to retreat, you still can’t 
predict the future because you don’t know the order in which the factors will 
occur. . . . On different shorelines the various parameters will be of varying 
importance, over varying time frames. This is ordering complexity. This is why 
shoreline retreat related to sea-level rise cannot ever be accurately predicted.29

Ordering complexity can make some management predictions ab-
surd. Pilkey and Pilkey-Jarvis give, as the ultimate preposterous exam-
ple, the Department of Energy’s Total System Performance Assessment 
(TSPA) for the proposed nuclear waste repository at Yucca Mountain, 
Nevada. The assessment of the chances of radioactive leaks from the un-
derground repository, based on hundreds of models, is that it will be safe 
for more than a hundred thousand years. Yet, as the authors show, there 
are at least 15 important factors that will affect the seriousness of future 
leaks. None of these factors were known when the TSPA was formulated, 
and many will never be known.

In 2009, the Environmental Protection Agency issued a rule requiring 
that the Department of Energy (DOE) strictly limit the amount of radia-
tion from the facility to no more than 15 millirems per year for the first 
ten thousand years after the facility’s closure, and requiring the DOE to 
show that the nuclear waste repository will resist earthquakes, volcanic 
activity, climate change, and container leakage for 1 million years. The risk 
assessment charade came largely to a halt when work on Yucca Mountain 
was ended by Congress in 2011, for political reasons. It remains to be seen 
whether it will be started again.

Ordering complexity is only one kind of complexity that makes the 
long-term predictions and assumptions used in planet management unre-
liable. The other is structural complexity. The pioneer in studying the haz-
ards of structural complexity is Charles Perrow, Professor Emeritus of Soci-
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ology at Yale. Using the well-studied 1979 accident at the Three Mile Island 
nuclear plant as his model, Perrow showed how the sheer complexity of 
the nuclear plant made accidents inevitable and unpredictable—“normal.”

The operating system of a nuclear power plant has a large number of 
separate subsystems, many of which interact in ways that cannot be direct-
ly observed, and in ways that might not be understood even if they were 
observed. Moreover, the operating systems interact with safety systems, 
which are themselves complex and often cannot be directly observed.

In his book Normal  Accidents: Living With High-Risk Technologies, 
Perrow describes how the accident at Three Mile Island was caused by fail-
ure of a pressure-relief valve, which resulted in radioactive water boiling 
out and onto the floor of the reactor building.30 This could have been de-
termined only indirectly by the control room operators from a variety of 
gauge readings; while three audible alarms were sounding and simultane-
ously many of the 1600 lights on the control panels were flashing. Only 13 
seconds elapsed between the time of the valve’s failure and the time when 
the accident became irrevocable. The scene in the control room was chaos.

Several hours after the start of the accident, control room personnel 
and supervisors were still arguing about what was happening. The valve 
stayed open for two hours and twenty minutes until a new shift came on 
and somebody thought to check it. But the accident was just getting start-
ed. Two reactor coolant pumps did not work (possibly because of steam 
bubbles in the lines), and levels of coolant began to drop alarmingly, the 
most feared happening in a nuclear plant. The two dials indicating reactor 
pressure gave diametrically opposite readings.

Then, thirty-three hours into the accident, an ominous bang was 
heard in the control room. It was a hydrogen explosion inside the reactor 
building. No one had expected this. Frantic discussions occurred between 
the plant operators and the commissioners of the Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission. The emergency pumps, like all electric motors, can produce 
sparks; when hydrogen accumulates, a spark can cause an explosion that 
could destroy the reactor building. Should the pumps be turned off or 
kept running? Opinions varied. That an explosion did not happen was in 
good measure a matter of luck.

Because of the vast complexities of nuclear plants, paradoxically in-
cluding their safety systems, the operators did not actually know what was 
happening while the accident was going on. But they had to do something. 
In this sort of situation, Perrow notes, you form a mental model of events. 
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You imagine what is happening, based on the inadequate and partially er-
roneous information that you have. “You are actually creating a world that 
is congruent with your interpretations, even though it may be the wrong 
world. It may be too late before you find that out.”31

In other words, the complex systems that we invent to manage and 
run our world cannot be made fail-safe. And if we add economic and eco-
logical interactions, our constructed systems become still more compli-
cated and accident-prone.

Here is an example: On April 20, 2010, the Deepwater Horizon oil 
drilling rig in the Gulf of Mexico suddenly exploded in flames. As chron-
icled by Joseph Tainter and Tadeusz Patzek, in their book Drilling Down: 
The Gulf Oil Debacle and Our Energy Dilemma:

Everything seemed to be under control, with the computers in charge and 
their sensors humming. The people assigned to watch these computers, and 
act on their advice, were content and getting ready to go to sleep. . . . Sud-
denly all hell broke loose, and it became clear that the people watching the 
computer screens did not understand what the computers were telling them. 
It took just a few seconds for their false sense of security to go up in the same 
flames that consumed the Deepwater Horizon in two days.32

When the flames were extinguished, the accident was far from over. 
Several months later, the well was finally capped. By then, an estimated 
210 million gallons of oil had leaked into the gulf. Various attempts were 
made to contain the oil or mitigate its effects. State of the art technologies 
were used. But several years later, we still do not know the long-term ef-
fects of this accident on the thousands of species living in the immensely 
complicated gulf ecosystem, or on the human communities of the adja-
cent land areas. 

Tainter, a professor in the Department of Environment and Society at 
Utah State University, and Patzek, Chairman of the Department of Petro-
leum and Geosystems Engineering at the University of Texas, analyze in 
detail the causes of the accident. At the end of their book, they conclude:

The Deepwater Horizon was a normal accident, a system accident. Com-
plex technologies have . . . ways of failing that humans cannot foresee. The 
probability of similar accidents may now be reduced, but it can be reduced 
to zero only when declining [energy returns] makes deep-sea production 
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energetically unprofitable. It is fashionable to think that we will be able to 
produce renewable energies with gentler technologies, with simpler machines 
that produce less damage to the earth, the atmosphere, and people. We all 
hope so, but we must approach such technologies with a dose of realism and 
a long-term perspective.33

Three Mile Island and Deepwater Horizon teach us a simple lesson: We 
cannot predict all the accidents that will occur in our managed world; and 
even if we could predict them, we could not prevent many of them from 
happening. Disasters in our complex systems are bound to take place, and 
the techno-utopians’ models offer no credible ways of fixing them.

Other global management concerns

Successful global management requires addressing issues of necessity be-
sides the concerns listed above. To describe them briefly, they include:

Ecological restoration and preservation: In some cases, restoration of 
damaged ecosystems is possible if done with care and ecological knowl-
edge; in others, it can be difficult or impossible. Restorations are often 
confounded by ignorance of the component species and complexity of the 
specific ecosystem; by prior species extinctions; by major soil or water 
changes; and by lack of sufficient funds to do the restoration properly or 
to monitor it after the restoration is complete.

Preservation can be as hard as restoration. Moving species endan-
gered by climate change to more favorable climate zones (“assisted colo-
nization”), and attempts to reintroduce recovering populations of endan-
gered species to their original habitat are challenged by the limitations of 
our ecological knowledge. This is not a reason to abandon restoration and 
preservation efforts, but it should make us think twice before we boast 
about how green the coming garden planet will be.

Maintenance of adequate supplies of clean freshwater will be essential 
for sustainable global management; it is not happening now, and there 
are no affordable technologies on the horizon that will assure water for 
everyone, especially in the face of climate change. Already, international 
fights over water management complicate tense politics in the Middle 
East, South Asia, and parts of Africa. Water will undoubtedly be one of 
the greatest obstacles to a managed planet.

Growing populations require more space, more food, more water, 
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more mineral resources, and more energy than stable ones; and they pro-
duce more waste. The Earth’s population is growing: Estimates published 
by the United Nations (UN) in June of 2013 suggest an increase from to-
day’s 7.2 billion to 9.6 billion by 2050.34 Population growth models are 
no more reliable than any long-term predictions involving thousands of 
variables (climate and sea level, disease, ethnic conflicts and warfare, eco-
nomic changes, etc.), and this sort of unreliability will greatly increase the 
difficulty of managing a gardened Earth. A point to consider is that per 
capita consumption is increasing more than twice as fast as population in 
many places around the world.

A managed world assumes good working coordination between nations. 
The Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Fauna and Flora (CITES) shows that this is occasionally possible.35 By 2013, 
178 nations had ratified the convention, which protects—at least on paper—
thousands of endangered animal and plant species from over-exploitation. 
With exceptions, this protection has been moderately successful. A great 
weakness of the treaty, however, is that reservations (exceptions) can be 
taken by member countries for specific species. Iceland, Japan, and Norway 
have taken reservations that allow them to hunt some baleen whale species, 
and Saudi Arabia has taken falcons as an exception. CITES is an encour-
aging model; nevertheless, the proliferation of regional military conflicts, 
terrorism, religious and ethnic strife, exhaustion of resources, and political 
instability do not bode well for cooperative management of the planet.

I have considered the various threats to the neo-green vision indi-
vidually, but of course they interact, usually making the situation worse. 
For example, scarcity of cheap energy affects modern food production 
and water availability, while causing us to rely on increasingly dangerous 
energy technologies, which are prone to accidents that we are unable to 
predict. Similarly, climate change has a major impact on food, water, in-
ternational relations, and energy use.

IN CONCLUSION, the paragraphs above give only an incomplete sampling 
of the reasons why many of the dreams of the planet-managing neo-
greens and ecological modernists are likely to turn into nightmares. In his 
chilling short story “The Machine Stops,” written more than a century ago, 
E. M. Forster described the chaos and total collapse that descended on a 
managed world when the “Mending Apparatus,” which had always repaired 
everything that was broken, itself began to fail: “Man, the flower of all 
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flesh, the noblest of all creatures visible, man who had once made god in 
his image . . . was dying, strangled in the garments that he had woven.”36

 The dream-to-nightmare scenarios outlined here do not have to be-
come reality. We can keep trying to make the world a better place, using any 
safe technology that is proven or seems promising. For instance, we already 
know that traditional polycultures can reliably produce far larger amounts 
of food than can industrial monocultures year after year, with less input of 
chemical fertilizers and pesticides. The field is wide open to apply careful, 
modern scientific research to improve this performance still further. And 
in the case of our energy deficit, reduction of consumption is safer, easier, 
faster, and more effective than deep-sea oil drilling or nuclear power. 

Wendell Berry wrote in The Unsettling of America that “what has drawn 
the Modern World into being is a strange, almost occult yearning for the 
future. The modern mind longs for the future as the medieval mind longed 
for Heaven.”37 This yearning, embodied in the blind worship of technology, 
has led us astray—if we open our eyes and look at who and where we are, 
we have our best chance of finding out where to go next. I end with a quote 
from my book The Arrogance of Humanism, published in 1981, with words 
that I believe are as applicable now as the day they were written:

Not all problems have acceptable solutions. . . . There is . . . no need to feel 
defeated by the knowledge that there are limits to human power and control. 
. . . [We should start] with the honest admission of human fallibility and 
limitations, and from this realistic base [rise to the] challenge to construct a 
good life for oneself, one’s family, and one’s community. . . . We simply start 
with realism and then free the human spirit for high adventure, struggle, and 
an unknown fate.38



Conservation in the Anthropocene
TIM CARO, JACK DARWIN, TAVIS FORRESTER,  
CYNTHIA LEDOUX-BLOOM, AND CAITLIN WELLS

IT HAS BECOME COMMONPLACE to remark that humans are now the domi-
nant environmental force on the Earth. The indications are strong and di-
verse. They range from paleontologists reaching a consensus that humans 
contributed to megafaunal extinctions on at least two continents, North 
America and Australia;1 recognition that formerly intact marine ecosys-
tems have changed enormously;2 suggestions that climate has changed 
sufficiently that no ecosystem is immune from alterations in species com-
position;3 remarks that pollution is widespread even in Antarctica;4 and 
arguments that human predation on mammals is pernicious and the prin-
cipal driver of changes in phenotypic traits of exploited species in many 
areas.5 Some scientists use geographic data to show that human activities 
affect almost every terrestrial system (e.g., the human footprint6). Indeed, 
the current epoch is now being referred to as “the Anthropocene,”7 which 
has led geologists to formally debate stratigraphic evidence for this new 
phenomenon and to argue over not if but when it began.8 With the catch-
word Anthropocene in ascendancy, one might easily come away with the 
impression that nowhere on Earth is natural, in one of the word’s specific 
meanings of ecosystems being untouched by humans,9 and indeed it is 
common to hear the phrase “humans have altered everything.” 

Although we agree that humans are a dominant species and have af-
fected natural systems at a global scale, we suggest that humans may have 
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less influence at smaller extents of specific regions and even ecosystems. 
We fear that the concept of pervasive human-caused change may cultivate 
hopelessness in those dedicated to conservation and may even be an im-
petus for accelerated changes in land use motivated by profit. 

Airborne and waterborne chemicals, lowered water pH, rising tem-
peratures, increasing rates of extinctions, habitat fragmentation and loss, 
nonnative invasive species, and new diseases have not yet altered key as-
pects of every ecosystem. There are still ecosystems that are sufficiently 
intact to retain key ecological functions and species (see Table), and it 
is vital to identify and protect them now. We define intact ecosystems as 
those in which the majority of native species are still present in abundanc-
es at which they play the same functional roles as they did before extensive 
human settlement or use, where pollution has not affected nutrient flows 
to any great degree, and where human density is low. This definition is 
similar to Russell Mittermeier et al.’s definition of wilderness areas,10 but it 
does not specify the size of the area. Ecosystems where human influence 
is relatively mild in terms of exploitation, pollution, and climate change 
include newly discovered ecosystems;11 large, relatively intact areas with 
low human densities;12 newly discovered areas of high species diversity or 
places with no recent history of human activity;13 areas with very low hu-
man population densities at both large and small extents;14 and places of 
still extraordinarily high species diversity.15 

We recognize that humans have had at least marginal influence on 
most if not all of the world’s biomes, but there are several reasons to doubt 
that “humans have altered everything” (a phrase that is generously inter-
preted as including nutrient flows and species composition and interac-
tions). First, the human footprint—a compilation of human population 
density; land-cover and land-use change; human accessibility via roads, 
rivers, or coastlines; and electrical power infrastructure16—shows large 
gaps at equatorial (central Africa), subtropical (central Australia, Sahara), 
temperate (Himalayas), and Palearctic (Russia and Canada) latitudes. Sec-
ond, increases in global temperature, touted as now affecting everything 
from patterns of migration, plant phenology, and laying dates of birds to 
species’ range expansions,17 have occurred principally in northern and 
southern latitudes and at high elevations. It is acknowledged that temper-
ature increases, at least, will be smallest in the lowland tropics, where most 
of the world’s species occur. Third, species diversity, apex predators, intact 
food webs, functioning ecosystems, and nutrient cycles may be little af-
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fected by humans in areas inhabited by people living at low densities.18 
We believe that there are four reasons to acknowledge that some areas 

of the globe are still intact. First, if nothing is believed to be intact, it al-
lows humans to think that species invasions are inevitable and not prob-
lematic and may open the floodgates to human manipulation of species 
assemblages. For example, if species composition in northern temperate 
ecosystems now is a mélange of species formerly found at lower latitudes, 
then it may be fair to argue that it is better to construct new ecosystems 
through assisted migration in order to conserve species as climate chang-
es,19 or to initiate Pleistocene rewilding programs to reconstruct former 
functioning ecosystems or reinstate past evolutionary drivers.20 Although 
the ideas of assisted migration and Pleistocene rewilding are debated,21 

EXAMPLES OF RELATIVELY INTACT ECOSYSTEMS 

Type of ecosystem  Location 

Unexploited by humans  Lake Vostok and other lakes under Antarctic ice sheets  
 Southern Ocean deep sea 

Wilderness areas  North America  
   Rocky Mountains  
   Alaskan Pacific northwest temperate rainforest  
   Southwestern deserts  
 South America  
   Amazonia  
   Chaco  
   Patagonia  
   Pantanal  
 Africa  
   Congo Forest  
   Miombo-Mopane woodland  
 Asia  
   central Asian deserts  
   boreal forest 

Ecoregions with virtually  Central Greenland  
no human presence Antarctica  
 high-elevation Himalayas  
 central Sahara 

Smaller sites little influenced  waters around the Line Islands in western Pacific  
by human activity  Foja Mountains, Papua  
 Ndoki-Likouala, central Africa 

Sites of extraordinary  Rupununi, Guyana   
species richness Province Nord, New Caledonia  
 Monte Alen region, Equatorial Guinea  
 Cameroon Mountains  
 Congo, edaphic grasslands 
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they seem more acceptable if one believes that everything has already 
been anthropogenically altered. 

Second, planning and setting goals for conservation action usually 
require relatively intact areas that serve as baselines for comparisons and 
to set targets.22 Without spatial comparisons it is difficult to understand 
how ecosystems have changed or to frame management goals. If there 
are no contemporary intact benchmarks for comparative purposes, one 
must rely on incomplete data and memories of past ecosystems, which are 
known to change over time (i.e., shifting baseline syndrome23). Although 
restoring poorly functioning ecosystems is a conservation goal, protecting 
nearly intact ecosystems also is a fundamental conservation priority. 

Third, if no ecosystem is intact, governments can more easily argue, 
and societies concur, that land use ranging from subsistence farming to 
extensive resource extraction is acceptable because the environment has 
already been degraded. Dam building in major rivers, oil exploration in 
western Amazonia or the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, and construction 
of housing developments become more tolerable in an irrevocably modi-
fied world. Especially worrying to us is the ongoing change in conservation 
agenda from identifying and protecting sites of high conservation priority 
to conserving “working landscapes” with extensive human influence. 

Fourth, if the idea that Earth is already spoiled further permeates the 
general mindset, monetary contributions to and efforts for conservation 
may seem futile to the general public, whose support is vital to conser-
vation. Already a doom-and-gloom discipline, conservation science may 
want to obviate this pessimism by focusing on the reality that not every 
place in the world has been severely affected by anthropogenic activities 
and that these places can serve as models for the structure of and interac-
tions within natural communities. 

While accepting humans’ enormous effect on the planet, we see a 
crucial need to identify remaining intact ecosystems at local extents, to 
protect them, and to remind the public of them. We need to do this for 
scientific reasons so that baselines for determining, for example, extent of 
pollution and declines in ecosystem function are preserved.24 We need to 
do this for practical reasons so that goals for restoration projects have a 
basis in reality. We need to do this for public relations reasons, to reiterate 
that natural ecosystems exist and to engage society in conservation. And, 
we need to do this for ethical reasons; we have a duty to future generations 
to enhance their quality of life by providing them with the opportunity 
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to observe the wonders of nature. We acknowledge that this is the goal of 
many conservation organizations, but we are concerned that the increas-
ing adoption of the concept of the Anthropocene will undermine both 
conservation and restoration objectives. 

The authors are grateful to E. Fleishman, P. Sherman, and three reviewers for helpful 
comments. This essay was published previously in slightly different form in Conservation 
Biology; T. Caro, J. Darwin, T. Forrester, C. Ledoux-Bloom, and C. Wells, “Conservation 
in the Anthropocene,” Conservation Biology 26 (2012):  185–88. doi:10.1111/j.1523-
1739.2011.01752.x. At the time of publication, Tim Caro, Jack Darwin, Tavis Forrester, 
and Caitlin Wells were associated with the Department of Wildlife, Fish and Conserva-
tion Biology at the University of California, Davis. Cynthia Ledoux-Bloom was associ-
ated with the Department of Animal Science at the University of California, Davis. 



The Myth of the Humanized  
Pre-Columbian Landscape
DAVE FOREMAN

   

  
GEOGRAPHER WILLIAM M. DENEVAN of the University of Wisconsin is a 
leading researcher of what he calls “The Pristine Myth.” He claims that 
“the Native American landscape of the early sixteenth century was a hu-
manized landscape almost everywhere. Populations were large.”1 Arturo 
Gomez-Pompa and Andrea Kaus echo this assessment: “Scientific find-
ings indicate that virtually every part of the globe, from the boreal forests 
to the humid tropics, has been inhabited, modified, or managed through-
out our human past.”2 J. Baird Callicott similarly claims that “the wilder-
ness idea is woefully ethnocentric. It ignores the historic presence and 
effects on practically all the world’s ecosystems of aboriginal peoples.”3

How true are these theoretical assertions? What do research and facts 
tell us? Questions we must ask about the Pristine Myth are:

▶ How many native people were there?
▶ How widespread were native people?
▶ How widespread were the impacts of native peoples?
▶ Do ecosystems recover from human impact?
▶ And, finally, is the Pristine Myth necessary to the Wilderness Area Idea?

After exploring these questions, I will second University of Oregon 
geographers Cathy Whitlock and Margaret Knox, who write: “It’s not surpris-
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ing that assigning a large role to prehistoric peoples is a popular concept 
among those who advocate active management of wilderness and com-
modity lands today.”4 Indeed, ranching apologist Dan Dagget calls for live-
stock grazing in the arid lands of the West, and for the final domestication 
of wilderness, because he believes American Indians had already domes-
ticated the land before North America was colonized by white settlers.5 
Michael Soulé writes that right-wing anti-conservationists in the United 
States contend that, “because the West is no longer pristine, there should be 
no regulatory constraint on the pursuit of maximal short-term profits from 
public lands,” and that the left-wing social ecologists’ claim that the Amazon 
rainforest was created by Indians therefore justifies “further material re-
fashioning.”6 The political and ecological implications of the humans-have-
always-been-everywhere perspective are chillingly clear.

 

How many native people were there?

Denevan has suggested a total population for the New World in 1492 of 53.9 
million: “3.8 million for North America, 17.2 million for Mexico, 5.6 mil-
lion for Central America, 3.0 million for the Caribbean, 15.7 million for the 
Andes, and 8.6 million for lowland South America.”7 Others have guessed 
that there were as many as 8 million people living north of the Rio Grande. 
Douglas H. Ubelaker of the Smithsonian Institution, however, believes there 
were only 2 million.8 The anthology edited by Denevan, The Native Popula-
tion of the Americas in 1492, shows just how sprawled the estimates are, how 
questionable is the evidence on which they are based, and how ideology 
elbows in. Denevan is straightforward in acknowledging that his estimate 
is simply a doubling of Ubelaker’s, which he considers too conservative.9 
Although I think Ubelaker’s population estimates are more accurate, I will 
follow Denevan’s here so I won’t be so readily accused of undercounting.

How widespread were native people?

Without question, nearly 23 million people in Mexico and Central America 
would have been a large, often dense population. However, for North Amer-
ica north of the Rio Grande, Denevan’s estimate is a mere 3.8 million. Keep 
in mind that the combined population of Canada and the United States to-
day is over 330 million. Even by Denevan’s reckoning, the pre-Columbian 
population was little more than 1 percent of that. Nor were these fewer-than-
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4-million people evenly spread across the landscape. There were large re-
gions rarely visited by humans—much less hosting permanent settlements—
because of the inhospitality of the environment, the small total population of 
people at the time, uneven distribution, limited technology, lack of horses, 
and constant warfare and raiding. Archaeology backs my point. Moreover, 
some areas, like the Colorado Plateau in the U.S. Southwest and the greater 
Yucatan area of Central America, had been depopulated centuries before Co-
lumbus because of drought and farmers overshooting the carrying capacity 
of the land, and their wilderness character had largely recovered.

University of Wisconsin geographer Thomas Vale, after carefully con-
sidering the various population estimates, wisely concludes that “much 
of the area of the West was only lightly inhabited.” Vale uses archaeology, 
ethnology, ecology, and paleoecology to estimate both the actual area used 
by natives north of the Rio Grande for living space and agriculture and 
how much land was affected by their other activities, such as vegetation 
modification and tree cutting, to further prove his point. He shows that 
vast areas remained largely unaffected by Indians.10 

As for the stronghold of wilderness in the contiguous United States 
today—the Rocky Mountains—William Baker, a geography professor at 
the University of Wyoming, calculates that “the population in the Rockies 
itself in A.D. 1500 may have been about 32,000.”11 That’s a smaller popula-
tion than the single town of Missoula, Montana. Spread over the Rockies, 
it was far from crowded, to say the least.

In the long view of half a billion years of complex animal life on Earth, 
human presence has existed for an extraordinarily short time, and our im-
pact until very recently was scattered and light.12 What went on during 
the vastness of the epochs before we showed up? Extreme postmodern 
deconstructionists and their supposed political opposites, theoretical free-
marketers, seem to think nothing—or at least nothing that matters. I’ve 
come to suspect that such self-centered humanists are actually incapable of 
imagining a time or a place without humans present. They are hard social 
constructionists and can be unyielding foes of protecting nature except for 
the direct benefit of people and with Disneyland-type hordes all over. 

How widespread were the impacts of native peoples?

What was the level of impact indigenous people had in the Americas? 
The plain answer is that no one knows for sure. The conventional wis-
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dom until recently was that natives north of Mexico had done very little 
to the landscape. New England’s Puritans argued as much in order to jus-
tify their taking of “unused” land from the Indians.13 The pendulum has 
swung the other way in recent years, with claims that even tiny popula-
tions transformed pre-Columbian ecosystems—especially through burn-
ing. The “Myth of Pristine America” has been replaced with the “Myth of 
the Humanized Landscape.”14 

The issue is not whether natives touched the land, but to what degree 
and where. Even if certain settled and cropped places were not self-willed 
land due to native burning, agriculture, and other uses, it does not fol-
low that this was the case everywhere. Because Los Angeles is paved, does 
this mean that everywhere in the United States is paved? Because most 
of Illinois is a human-created landscape, is the Bob Marshall Wilderness 
Area in Montana a human-created landscape? Of course not. Those early 
explorers and later colonists who, on the basis of the wilderness they en-
countered, extrapolated that all of the Americas was a wilderness before 
Europeans are now imitated by their deconstructors who, on the basis of 
native-modified spots, extrapolate that all of the Americas was domesti-
cated. Both views are unfounded—and silly.

The first wave of skilled hunters who came into the Americas roughly 
thirteen thousand years ago quickly caused the extinction of dozens of spe-
cies of large mammals unschooled with such a predator. The Pleistocene-
Holocene Extinction had profound effects that still may be reverberating 
through American ecosystems.15 In certain areas of the pre-Columbian 
Americas, high human population density and intensive agriculture led 
to severely degraded ecosystems and extermination of wildlife. But it is 
outlandish to assert that 2 to 4 million people north of the Rio Grande 
had thoroughly domesticated the place. According to University of Kansas 
historian Donald Worster, “Two million people spread over what is now 
Canada and the United States, a people armed with primitive stone tools, 
simply could not have truly ‘domesticated’ the whole continent. By com-
parison, 300 million Americans and Canadians today, armed with far more 
powerful technology, have not wholly domesticated the continent yet.”16

A key plank in the domesticated landscape floor is that natives set 
fires throughout North America. More than ten years ago, however, Reed 
Noss, a top expert on North American ecosystems and the former edi-
tor of Conservation Biology, pointed out that lightning-caused fires bet-
ter explained the presence of fire-adapted vegetation than did Indian-set 
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fires.17 Ecologist Craig Allen of the U.S. Geological Survey confirms this 
for northern New Mexico: 

 
Widespread fires occurred about every 5–20 years wherever ponderosa pine 
grew, with somewhat lower frequencies on the order of 15–40 years in the 
bracketing piñon-juniper woodlands below and mixed conifer forests above.  
. . . Given our dry spring climate and frequent thunderstorms, lightning is be-
lieved to have caused the vast majority of these fires. This view is supported 
by the records of about 4,000 lightning caused fires documented by firefight-
ers in the Jemez Mountains from 1909–1996, and by the over 160,000 light-
ning strikes recorded over the Jemez country by a lightning detection system 
between 1985 and 1994.18

Forest ecologist, paleoecologist, and director of Harvard University’s 
Harvard Forest, David Foster has also pondered the claims that Indians in 
New England created the vegetation patterns there through burning. He 
writes that “the paleoecological record provides no support for these visions 
and when coupled with other historical data instead paints a very different 
picture of the broad landscape. Sites from the central Massachusetts uplands 
do record fires and associated vegetation dynamics, but only at intervals of 
centuries to millennia. . . . In the Berkshires and the uplands of northern 
Vermont an even lower frequency of fire is recorded.”19 Foster adds that “the 
charcoal record does not support the notion of widespread and frequent 
Native American management of the land with fire [in New England].”20

Thomas Vale has taken perhaps the most careful look at the claims of 
the humanized landscape. “The desire to visualize humanized landscapes 
in the pre-European era derives from social ideologies,” he writes, “rather 
than from careful assessment of ecological facts.”21 I think Vale has hit 
the nail on the head for understanding the entire deconstructionist sal-
vo against wilderness. Social ideology fires those guns, not assessment of 
ecological facts. Social ideology also powers the advocates of commercial 
logging and livestock grazing who argue for the Myth of the Humanized 
Landscape as justification for exploitation. 

Using archaeology, history, ecology, and logic, Vale looks at claims of 
a humanized landscape in a specific place—Yosemite National Park—in 
his article, “The Myth of the Humanized Landscape.” He suggests that a 
place can be called “natural, or ‘in a wilderness condition’ if the funda-
mental characteristics of vegetation, wildlife, landform, soil, hydrology, 
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and climate are those that result from natural, nonhuman processes, and 
if these conditions would exist whether or not humans are present.”22 
Michael Soulé makes a like argument: “To claim that Homo sapiens has 
produced or invented the forest ignores the basic taxonomic integrity of 
biogeographic units: species today still have geographic distributions de-
termined largely by ecological tolerances and geological history and cli-
mate, rather than by human activities.”23

Vale explains that claims of a humanized Yosemite should not be ap-
plied outside the inhabited Yosemite Valley to include the entire national 
park, and that minor modification of vegetation or use of plants does not 
mean that even the valley was completely humanized in native times. Fi-
nally, he considers the sweeping assertions made about Indian burning. 
He writes, “A more precise assessment should ask whether the human-in-
duced ignitions were in addition to, rather than a substitution for, natural 
ignitions and whether or not, moreover, any fires set by American Indians 
changed the landscape from that which otherwise would have existed.”24 
After weighing what science now knows about fire frequency and behavior 
in Yosemite, he judges that “these fire frequencies varied temporally, with 
burning closely tracking weather conditions—an indication that natural 
factors, not humans, determined fire occurrence.”25 According to Univer-
sity of Georgia geographer Albert J. Parker, who specializes in coniferous 
forest disturbance, “the preponderance of evidence from fire-prone ecosys-
tems . . . suggests that fuel accumulation patterns are far more influential 
than ignition source in governing the timing and spatial extent of fires.”26

Vale also reviews the literature on other regions in the United States to 
learn how widespread heavy human impact was. He concludes:

The general point, then, is that the pre-European landscape of the United 
States was not monolithically humanized, not a ‘managed landscape, much 
of its look and ecology the product of the human presence’ (Flores 1997). 
Rather, it was a patchwork, at varying scales, of pristine and humanized 
conditions. A natural American wilderness—an environment fundamen-
tally molded by nature—did exist .27

Vale’s 2002 anthology, Fire, Native Peoples, and the Natural Landscape, 
builds on his argument with evidence and careful analysis throughout the 
western United States. His contributors, including some of the foremost 
biological geographers and fire ecologists, demolish the romantic (and, as 
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they show, imperialistic) case for widespread Indian burning. The regions 
covered in the book are the Rocky Mountains, Northern Intermountain 
West, Southwest Lowlands, Southwest Uplands, Pacific Northwest, Sierra 
Nevada Forests, and California Chaparral. Their book is essential for un-
derstanding the whole question of whether Indians had domesticated the 
United States at the time of European settlement. Anyone who wishes to 
intelligently discuss the pristine-humanized (or pristine-profane as Soulé 
puts it) problem needs to read this book. Its contributors know what they 
are talking about; the humanized-landscape wilderness deconstruction-
ists—left and right—are woefully muddled.

Throughout the West, these experts show that lightning-caused fires 
ran the fire regime, not human-ignited fires. The advocates of Indian 
burning root much of their argument in historical accounts. But Wil-
liam Baker, Craig Allen, and other contributors to Fire, Native Peoples, 
and The Natural Landscape show how ignorant these early observers were 
of lightning-caused fires. For example, Aldo Leopold wrote in 1920, “As 
is well known to all old-timers, the Indian fired the forests with the de-
liberate intent of confusing and concentrating the game so as to make 
hunting easier.”28 Leopold’s old-timers didn’t know what they were talking 
about, and the ecological role of fire remained a blurred spot for Leopold 
throughout his life. Historian Stephen Pyne, widely seen as an expert on 
fire in America and someone who has done much good work, repeats the 
same misunderstanding, claiming that the most widespread Indian use 
of fire was probably fire for hunting. Fire and landscape-change ecolo-
gist Craig Allen, however, counters with “in the Southwest, the idea of 
landscape-scale hunting fires is based upon an insubstantial foundation of 
minimal documentation . . . Primary evidence for landscape-scale burn-
ing for hunting is nearly nonexistent in the Southwest, and supporting 
rationales are weak.”29 Pyne, Charles Kay, and other believers in native 
firebugs uncritically draw on a few unsubstantiated claims by Leopold’s 
old-timers to create an ecologically garbled history and prehistory of fire.

Although writing specifically about the Southwest, Allen neatly sum-
marizes the situation for the whole West: “Modern claims of extensive ab-
original burning of southwestern landscapes are shown to be based upon 
broad overgeneralizations and uncritical acceptance from a few historical 
reports of localized fire use.”30 Before Spanish conquest and colonization 
in the early 1600s, what is now northern New Mexico was well populated 
by Pueblo Indians. Allen, who probably understands the paleoecology 
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and current ecology of this region better than anyone else, shows that even 
here lightning caused the fires. For example, the Jemez Mountains, west 
of Santa Fe, have an extensive array of automated lightning detection de-
vices. This system “recorded 165,117 cloud-to-ground strikes . . . during 
the period 1985–1994.”31 I am not the least surprised by this barrage as it 
has come close to taking me out a few times. (One of the best meals of my 
life was under a Jemez spruce tree in a terrible lightning storm—my wife 
Nancy grilled fresh-picked boletes in olive oil on our camp stove while 
we waited it out.) In the Sierra Nevada, a lightning detection network “re-
ported that lightning struck in the region of Yosemite National Park ap-
proximately 2,000 times per year in the 6-year period from 1985 to 1990 
(65 strikes per 100 square km per year).”32

While many of those arguing for Indian domestication of the West 
are well-meaning, social-justice liberals, there is a darker side as well. As 
Craig Allen notes, “perhaps the late-1800s prejudice that Indians set many 
fires was also related to a ‘Manifest Destiny’ mind-set that sought to justify 
removing some tribes from their native forest lands.”33

According to Pyne, “together lightning and people made the elastic 
matrix that defined the fire regime.” Fire ecologists Tom Swetnam and C. 
H. Baisan rebut that with, “We contend that, even if humans had never 
crossed the land bridge from Asia to North America, historical fire re-
gimes in most Southwestern forests would still have been similar in most 
respects to the fire regimes that we have documented.”34 And Allen sum-
marizes his exhaustive research (much of it on the ground unlike that of 
advocates for Indian burning) as follows: “Multiple lines of evidence from 
this region overwhelmingly suggest that in A.D. 1850, as in A.D. 1580, 
most mountain landscapes were ‘natural’ and ‘wild’ with regard to fire re-
gimes and associated vegetation patterns.”35

What really runs this debate? Albert Parker clearly lays it out:

Discord over the role of indigenous humans in shaping the landscape is fu-
eled by contrasts in the academic roots and ideological affinities of the prin-
cipal voices in this debate . . . Evidence that argues against a pervasive role 
for aboriginal humans in shaping the Sierra Nevada landscape comes pri-
marily from physical and biological scientists, foresters, and fire ecologists, 
who have addressed issues of late Quaternary paleoenvironments, precon-
tact fire regimes, and the geography of lightning and lightning-caused fires. 
Their evidence is principally physical, and taken in aggregate, it provides a 
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logically consistent history of climate/vegetation/fire linkages that have oper-
ated to structure the Sierran landscape over the last twenty thousand years, 
primarily without significant human alteration. Evidence favoring the view 
that humans have domesticated the Sierran landscape comes primarily from 
human geographers and cultural anthropologists. . . . Most of the evidence 
presented to support this position is ethnographic, based on interviews of 
past and present living elders descended from Sierran tribal communities.36

Parker further points out that these folks have “a strong urge to atone 
for past sins of aggression and transgression, both cultural and environ-
mental,” and have a “political agenda” to “put the Sierra back in the hands 
of native peoples, who, in the image of the Noble Savage, were excellent 
stewards of the land.” He concludes, “nostalgia and political agendas are 
no substitute for valid evidence.”37 Amen.

Do ecosystems recover from human impact?

As Arturo Gomez-Pompa and Andrea Kaus assert: “New evidence from 
the Maya region suggests that the seemingly natural forests we are try-
ing to protect from our version of civilization supported high densities 
of human populations and were managed by past civilizations. . . .[T]he 
Maya population of southeastern Mexico may have ranged from 150 to 
500 people per km2 in the Late Classic Period, contrasting sharply with 
current population densities of 4.5 to 28.1 people per km2 in the same 
region. . . .These past civilizations apparently managed the forests for food, 
fiber, wood, fuel, resins, and medicines.”38

This is probably partly true, but the rest of the story conveniently ig-
nored by Gomez-Pompa and Kaus is that the highly overpopulated Ma-
yans grossly overexploited the forests, and, when drought hit, their war-
like, totalitarian civilization collapsed.39 For one thousand years, however, 
those forests have been recovering. This ecological reality also explains the 
differences in population densities. Jared Diamond discusses the Mayan 
breakdown in his book, Collapse. He writes, “the population of the Central 
Péten at the peak of the Classic Maya period is variously estimated at be-
tween 3,000,000 and 14,000,000 people, but there were only about 30,000 
people there at the time that the Spanish arrived.”40 In other words, the 
population dropped by over 99 percent. These population figures show 
that the Mayan collapse was due not to Spanish-brought diseases or Span-
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ish conquest, but to how the Maya “managed” their forests and were thus 
unable to deal with drought. Gomez-Pompa and Kaus base their claims on 
social ideology, not ecological facts.

Common to the writings of the wilderness deconstructionists is a 
New Pristine Myth: Once touched by humans in any way, wilderness has 
evaporated and cannot be restored; therefore, there is no need to protect 
it from further human exploitation. This is the Forest Service’s outdated 
and bogus purity view, which the agency used after the Wilderness Act’s 
passage to try to minimize the amount of land protected as wilderness (I 
discuss this more fully in Taming the Wilderness). Michael Soulé warns 
against this “virgin metaphor,” “because virginity, like pregnancy, knows 
no degrees,” and is an excuse, then, “to justify further material reshaping” 
of wildlands.41 Soulé calls this the pristine-profane dichotomy. In just one 
example of this, a free-market theorist in PERC Reports used the fallen-
virgin notion to argue for weakening the Endangered Species Act.42 

In answer to the question, then, ecosystems often can recover from 
human impacts over periods of time, depending on the level of impact. 
This resilience should never be used as justification for further intrusions 
into wilderness, but it does provide a valid rationale for the concept of 
wilderness recovery and rewilding.

And, finally, is the Pristine Myth important to the Wilderness Area Idea?

“The pristine view,” according to Denevan,43 “is to a large extent an inven-
tion of nineteenth-century romanticist and primitivist writers.” I some-
what agree, but I do not believe that Denevan’s “pristine view” has much 
to do with the wilderness idea that led to the National Wilderness Pres-
ervation System or with the motivation of wilderness conservationists 
during the last eighty-some years. In 1925, Aldo Leopold observed that 
“the wilderness idea was born after, rather than before, the normal course 
of commercial development had begun.”44 Thus the father of wilderness 
area protection makes it clear that his wilderness area idea was a new one, 
coming after “motor cars” began to invade the national forests following 
World War I. It had little to do with the Pristine Myth of “nineteenth-
century romanticist and primitivist writers.”

Nor does the New Pristine Myth carry water with wilderness area pro-
tection today. Places do not have to be pristine to be designated as wilder-
ness; the Wilderness Act never required pristine conditions.45 Leopold 
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wisely explained that “in any practical program, the unit areas to be pre-
served must vary greatly in size and in degree of wildness” [emphasis mine].46 
Senator Frank Church of Idaho was the floor manager in 1964 when the 
Wilderness Act passed. Ten years later, when the Forest Service “would have 
us believe that no lands ever subject to past human impact can qualify as 
wilderness, now or ever,” Church countered: “Nothing could be more con-
trary to the meaning and intent of the Wilderness Act.”47

The definition of wilderness in the Wilderness Act fully acknowledges 
that there are few if any places untouched by human influence; the Act 
does not require proposed wilderness areas to be untouched; and time 
and time again, conservationists have had to overcome anti-wilderness 
arguments based on lack of purity. There are now more than 600 areas 
totaling more than 107 million acres in the National Wilderness Preserva-
tion System. Most of these wilderness areas were designated despite the 
claims of foes that they were not pure enough. 

William Cronon is among those who seemed to misunderstand the 
Wilderness Act when he wrote in the early 1990s, “If you follow the feder-
al government’s definition, there is no wilderness in Wisconsin.”48 Wrong, 
wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong, wrong—on six counts: At the time Cronon 
wrote there were in fact five designated national forest wilderness areas 
and one national wildlife refuge wilderness area in Wisconsin—Wisconsin 
Islands, Blackjack Springs, Headwaters, Porcupine Lake, Rainbow Lake, 
Whisker Lake. They total 44,170 acres. (In 1978, I testified before Con-
gress on behalf of The Wilderness Society in favor of Blackjack Springs 
and Whisker Lake.) They meet the federal government’s definition of wil-
derness and have been so designated. And conservationists have proposed 
additional wilderness areas in Wisconsin; since Cronon wrote, Congress 
established the Apostle Islands National Lakeshore Gaylord Nelson Wil-
derness Area. The wilderness area idea embodied in the 1964 Wilderness 
Act comes from post-designation management rules rather than from a 
romantic ideal. I further discuss the wilderness purity myth in Rewilding 
North America and in my forthcoming Taming the Wilderness.

Neither conceptualization of the “pristine myth”—one, that the 
Americas were pristine before Europeans and, two, that only pristine areas 
can be considered for wilderness designation—has much to do with the 
wilderness area idea. I hope I have beaten up on this dead horse enough 
so that no one will try to get it back up on its feet!

I’ll close this essay with wise words from Thomas Vale:
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Natural wildernesses, pristine landscapes, existed at the time of European 
contact. . . . Not occurring everywhere, surely, they did exist in places; they 
did exist somewhere. This conclusion will not strike many people as novel, 
but it will be resisted by those for whom ‘wilderness’ seems a politically incor-
rect challenge to social justice or a strategically unwise ideal for conservation 
goals, or by those who argue that ‘nature’ is merely a socially constructed 
category, an artifact of the human mind and human language.49



The Future of Conservation:  
An Australian Perspective 
BRENDAN MACKEY 

GEOLOGICALLY, AUSTRALIA IS a continent comprising mainland Australia, 
Tasmania,  New Guinea, and neighboring islands. Australia, the nation 
state of the mainland and Tasmania (plus some small islands), has a sur-
face area of around 7.7 million square kilometers (roughly 84 percent that 
of the United States). Biologically, Australia is a megadiverse nation conti-
nent, replete with an abundance of unique species, ecosystems, and hu-
man cultures. Since the Australian continent broke free from Antarctica 
around 60 million years ago, much of Australia’s terrestrial biota has been 
evolving largely in geographical isolation, with the exception of a few ro-
dent species who migrated during the Pliocene (between 2 and 5 million 
years ago) and the dingo (Canis lupus dingo, a top predator)—a wild dog 
that turned up about four thousand years ago. Humans arrived some fifty 
thousand years ago; and European colonization (and with it the modern 
era), in 1778. 

Australians are known for being laid back, for being friendly, and for 
loving their natural environment. By and large this is true, as many tour-
ists will vouch, and as our poets have celebrated: 

G. Wuerthner  et al. (eds.), Keeping the Wild: Against the Domestication of Earth,
DOI 10.5822/978-1-61091-559-5_11, © 2014 by the Foundation for Deep Ecology
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I love a sunburnt country,
A land of sweeping plains,
Of ragged mountain ranges,
Of droughts and flooding rains.
I love her far horizons,
I love her jewel-sea,
Her beauty and her terror—
The wide brown land for me! 
(Dorothea Mackellar, “My Country”1) 

But, behind this projected tourist-friendly exterior, dark shadows 
lurk. Like all colonized nations, Aboriginal Australians continue to suffer 
the legacy of two hundred twenty-five years of dispossession and mistreat-
ment, with a majority remaining underprivileged. 

The second dark shadow of modern Australia is its sorry record of spe-
cies extinctions, ecological degradation, and ecocide (the destruction of 
entire ecosystems2). Australian society is testimony to the fact that a rela-
tively few wealthy people can cause immense ecological harm. Australia 
holds the world record for the number of terrestrial mammal extinctions in 
the modern era (27), and its landscapes are being degraded by widespread 
and pervasive pressures: invasive animals, especially cats, foxes, pigs, goats, 
donkeys, camels,3 and water buffalo; changed fire regimes; diverted water 
flows; prospecting and mining; industrial logging; and commercial grazing 
by sheep and cattle (pastoral leases cover about 50 percent of the continent). 
Around 20 percent of Australia has been subject to broadscale land clearing, 
and while land clearing is slowing, it still averaged around 1 million hectares 
(close to 2.5 million acres) per year between 2000 and 2010.4 

Much of the biodiversity loss and environmental degradation which is 
so obvious to the naturalist and conservationist is hidden from the casual 
eye of the city dweller or international tourist. The ecological disruption 
from weeds and other invasive species and the loss of genetic diversity from 
extirpation of populations are two examples of cryptic biodiversity losses. 
Even extreme disruptions such as deforestation can remain invisible to those 
without knowledge of a landscape’s natural history and land use. However, 
the ecological loss is deeply felt by many Aboriginal Australians. As has 
been noted for people in other countries, the dispossession and alienation of 
individuals along with environmental degradation and the erosion of biodi-
versity are deeply connected and have common causal roots:5
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The  scrubs are gone, the hunting and the laughter. 
The eagle is gone, the emu and the kangaroo are gone from this place. 
The bora ring is gone. 
The corroboree is gone. 
And we are going. 
(Oodgeroo Noonuccal, last five lines from “We Are Going”6) 

And now, after two and a quarter centuries of extinctions, loss, and 
degradation, Australia’s species and ecosystems face the megapressure of 
human-forced rapid climate change. This is not to say that climate change 
is anything new in the ecology and evolution of the continent’s flora and 
fauna. On the contrary, climate changes naturally (albeit in complex ways) 
and species have always responded through a diversity of mechanisms or 
faced extirpation.7 However, greenhouse gas emissions from humans burn-
ing fossil fuels are now disrupting Earth’s climate system rapidly and in ways 
that will continue for thousands of years.8 All life processes—biological, 
ecological, evolutionary—are directly or indirectly affected by climatic con-
ditions. Climate (the typical weather conditions experienced at a location) 
determines the patterns in the distribution of light, heat, and water—the 
primary environmental resources—along with the mineral nutrients need-
ed for plant growth and, in turn, ecosystem productivity.9 Climatic condi-
tions also directly determine: rates of biochemical reactions; gross primary 
productivity (often measured by the rate of photosynthesis); respiration; the 
rates at which life cycles are completed; and the timing of phenological re-
sponses (for example, flowering). Indirect climate change impacts are also 
felt by species and ecosystems including through altered patterns of wildfire 
or flooding. With climatic disruption being layered over the suite of existing 
pressures, the prognosis for biodiversity is grim. Unfortunately, prospects 
look even grimmer in face of the potential for negative environmental im-
pacts from ongoing technological innovation and the new land uses these 
enable, including energy developments like coal seam gas mining, hydro 
fracking, and tar sands extraction (occurring in Canada).10 

Do we need a new compass bearing?

In the midst of what is now considered to be the sixth mass extinction 
in the approximately 4.5-billion-year history of Earth,11 knowing that the 
primary agent of biodiversity loss (the aggregate impacts of human activi-
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ties) is increasing in its reach and intensity, it is perhaps understandable 
that some conservationists have lost their way, have given up hope, or are 
now suggesting that the goal of conservation be abandoned and reinvent-
ed. The argument goes something like this: There is no longer any wild 
land, what we have left is in a seminatural state (the product of human 
management and impacts), so we should think of ourselves more as gar-
deners who have to manage the planet carefully, ensuring that ecosystems 
remain healthy and providing people with food, water, and other ecosys-
tem services; in brief, we need to “domesticate nature more wisely.”12

Resetting the conservation goal to one of “wise gardening” is tempt-
ing in that it enables us to focus on manipulating species and biophysical 
processes as circumstances suit us, without reference to or regard for evo-
lutionary and ecological legacies and processes. Such a reorientation of 
conservation promotes actions that are more conducive to working with 
those governmental and private sector interests driving land development 
and natural resource exploitation. It also appeals to human hubris and 
vanity, suggesting it is people who are now in control of Earth and that we 
can manage our way out of this environmental crisis.

Geoscientists have proposed that because humans are now the domi-
nant force of global environmental change, this current epoch should be 
called the “Anthropocene.”13 However, it is foolish and dangerous to con-
fuse force with control. The Anthropocene, while an empirical fact, does 
not mean that humans “run the show.” Rather, it means only that we can 
be powerfully disruptive. This power to disrupt does not translate into a 
power to control the Earth system. As the result of human impacts, natural 
planetary boundaries are now being breached, and we are taking Earth’s 
environmental conditions outside the safe Holocene conditions, thereby 
threatening critical life-support systems.14 Therefore, the Anthropocene 
should not so much mark the “end of nature” but the opposite: the end of 
“human exceptionalism”—the idea that humans, unlike every other spe-
cies on Earth, can live outside the laws of nature . 

The planetary boundaries noted above represent global environmen-
tal conditions related to biogeochemical cycles that reflect deeply coupled 
and complex interactions between species and ecosystems together with 
the atmosphere, geosphere, and hydrosphere.15 Like all complex systems, 
higher-level behavior is the result of reinforcing and stabilizing feedbacks 
and synergistic interactions that are not predictable through knowledge 
of the component elements.16 Complex systems are typically unmanage-
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able in the conventional “command and control” sense. Rather, their pat-
terns of response need to be understood, the key levers identified, and 
important lagged responses recognized, among other things. The Earth 
system exhibits such complex behavior as do its component ecosystems. 
At a local level too, we operate more as powerful disruptors of these com-
plex ecosystems rather than as some kind of über-wise managers. Our 
attempts at ecosystem management inevitably result in their simplifica-
tion—taxonomically, structurally, and functionally—and the elimination 
of evolutionary and ecological processes (including genetic diversity, nat-
ural selection, microevolution, coevolutionary adaptations, and strong, 
interspecies interactions17) which naturally provide these systems with 
their self-regeneration, resilience, and adaptive capacities.18

Nature conservation and traditional obligations to country

One version of the “wise gardener” argument with particular currency 
in Australia relates to the fact that people have lived here continuously 
for around fifty thousand years. This argument proceeds along the lines 
that Australia’s biodiversity is primarily the result of this long history of 
Aboriginal land management achieved mainly through the use of fire to 
manipulate the vegetation cover.19 Furthermore, the argument goes, as 
hunter-gatherers Aboriginal Australians functioned as the apex terres-
trial predator and must have influenced trophic interactions. It would 
therefore follow that Australian landscapes are more accurately viewed as 
cultural landscapes, lending support to the idea that the goal of conserva-
tion should become more aligned with what we might call the “traditional 
gardener paradigm.” There can be no denying that Aboriginal Australians 
over the course of fifty thousand years have become integrated with the 
native flora and fauna species and ecosystems. However, an evolutionary 
perspective is essential if we are to understand their role and the implica-
tions for conservation in the coming decades and century.20 

Australia hosts an ancient biodiversity with a flora whose origin can 
be traced back to when Australia was part of the supercontinent Gondwa-
naland, over 100 million years ago.21 Exceptions are the alpine and des-
ert floras that both speciated and recruited in the Pliocene (from 5.3 to 
2.6 million years ago) with the advent of cold or extensive dry climates.22 
Also during the Pliocene/early Pleistocene drying and cooling event from 
some 4 to 1 million years ago there occurred the last great vertebrate ani-
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mal speciation event: the explosion of songbirds and the appearance and 
radiation of rodents on the Australian continent;23 whereas most extant 
marsupial mammal species are derived from groups that appeared in the 
mid- to late Miocene, around 20 million years ago.24 

In the period between Aboriginal people being established in Austra-
lia and the British first settlement in 1788, the dingo was the only known 
introduced mammal species. It was probably introduced by humans and 
is thought to have displaced the native thylacine, or Tasmanian tiger (Thy-
lacinus cynocephalus), as the apex (nonhuman) predator.25 Otherwise, to 
our knowledge, every species that was present when the British explorer 
Captain Cook arrived in 1770 had persisted through the fifty thousand 
years of Aboriginal influence, notwithstanding the evidence that Aborigi-
nal people may have been implicated, albeit indirectly, in the extinction 
of some megafauna species around forty thousand years ago. We can 
thus conclude that Aboriginal Australian cultural practices and land use 
were conducive to the persistence and flourishing of much of Australia’s 
evolved biodiversity. Aboriginal Australians prior to 1788 did none of the 
following: engage in broadscale clearing of native vegetation; introduce 
large numbers of invasive species; spread new diseases; build dams and 
irrigation systems to divert water from environmental flows and alter hy-
drological regimes; exploit forests for industrial-scale logging; or degrade 
rangelands by importing cloven-hoofed livestock. Nor did they burn fos-
sil fuel contributing to human-forced, rapid climate change. All of these 
threats to biodiversity began with the first British colony in 1778.

 The presence of humans altered fire regimes both through conscious 
efforts to use fire as a land management tool in some landscapes and pre-
sumably also unintentionally through accidently starting wildfires. How-
ever, fire has been part of Australia’s ecology for tens of millions of years, 
with fire events increasing in frequency and intensity as the continent broke 
free from Antarctica and drifted north. Fire regimes change across the 
continent depending on bioregional characteristics.26 The entry of north-
ern Australia into the influence of the tropical convergence zone led to the 
onset of a monsoonal climate in that region with a long dry season leading 
to development of an open grassy savannah woodland biome. The grassy 
ground cover provides a seasonally abundant fuel, and tropical storms 
and lightning strikes provide ignition opportunities. In other biomes, 
such as the tall wet forests of southern Australia, the big fires which natu-
rally occurred infrequently were not amenable to human manipulation.27 
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Pre-European Aboriginal burning practices varied between and within 
bioregions because climatic conditions, along with landscape and vegeta-
tion characteristics, regulated human ability to start and control fires. We 
also know that the Australian flora is remarkably adapted to dominant 
fire regimes through the evolution of a rich diversity of life-history traits 
that enable species to survive fire events or successfully reproduce in 
their aftermath.28 

Within these natural constraints, and in some biomes more than oth-
ers, Aboriginal Australians regularly burnt sections of landscapes as part of 
what they refer to as “traditional obligations to country.” These land prac-
tices are grounded in Aboriginal cosmology and law and consequently are 
culturally regulated acts.29 Given the long coexistence of Aboriginal Aus-
tralians and the biodiversity present with the onset of Europeans, there is 
merit in the suggestions that the breakdown in the practice of “traditional 
obligations to country” over the last two hundred twenty-five years has 
contributed to the loss of biodiversity.30 There is certainly abundant docu-
mentation of the extraordinary ecological knowledge held by Aboriginal 
people who are the traditional inhabitants of their ancestral lands.31

Toward an Earth community conservation goal

Given the sheer enormity of the current pressures on Earth’s environment 
and biodiversity and the challenges ahead, we do need to reflect upon our 
conservation goals for the twenty-first century. A conservation goal defined 
by the gardening metaphor, however, takes us down the wrong path. It would 
have us abandon the sublimely rich legacies of evolution and perversely cel-
ebrate the unraveling of well-tested and ancient ecological relations. It would 
replace natural selection with human decision-making dominated by the de-
sires to optimize for efficiency and maximize short-term gains. 

An overreliance on the utilitarian value of species and ecosystems to 
humans would be a feeble foundation for a new conservation goal. Humans 
are dependent on species and ecosystems for food, fiber, freshwater, and 
other benefits, many of which are being replaced by technology. Whatever 
the wisdom and costs of this technology-dependent trend, it is inevitable as 
the human population grows and societies are increasingly urbanized.32 And 
it is true that we are dependent on planetary boundaries—globally scaled 
conditions that characterize Earth’s environment during the Holocene.33 
The relationship between planetary boundaries and biodiversity, however, 
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has yet to be scientifically established. Two of the planetary boundaries di-
rectly relate to biodiversity:34 one, the rate of species extinctions; and two, 
the percentage of land that is converted from its natural ecosystem cover to 
intensive agriculture. We currently do not have the scientific understand-
ing to know what level of loss leads to significant and irreversible harm to 
biodiversity and undermines the regulatory capacities of the Earth system 
by affecting the climate system and the hydrological cycle; nor do we know 
if these thresholds have already been breached. 

We need to challenge an anthropocentric paradigm grounded in the 
philosophy of human exceptionalism that requires support for conserva-
tion to be contingent upon the benefits it brings to people. If we are to 
leave room on Earth for other species and life-supporting processes, then 
the scope of our moral responsibility needs to be extended beyond clas-
sic ethical principles of justice and freedom where people are the only 
agents with moral standing. To say something has moral standing means 
that its well-being counts and is the basis of a presumptive duty to that 
thing.35 There is no universally accepted philosophical foundation of en-
vironmental ethics, and a diversity of perspectives co-exists—spanning 
from anthropocentrism (humans beings alone are moral agents)36 to bio-
centrism (moral standing expanded to nonhuman subjects who have in-
herent value)37 to ecocentrism or holism (ecosystems and the biosphere as 
the ultimate reference of moral value).38 Accepting the limitations of an-
thropocentrism does not mean rejecting the need for humanity to reduce 
its environmental impacts in order to protect planetary boundaries. Nor 
does it mean ignoring the many benefits we gain from healthy ecosystems. 
Rather, an environmental ethic is needed that encompasses rather than 
excludes this range of perspectives.

Leopold’s land ethic39 points in the right direction, as it acknowledges 
the ecological realities of human existence along with the intrinsic value 
of life in all its human and nonhuman expressions and the complex web 
of interactions that are implicated. The intrinsic value of other species is a 
key concept and is recognized by international environmental law in the 
Preamble to the Convention on Biological Diversity,40 where it is stated 
that the 193 countries who are party to the convention are:

Conscious of the intrinsic value of biological diversity and of the ecological, 
genetic, social, economic, scientific, educational, cultural, recreational and 
aesthetic values of biological diversity and its components.
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The ethical position of the Earth Charter41 is also helpful here. The 
Earth Charter is a declaration of fundamental ethical principles for build-
ing a just, sustainable, and peaceful global society in the twenty-first cen-
tury. The Earth Charter is a product of a decade-long, worldwide, cross-
cultural dialogue on common goals and shared values. The Earth Charter 
project began as a United Nations initiative, but it was carried forward and 
completed by a global civil society initiative. The Earth Charter was final-
ized and then launched as a people’s charter in 2000 by the Earth Charter 
Commission, an independent international entity. Of particular relevance 
here are two principles, Principle 1a: 

Recognize that all beings are interdependent and every form of life has value 
regardless of its worth to human beings,

and Principle 2:

Care for the community of life with understanding, compassion, and love. 

The Earth Charter ethic frames the claims made by anthropocen-
trism, biocentrism, and holism in terms of an ethic of responsibility and 
care which extends beyond concerns for human justice to encompass the 
Earth Community and the integrity of the Earth system—an Earth Com-
munity ethic. The final principle (Principle 16f) in the Earth Charter gives 
expression to this all-encompassing set of caring relationships: 

Recognize that peace is the wholeness created by right relationships with 
oneself, other persons, other cultures, other life, Earth, and the larger whole 
of which all are a part. 

The key to conservation in the twenty-first century is to recognize the 
overarching role played by evolutionary and ecological processes in the 
self-regeneration, resilience, and adaptive capacity of species and ecosys-
tems. Conservation management is less about managing biodiversity and 
more about managing humans and the impacts that flow from their ac-
tivities. Australia’s biodiversity is the product of tens of millions of years of 
evolution. The genomes found within and between species represent the 
success stories from the long-term sieving of genetic diversity by natural 
selection: life history traits tuned to survival in the nutrient-poor land-
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scapes that dominate most of the continent; coevolved relationships be-
tween plants and insects;42 and ancient genetic lineages that science is only 
beginning to reveal,43 among other things. The emergent landscape ecosys-
tems have proven themselves to be extraordinarily resilient and adaptive, 
with remarkable powers of self-regeneration on a continent characterized 
by high year-to-year variability in rainfall and extreme weather events. 

The conservation challenge for the twenty-first century is to avoid in-
troducing threats to intact landscapes and to reduce or eliminate threats 
to species and ecosystem integrity in landscapes suffering loss and deg-
radation. Some threats can be avoided when they are the direct result of 
a specific land use and it is possible to prevent its introduction. For ex-
ample, altered hydrological regimes can be avoided by preventing new in-
frastructure developments that impound and divert water for human use 
and away from environmental flows. However, such action will typically 
require concerned citizens to mount a political and legal campaign to op-
pose the vested interests behind the development.44 

While some land uses are simply incompatible with conservation, 
others can be made compatible depending on how they are designed and 
managed. Modifying land use to avoid or minimize biodiversity threats is 
essential if conservation outcomes are to be achieved on private, indige-
nous, and leasehold land, as well as crown land (that is, public land held by 
the government). We have the basic ingredients needed—when deployed 
in a complementary way with a network of protected areas, and keeping 
in mind the multiple scales over which key natural processes operate—to 
protect and restore Australia’s biodiversity. The future of conservation re-
sides in these complementary conservation actions being undertaken in a 
coordinated way between government, landowners, and civil society and 
implemented on a landscape-wide basis spanning regions and continents. 
In Australia, this approach, called “connectivity conservation,”45 has taken 
root through a marvelous, synergistic combination of grassroots- and 
government-initiated projects that include continental-scaled corridors 
supported by federal government policy.46 

Conclusion

While an anthropocentric perspective is useful because it highlights the 
very real and practical dependencies humans have on ecosystems and 
planetary boundaries, a utilitarian attitude toward nature is an insufficient 
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foundation for conservation in the twenty-first century. Alone, this attitude 
inexorably results in ecosystems becoming depauperate and simplified to 
the point where they are no longer, among other things, self-organizing 
and resilient. Adopting an ethic of respect and care for the greater com-
munity of life is essential because this is the only way to protect the evolu-
tionary processes and ecological relations that are essential to the flourishing 
of life on Earth. 

Conservation needs to embrace a goal grounded in an Earth Com-
munity ethic—an ethic of responsibility and care that extends to all life 
and life-processes. Perhaps, just as Aboriginal Australians learned to do 
over millennia, we need to develop a deeper understanding of natural 
processes and constraints, including ecological and evolutionary systems, 
working within rather than against them, and adopt a more biocentric 
and more ecocentric land ethic. However, appeals to reason and morality 
are doomed to be ignored unless matched with supportive public policies, 
regulatory regimes, and resources.47 Doing so will help navigate the way 
across contested landscapes and seascapes and support efforts to achieve 
more effective and sustainable conservation outcomes in the face of ever-
increasing pressures and threats. 

If there is a lesson to be learned from what is being called the Anthro-
pocene, it is that Homo sapiens now has responsibility to Earth our home 
and for so changing human civilization that it sustains not only human 
well-being but also the greater community of life.

Mine the face on which you trample.
Mine the bones by which you live.
(Mark O’Connor, “XII. Earth,” final stanza from “The Rainbow Serpent”48)

The section on environmental ethics draws upon material from an unpublished paper 
co-written by Brendan Mackey and Dr. Vittorio Falsina (1962–2001) and presented at 
Environmental Justice: Global Ethics for the 21st Century; International Academic 
Conference of the University of Melbourne, Australia, October 1–3, 1997. This essay is 
dedicated to the memory of Dr. Falsina and to his contributions to environmental phi-
losophy. The essay benefited from helpful and insightful comments on a draft version 
received from Steven Rockefeller, Ron Engel, Bridget Mackey, and Michael Soulé.



Expanding Parks, Reducing  
Human Numbers, and Preserving  
All the Wild Nature We Can:  
A Superior Alternative to  
Embracing the Anthropocene Era
PHILIP CAFARO

RECENTLY, THE CLAIM has been made that Earth has entered a new geo-
logical era. The Holocene has ended and the Anthropocene has begun, in 
which humans have become an important geochemical force, and perhaps 
the dominant ecological force on the planet. Moreover, conservationists 
are advised to embrace the Anthropocene era, in which humanity not only 
dominates, but rightfully dominates, the biosphere.

Now that we have entered the Anthropocene, according to prophets of 
this new dispensation, conservationists should give up outdated goals that no 
longer make sense or are no longer possible. These include trying to protect 
all Earth’s species from anthropogenic extinction; ridding wildlands of inva-
sive species; designating wilderness areas or parks that are off limits to most 
human economic activities (in order to minimize human interference in rela-
tively wild ecosystems); and managing parks with the goal of meeting ecologi-
cal baselines that reflect wilder, less human-influenced ecological conditions.

G. Wuerthner et al. (eds.), Keeping the Wild: Against the Domestication of Earth,
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Truly wild nature is over, we are told, if it ever existed at all. Any base-
line we choose is arbitrary. “A historic moment in the past” is not “the holy 
moment that we always have to return every piece of land to,” according 
to Emma Marris: “Not just because it’s getting more and more difficult 
with climate change and so on, but because those baselines we have grown 
up with are somewhat arbitrary. . . . The more we learn about how much 
people have changed the earth over the centuries and over the millennia, 
the more we know that 1491 in the Americas or 1776 in Hawaii were just 
moments between two different human landscapes.”1 

Besides, such goals reflect a foolish desire to keep nature “pure,” a 
misanthropic dislike of humanity, and an outmoded metaphysics that sees 
a sharp line between humanity and the rest of nature. We are just as much 
a part of nature as bluebirds or buffalo; a vacant lot or an agricultural field 
is just as natural, or “natural,” as a remote Arctic river.

So conservationists need new goals. According to Peter Kareiva and 
Michelle Marvier in their article “What Is Conservation Science?” con-
servationists’ main goals should be to protect ecosystem services for a 
growing human population and to do our part to accelerate economic de-
velopment in a world where so many people are poor.2 We should avoid 
“fencing people out” of wildlands; that is old school. Instead, we must find 
creative “win/win solutions” where people use resources while preserving 
nature. We should learn to tolerate and even appreciate invasive species, 
which in many cases increase local biodiversity. Similarly, we should make 
our peace with the extinction of species that are maladapted to the new 
conditions of the Anthropocene. Rather than try to save every species on 
Earth, or even as many as possible, we should content ourselves with pre-
serving whatever biodiversity 10 or so billion people find useful or inter-
esting, and which can muddle through in the new conditions humanity is 
creating.

I believe that conservationists should reject this bold call to selfish-
ness and human racism. Preserving wild nature is still the heart of con-
servation. Sharing the landscape generously with other species remains a 
necessary part of any reasonable, morally justifiable land ethic. But that 
necessarily involves setting limits to human demands on nature, not end-
lessly accommodating them. It involves setting limits to the degree of hu-
man influence that is acceptable in national parks and other wildlands. 
This, in turn, limits the degree to which real conservationists can accept 
the dominant trends of the Anthropocene.
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Rather than embrace the Anthropocene era, conservationists should 
act to rein in its excesses. Among our key goals, we should work to ex-
pand parks and protected areas; work to increase the acreage kept free 
from intensive human resource extraction; and work to lessen the human 
impacts that degrade wildlife habitat, such as air and water pollution and 
the continued transfer of exotic species into new areas. Conservationists 
should advocate for humane measures to reduce human numbers, gradu-
ally and noncoercively. Recognizing that humanity is bumping up against 
ecological limits to economic growth, conservationists should avoid any 
temptation to make our peace with the current endless growth economy. 
Instead, a central part of our agenda should involve creating a truly sus-
tainable economy: one that recognizes limits to growth.

Above all, conservationists should affirm the right of every species on 
Earth to pursue its unique destiny, free from human-caused extinction. I 
believe such a course is both more prudent and morally superior to em-
bracing or adapting to the Anthropocene era.

Acceptable and unacceptable change

I disagree with much that Anthropocene proponents have to say. How-
ever, I do agree with them that Earth has entered a human-dominated era. 
We can debate the finer points. But our world now has huge dead zones 
at the mouth of many of its rivers. Summer sea ice in the Arctic is rapidly 
shrinking and perhaps soon will be completely gone. Meanwhile, every 
square meter of soil and every cubic meter of the atmosphere show trace 
amounts (or more) of artificial chemicals. Such a world is indeed generally 
and in many places decisively influenced by human activities. Where I be-
gin to part company with cheerleaders like Kareiva, Marvier, and Marris 
is in their embrace of the Anthropocene. 

Sometimes, the Anthropocene is seen as a positive good, as when 
Marris rhapsodizes over how much more biodiverse Los Angeles is to-
day than it would have been two hundred years ago—before people came 
and planted so many different kinds of exotic trees—or about the many 
opportunities we have today to create new nature. According to Marris, 
embracing the Anthropocene is:

a much more optimistic and a much more fruitful way of looking at things. 
. . . If you only care about pristine wilderness . . . you’re fighting a defensive 
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action that you can never ultimately win, and every year there’s less of it 
than there was the year before. . . . But if you’re focused on the other values 
of nature and goals of nature, then you can go around creating more nature, 
and our kids can have a world with more nature on it than there is now.3

At other times, the Anthropocene is presented as regrettable, but inevi-
table.4 Look, I don’t like this brave new world any more than you do, some 
Anthropocene proponents say. But you are just kidding yourself if you think 
this juggernaut can be stopped, or even slowed. It is a new reality to which 
we have to adjust, if we hope to achieve as much conservation as possible. 

Again, there is some truth to this: Conservationists do have to make our 
shifts with “the way things are,” as anyone involved in practical land man-
agement decisions or political campaigns knows very well. But conservation 
also involves changing the way things are, or raising the alarm when the way 
things are will lead to great losses. Too often, proponents of the Anthropo-
cene seem more interested in normalizing these losses than in stopping them.

For example, in 1973, the U.S. Congress, looking at “the way things 
were,” passed the Endangered Species Act (ESA). The ESA affirmed a na-
tional commitment to prevent any and all native species from going ex-
tinct due to human activities. Crucially, this legislation specified that eco-
nomic goals were not to be allowed to trump the very existence of other 
species (although it was subsequently amended to allow for such a pos-
sibility, in rare cases, through the decisions of the so-called “God squad”).

Today, according to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the polar bear, 
Ursus arctos, is threatened with extinction, due to the effects of climate 
change. In fact, many species around the world are threatened by global 
warming. According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change: 
“Approximately 20–30 percent of species assessed so far are likely to be 
at increased risk of extinction if increases in global average warming ex-
ceed 1.5–2.5°C (relative to 1980–1999). . . . As global average temperature 
increase exceeds about 3.5°C, model projections suggest significant ex-
tinctions (40–70 percent of species assessed) around the globe.”5 To many 
people, the polar bear has come to symbolize both the threat of climate 
change to wild nature and the need for humanity to rein in greenhouse gas 
emissions in order to limit climate change. 

What do Anthropocene proponents have to say about species extinc-
tions? Here is Kareiva and coauthors, in an article titled “Conservation in 
the Anthropocene” that is worth quoting at some length: 
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Ecologists and conservationists have grossly overstated the fragility of na-
ture. . . . In many circumstances, the demise of formerly abundant species 
can be inconsequential to ecosystem function. The American chestnut, once 
a dominant tree in eastern North America, has been extinguished by a for-
eign disease, yet the forest ecosystem is surprisingly unaffected. The passen-
ger pigeon, once so abundant that its flocks darkened the sky, went extinct, 
along with countless other species from the Steller’s sea cow to the dodo, with 
no catastrophic or even measurable effects.6

About the polar bear in particular, Kareiva et al. have this to say:

Even that classic symbol of fragility—the polar bear, seemingly stranded on 
a melting ice block—may have a good chance of surviving global warming if 
the changing environment continues to increase the populations and north-
ern ranges of harbor seals and harp seals. Polar bears evolved from brown 
bears 200,000 years ago during a cooling period in Earth’s history, develop-
ing a highly specialized carnivorous diet focused on seals. Thus, the fate of 
polar bears depends on two opposing trends—the decline of sea ice and the 
potential increase of energy-rich prey. The history of life on Earth is of species 
evolving to take advantage of new environments only to be at risk when the 
environment changes again.7

Note the way this account equates past extinctions due to natural 
causes with the possible extinction of the polar bear due to human-caused 
climate change.   That is just “the history of life,” adapting or failing to 
adapt to changing conditions. Note the disappearance of any sense of hu-
man agency for the current threat to the polar bear: The polar bear’s fate 
depends on “two opposing trends” as “the environment changes,” not on 
whether or not humanity ratchets back greenhouse gas emissions. Finally, 
note the glibness with which the authors talk about the extinction of this 
magnificent beast (“seemingly stranded on a melting ice block”). Else-
where in the article, they contemplate with equanimity the relentless con-
version of Earth’s greatest reservoir of terrestrial biodiversity, the Amazon 
rainforest, to sterile, shit-caked cattle ranches.8

Extinguishing species through the continued expansion of human 
economic activities appears to be okay with Kareiva and his coauthors, 
at least as long as we do not harm the “ecosystem services” upon which 
humanity depends for its own well-being. Well, it’s not okay with me.9 I 
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say that if our actions or institutions threaten to extinguish the polar bear 
and a large fraction of the other species on Earth, then we need to change 
our actions or institutions. And it seems to me that any real conservation-
ist would agree. 

When people take or ruin so much habitat or so many resources that 
another species is driven extinct, they have taken or ruined too much. 
Natural species are the primary examples and repositories of organic na-
ture’s order, creativity, and diversity. They represent thousands of millions 
of years of activity and achievement. They show incredible functional, or-
ganizational, and behavioral complexity. Every species, like every person, 
is unique, with its own history and destiny. Our fellow travelers on this 
beautiful blue-green planet deserve our appreciation and our restraint. 

Conservation without such restraint threatens to render conserva-
tionists little more than a supporting division in a vast human army de-
voted to ecological imperialism. We can do better.

We have a choice

The problem with embracing the Anthropocene epoch is that it accepts a 
morally unacceptable status quo. Thankfully, we have a choice here. It is 
just not true that our only path is ever further into the Anthropocene. We 
can instead work to ratchet back the current, excessive human footprint 
on Earth and make a place (hopefully, many places) for other species to 
also flourish on our common home planet. 

Question: Does talk about ratcheting back the human footprint mean 
that “people are bad”? That they make natural areas “impure” by their very 
presence? That conservationists want to return to an imaginary, Edenic 
past of unsullied innocence?

Answer: Of course not! People are great. Human culture, with all its 
achievements, is great. Cities can be great. But all of this is great only with-
in limits. 

Culture must be balanced by nature, in the life of a well-rounded per-
son or on the landscape of any nation that is fit to live in. And it isn’t just 
all about us. People need to limit how much habitat and other resources 
we engross, in order to leave enough for other species to flourish. An ap-
preciation of limits and recognition of the need for this balance are the key 
differences between those who embrace the Anthropocene and those who 
seek to create something better.
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In any case, I insist that we have a choice about all this. We can choose 
whether or not to further the human domination of the world. Consider 
the conservation goals I suggested earlier.

We can work to expand the number and size of parks and protected 
areas, or not. We can try, where possible, to keep biodiversity protection 
rather than resource extraction or other human economic uses, as the pri-
mary mission of these areas. Similarly, we can work within mixed-use, 
“working landscapes” to prioritize biodiversity protection over commod-
ity production. All these are choices.

We can work to lessen the human impacts that degrade wildlife habi-
tat, such as air and water pollution, or climate change. We know that Ev-
erglades National Park is not “pristine,” but still, we can take steps which 
will significantly decrease the phosphates running into the park, or not. 
We can work to limit greenhouse gas emissions, or accept that rising sea 
levels will inundate and destroy large parts of the park. Again: choices.

We know that international trade will continue to transfer species 
around the world. But we can take steps to limit the transfer of exotic 
species into new areas, such as establishing and enforcing rules regarding 
acceptable ballast in ships, and prohibiting the trade in certain exotic ani-
mals. Or, we can just throw up our hands. Once again: choices.

Then there are the two primary forces driving ecological degradation in 
the world today: demographic and economic growth. Anthropocene pro-
ponents advise us to either accept or ignore population growth as a given, 
and to embrace economic growth as one of the main goals of conservation. 
Given the environmental costs of growth, these are their most perverse 
and self-defeating suggestions. But again, we are free to reject their advice.

We know that it is very likely that the human population will con-
tinue to grow over the next few decades.10 But conservationists can and 
should work to help stabilize and then reduce human numbers, gradually 
and noncoercively. The U.N. Population Fund estimates that 215 million 
women around the world have an unmet need for contraception; meeting 
that need could help reduce the world population in 2060 from a me-
dium or “most likely” projection of 9.4 billion to 8.2 billion people in-
stead. Many conservation goals would be facilitated if we could achieve 
this lower number. Conservationists can engage with population policy 
debates, or continue to neglect them. It is a choice.

Similarly, we know that maximizing economic growth will continue 
to be the primary organizing goal for most politicians in most countries 
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of the world in the short term. But this approach is not sustainable in 
the long term, so once again conservationists have choices to make. We 
can sound the alarm about the costs of growth, work to redefine personal 
success and social progress in less materialistic terms, and join our more 
progressive fellow citizens in exploring practical alternatives to the end-
less growth economy.11 Or we can get with the Anthropocene program, 
redefine conservation in service to economic growth, and cut our goals 
to fit what the current, life-destroying system will give us. With the ev-
idence building that humanity is bumping up against ecological limits, 
even those who care only about people would seem to have good reasons 
to begin to look into alternatives to the economic status quo. Those of us 
who also care about wild nature have even more reason to do so.

Consider the prognosis for several U.S. national parks under “busi-
ness as usual” economic policies and their accompanying climate change:12

▶ Glacier National Park is losing its glaciers, the last of which may 
melt away by 2030. Loss of glacial runoff and reduced snowpack 
will decrease stream flows, possibly driving native bull trout (Salve-
linus confluentus) extinct. Iconic wildlife species such as grizzly 
bears, wolverines, and mountain goats are likely to decline due to 
drier, warmer conditions.

▶ Rocky Mountain National Park and surrounding wilderness areas 
contain hundreds of thousands of acres of dead or dying pine for-
ests. As the National Park Service Climate Change Response Pro-
gram website explains: “Pine beetles are natural to this system, but 
normally the harsh Colorado winters are cold enough to kill off 
many of these beetles. However with warming winter temperatures 
it has allowed the beetle population to explode, causing the devas-
tation of lodgepole pine trees in the park.” In addition, like Glacier, 
Rocky Mountain could lose rare wildflower species as alpine habi-
tats shrink or are degraded.

▶ In Everglades National Park, climate change–induced sea-level rises 
of only a few meters threaten to submerge large areas of the park, 
including most current mangrove stands, key nurseries for ocean 
fishes. Wading bird populations, already greatly decreased since 
the park’s establishment in 1947, due to excessive water withdraw-
als, will decline even further due to habitat loss and introduced 
species. Coral reefs at nearby Biscayne National Park will probably 
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be lost due to higher temperatures and ocean acidification. Ameri-
can alligators, at the southern edge of their distribution, may dis-
appear from Everglades, as may pikas from Rocky and Harlequin 
ducks from Glacier.

It is up to those of us who care about wild nature to sound the alarm 
about all this and to try to specify alternatives. We need to affirm that it is 
wrong for humanity to displace and dominate nature; wrong to drive other 
species extinct for our own economic benefit; wrong to tame or displace 
Earth’s remaining wildlands. Aldo Leopold said it well, sixty-five years 
ago, in A Sand County Almanac: “A land ethic cannot of course prevent 
the alteration, management and ‘use’ of these ‘resources’ [wildlands and 
other species], but it does affirm their right to continued existence, and, at 
least in spots, their continued existence in a natural state.”

The flourishing of the diversity of life is a great good, while the anthro-
pogenic extinction of species, ripping large holes in the tapestry of life, is 
a great and preventable evil. Given these moral imperatives, we need to 
move away from economies premised on the goal of ever-more-stuff-for-
ever-more-people toward economies designed to provide a sufficiency for 
a limited number of people.

What truly sustainable economies will look like, in detail, is difficult 
to say. However, there is no long-term future for wild nature under the 
economic status quo. Along with our current work, then, conservationists 
need to begin working on the transition to a sustainable economy that 
respects ecological limits.

Would Aldo Leopold have been “optimistic” about the prospects for 
polar bears or jaguars today or about the prospects for wild nature gener-
ally in the twenty-second century and beyond? I do not know. But I doubt 
that he would have jettisoned his commitments to wild nature in order 
to feel more comfortable and optimistic in the Anthropocene era. And 
neither should we.



Green Postmodernism and  
the Attempted Highjacking  
of Conservation
HARVEY LOCKE

CONSERVATIONISTS ARE ACCUSTOMED to having a clear foe—the exploit-
ers who would use up this beautiful world and then move on to use up 
the next planet. The exploiters are hubristic and interested only in what 
they can exploit for personal gain. Their core philosophy was captured 
succinctly by Robert Bidinotto: “Nature indeed provides beautiful settings 
for the work of man. But unseen and unappreciated the environment is 
meaningless. It is but an empty frame, in which we and our works are the 
picture. From that perspective, environmentalism means sacrificing the 
picture to spare the frame.”1

We know their arguments well, and we understand that with them we 
debate an essentially moral issue. Conservationists are humble in the face 
of creation and evolution and believe in the intrinsic value of all life regard-
less of its usefulness to us. Most of us know that we must use the Earth 
to meet our needs, but we also believe that we must live responsibly by 
practicing self-restraint. This includes a duty to preserve life on Earth in 
all its beautiful manifestations. We feel morally armed by this altruism to-
ward nature and contrast it with the exploiters’ self-serving greed. It is hard 
work. While we have had some major successes at creating park and wil-
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derness areas to protect wild nature, overall we know we are losing ground. 
Nevertheless, we carry on, armed by the confidence that we are doing the 
right thing, optimistic that eventually a critical mass of humanity will rally 
with us to save the wild world and all the myriad benefits it confers on us. 

In the last twenty years a more subtle and perhaps equally dangerous 
group has snuck up on conservationists. They come in stealth, professing 
to be allies with a fresh approach. They come armed with altruism—con-
cern for the poor and disenfranchised humans around the world. Sharing 
this moral value, we conservationists listen to them, strive to accommo-
date their concerns, and then learn to our dismay that they don’t share 
our basic goal of conserving wild nature. In reality their approach is about 
exploiting nature for the exclusive purpose of human gain. They would 
convert wild nature to a garden managed for the benefit of local commu-
nities in service of the cause of helping the world’s poor and vulnerable.2 
They share with the exploiters a common core ideology: that the Earth 
is there to serve people; only their focus is the poor instead of the rich. 
And they now threaten to undermine the basic approach to conservation 
rooted in park and wilderness protection and in laws that protect wildlife 
which have proven successful worldwide. 

Some call this group the “new environmentalists.”3 But I think that is 
not the right label. I prefer to call them “green postmodernists” because 
their ideas are rooted in the non-ideology of postmodernism. Unrecog-
nized and unaddressed, they may become as problematic to the cause of 
the survival of wild nature as the exploiters.

If you have read this far and are over fifty, you might just be asking your-
self: What the hell is he talking about? You may never have heard of postmod-
ernism. If you care to read on, you are in for a surprising intellectual ride. In 
case you doubt whether it is worth your time, ask anyone educated between 
1990 and 2005 at a liberal arts college in North America whether they have 
heard of postmodernism. They have. They just haven’t told you about it. They 
might even delight in your ignorance. And you simply cannot understand 
the appeal or the danger of the green postmodernists without understanding 
at least enough of postmodernism to recognize it when you see it. 

 

Postmodernism 

Postmodernism is elusive to understand. One of its core elements is that 
it defies definition.4 It has laudable origins. In Europe, after World War 
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II, several intellectuals surveyed the wreckage of the preceding hundred 
years and saw the devastating effects of the “Isms”: colonialism and the 
destruction, including enslavement, of non-European cultures; fascism 
and the horrors of excessive nationalism, including genocide; capitalism, 
which benefits the rich and makes the poor poorer, including dangerous 
working conditions and even the exploitation of child labor; communism, 
which suppresses freedom, sometimes to the point of forced internment 
camps and mental reprogramming; and, finally, the appalling collision of 
all the “Isms” in the form of two ideologically driven World Wars. They 
also studied who holds power and how it is exercised in both apparent and 
hidden ways in Western society. All the big theories of history, progress, 
and knowledge are viewed as ways of trying to produce conformity. When 
one ideology is privileged over another it carries with it power over others. 
This led to a theory that all ideologies are tools of oppression and therefore 
the only way to be free of tyranny is to be free of ideologies. Postmodern-
ism expresses mistrust of any centralizing thought or action.5

The skepticism toward ideologies includes even those ways of think-
ing designed to mitigate the worst effects of the “Isms.” In their view, mod-
ernism, animated by the belief that we could have a humanitarian world 
using social tools, is just another form of oppression by the social engi-
neers. The scientific worldview is a form of oppression too, tyrannical for 
excluding other ways of knowing, such as traditional ecological knowl-
edge of aboriginal people. Indeed any coherent approach to a problem 
based on ideas can be deconstructed to expose the powerful group it was 
designed to serve. This in turn requires us to be skeptical of metanarra-
tives, which means we should refuse to participate in the coherent stories 
by which societies function. There are no core truths or facts, for they are 
all devices that serve some group at the expense of others. This includes 
Western science and the discipline of history. 

Faced with the inherent tyranny of ideologies, the postmodernist con-
cludes that the only proper course is to tear down all of them. The only 
goal should be the relief of human suffering. Thus, attacking power by at-
tacking the core beliefs on which it is based, exposing the elite group that is 
served by those beliefs (often the “dead white men” from colonial empires 
who first espoused them), and demanding the elimination of such power 
concentration by distributing all control to the “community” level is the 
only valid course in the postmodern worldview. It is expressed with great 
clarity in David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas, which is considered a postmodern 
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“classic.” The thirty-something lead-female character who is an investiga-
tive reporter says: “I ask three simple questions. How did he get that power? 
How is he using it? And how can it be taken off the sonofabitch?”6

The postmodernist has no plan to make a better world, he or she just 
engages in an effort to make it less oppressive.7 The thing to do is to chal-
lenge power on a day-to-day level rather than engage in grand utopian 
schemes to improve human destiny.8 This is the core non-ideology of 
postmodernism. And now green postmodernists have set their sights on 
challenging conservationists.

The postmodern approach to conservation

True to postmodernism’s European origins, the first critics of conserva-
tion’s basic tool of parks and wilderness protection came from Europe. 
This was aided by a cultural predisposition toward anti-Americanism,9 
because parks and wilderness conservation have often been called “Ameri-
can ideas.” I first experienced postmodernism’s entry into conservation at a 
NATO conference—held in Krakόw, Poland, in 1995—on the topic of na-
tional parks and their contribution to sustainable development. In his talk, 
the British head of the International Union for Conservation of Nature’s 
(IUCN’s) World Commission on Protected Areas, Adrian Phillips, referred 
to wilderness as a “discredited concept.” He and others promoted a “new 
paradigm” of people-centered conservation and called for a rejection of 
“Yellowstone’s children,” meaning the national-park-as-nature-reserve ap-
proach to conservation.10 This approach came to have a big presence on the 
agenda at the 2004 IUCN World Park Congress in Durban, South Africa. 
In some corners, conservation based on scientific findings was squarely 
attacked. In a pamphlet made available in Durban, the French Institute of 
Biodiversity took the postmodern position against a scientific approach: 
“We call this science ‘conservation biology’ and the people making these 
arguments are still biologists, ecologists, and population geneticists. This 
creates a harmful bias which leads to exclusion and close-mindedness . . . 
This cultural bias is already impeding the implementation of a sustainable 
biodiversity management strategy in some developed countries.”11 

The human-dominated approach to conservation highlighted at Dur-
ban provoked an intense international debate when defenders of the tradi-
tional approach to conservation spoke up.12 We said that if we want to save 
nature, then traditional parks and wilderness areas devoted to protecting 
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wild species and natural processes work well, and we need more of them, 
interconnected across the landscape. We should not think of human-
dominated landscapes as protected areas if they are primarily serving the 
needs of people instead of nature conservation. We urged respect for con-
servation biology and called for action on their findings, which would 
enable us to prevent extinction, establish viable populations of species, 
and maintain natural processes. “Sustainable development” is what we do 
outside protected areas.

At the core of the debate was whether protected areas exist to protect 
the ecological needs of biodiversity as determined by science (with the 
incidental benefits that flow to people), or whether they should serve as 
gardens managed for the benefit of people (with biodiversity protection 
as a hoped-for by-product of local management by traditional means). 
One is focused on the needs of nature, the other on meeting the needs of 
people with nature only potentially an incidental beneficiary. The World 
Commission on Protected Areas addressed the controversy by facilitating 
a global consultation that culminated in a summit in Almeria, Spain, in 
May of 2007, where park experts from around the world debated these 
ideas. A thoughtful paper, intended to counter ours, was produced that il-
lustrated the challenges of conservation in crowded and long-settled areas 
like the Mediterranean Basin.13 Importantly, the authors moved toward 
reconciliation with conservationists by expressing fundamental agree-
ment about the need for protected areas to focus on nature first regardless 
of where they are. They also agreed that wilderness conservation should 
not be eliminated in favor of a people-centered approach to conservation, 
but it should be supplemented by it. While their focus was on biodiver-
sity conservation in more human-affected landscapes, they acknowledged 
the importance of wilderness: “Wilderness, where it exists, should also be 
protected where possible, since the presence of naturally occurring eco-
logical processes in those areas are most likely to be resilient in the face of 
increasing disturbance, natural or otherwise.”14

The Almeria Summit’s participants concluded that protected areas 
should remain focused on nature conservation as the primary objective, 
and new guidelines were issued to make that clear.15 A recent article from 
the United Kingdom (UK) demonstrates the widespread international 
agreement with the outcome of this process and calls for its implementa-
tion in the UK’s protected areas.16 The authors recognize the primacy of 
nature conservation as the key outcome: “The most important [outcome 
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of the Almeria process and new guidelines] . . . is recognition of the mul-
tiple roles for protected areas but with nature conservation (broadly de-
fined) as the ultimate priority.”17

Green postmodernism in America

In spite of the long-standing global conservation and the reasonable rec-
onciliation reached at the international level through IUCN’s process, we 
now find the emergence of green postmodernists in the United States. 
Predictably, they argue for a human-centered approach to conservation; 
support the rejection of wilderness; and do not make any reference to the 
global debate that preceded them.

It is useful to review the history of the American engagement with 
the postmodern approach to conservation. It first surfaced in the United 
States in the 1990s. Historian William Cronon’s book Changes in the Land 
suggested that aboriginal people were farming everywhere and that there 
was no wilderness when the pilgrims arrived in New England. In a sub-
sequent essay Cronon argued: “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 struggling to live 
rightly in the world—not just in the garden, not just in the wilderness, 
but in the home that encompasses them both.”18 Historian Baird Calli-
cott subsequently edited a book, The Great New Wilderness Debate, which 
contained essays infused with a postmodern worldview (such as his own 
in that volume), juxtaposed with essays defending the traditional value of 
wilderness conservation.19 In 2004 Mac Chapin called into question the 
presumption that biological science should be the sole guiding principle 
for biodiversity conservation in protected natural areas: “This notion has 
produced a running debate between those who do not see human inhabit-
ants as a part of the ecological equation, and those who argue for partner-
ships and the inclusion of indigenous and traditional peoples in protected 
area plans, both on human rights grounds and for pragmatic ecological 
reasons.”20 While these arguments caused controversy in professional 
circles in the United States, they did not really undermine the conserva-
tion movement. They were taken into account in the international discus-
sions. They also had the salutary effect of making conservationists think 
more about how to include local people’s needs in their efforts. But these 
postmodernist-inspired debates did not widely seep into broader culture. 
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That has begun to change. The coauthored 2011 essay by Peter Kareiva, 
Robert Lalasz and Michelle Marvier, “Conservation in the Anthropocene: 
Beyond Solitude and Fragility,” published on the website of the Breakthrough 
Institute, has presented to a broader audience the postmodern approach 
to conservation. It no doubt garnered attention because the lead author is 
the chief scientist for the Nature Conservancy, a well-known conservation 
organization in the United States that also has global programs. This essay 
was not published in a peer-reviewed journal where factual assertions 
would be scrutinized; it was published online which made it easy to circu-
late. Its tearing down of the traditional approach to conservation has been 
praised by the exploiters and their intellectual allies who hail the authors 
as “new environmentalists.”21

Deconstructing the postmodern “Conservation in the Anthropocene”

It is important to scrutinize the postmodern approach to conservation 
advocated by Kareiva and his colleagues. My concern lies with the au-
thors’ central point that “instead of pursuing the protection of biodiversity 
for biodiversity’s sake, a new conservation should seek to enhance those 
natural systems that benefit the widest number of people, especially the 
poor.”22 Such an approach is dangerous to the survival of wild nature. 

In classic postmodern style, Kareiva et al.’s essay deconstructs the 
conservation of wild nature through parks and reserves. Their critique is 
not limited to examining ideas; it also endeavors to discredit the source 
of the ideas. They prove a point made by British writer George Monbiot, 
who recently wrote: “So those of us whose love of the natural world is a 
source of constant joy and constant despair, who wish to immerse our-
selves in nature as others immerse themselves in art, who try to defend the 
marvels which enthrall us, find ourselves labelled—from the Mail to the 
Guardian—as romantics, escapists and fascists.”23 Kareiva and coauthors 
first endeavor in the article to deconstruct nature as a cultural concept, 
stating: “One need not be a postmodernist to understand that the concept 
of Nature, as opposed to the physical and chemical workings of natural 
systems, has always been a human construction, shaped and designed for 
human ends.”24 This and the related idea that wilderness is a human con-
struct as well are common postmodern assertions. I will address them in 
more detail below.

Then the authors attack the thinkers who have most persuasively ex-
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posited the ideas on which nature conservation has been based. Henry 
David Thoreau, who spoke of wildness as the preservation of the world, 
is mocked for living close enough to town so “that he could frequently 
receive guests and have his mother wash his clothes.”25 Ralph Waldo Em-
erson and other nature writers are marked as hypocrites for their concern 
about the impacts of cities and human development, because they were 
“mostly urban intellectuals.” Wilderness writer Edward Abbey is chastised 
because he “pined for companionship in his private journal even as he 
publicly exulted in his ascetic life in Desert Solitaire.” Rachel Carson, they 
say, “wrote plaintively in Silent Spring of the delicate web of life.” They 
accuse conservationist John Muir of having been a colonial oppressor: 
“Muir had sympathized with the oppression of the Winnebago Indians 
in his home state, but when it came time to empty Yosemite of all except 
the naturalists and tourists, Muir vigorously backed the expulsion of the 
Miwok. The Yosemite model spread to other national parks, including Yel-
lowstone, where the forced evictions killed 300 Shoshone in one day.”26

This Yellowstone story is egregiously inaccurate (which will be dis-
cussed further below) as well as a slur on a man who is a hero to many 
conservationists. 

The authors also attack the moral underpinnings of traditional con-
servation. Conservation, they argue, may look like altruism, but it isn’t; it 
is a tool of oppression: “Conservation is widely viewed as [an] innocent 
practice. . . .In truth, for 30 years, the global conservation movement has 
been racked with controversy arising from its role in expelling indigenous 
people from their lands in order to create parks and reserves. The modern 
protection of supposed wilderness often involves resettling large numbers 
of people, too often without fair compensation for their lost homes, hunt-
ing grounds, and agricultural lands.”27

The authors go on to declare that park and wilderness conservation is 
“controversial,” which apparently is bad in and of itself: “Conservation will 
be controversial as long as it remains so narrowly focused on the creation 
of parks and protected areas, and insists, often unfairly, that local people 
cannot be trusted to care for their land.”28 And they further suggest that 
parks with visitor facilities are “no less human constructions than Disney-
land.” The article culminates with this inconsistent one-liner: “None of this 
is to argue for eliminating nature reserves.”29 This is a transparent attempt 
by the authors to insulate themselves from the force of their own words. 
One is reminded of Mark Antony’s eulogy in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar.
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Science and history: casualties of postmodernism

A cavalier attitude toward the findings of science is a hallmark of post-
modernism. Ian McEwen’s humorous novel Solar chronicles the astonish-
ment of his protagonist Michael Beard, a Nobel prize–winning scientist, 
when he encounters the ideas of postmodernism: “Beard had heard ru-
mours that strange ideas were commonplace among the liberal arts de-
partments. It was said that humanities students were routinely taught that 
science was just one more belief system, no more or less truthful than re-
ligion or astrology. He had always thought that this must be a slur against 
his colleagues on the arts side.”30 Devaluing science has become so acute 
among postmodernists that physicist Alan Sokal was able to publish a de-
liberately satirical article in the “Science Wars” issue of the postmodern 
journal Social Text in which he glibly declared that “physical reality” is 
a social and linguistic construct. The editors of Social Text didn’t get the 
spoof and published it as a bona fide, serious article.31 In a review of Cur-
tis White’s The Science Delusion, philosopher Mark Kingwell highlights 
the postmodernist’s skepticism of science: “Good science can shade itself 
into the self-aggrandizing ideology of scientism,” which has “ties to finan-
cial and social power.” He continues: “Refusing to accept its status as one 
imaginative discourse among many, claiming the key to all intellectual 
doors as well as the lion’s share of grant money, this kind of science has 
aligned itself with ‘the broader ideology of social regimentation, economic 
exploitation, environmental destruction, and industrial militarism.’”32

Kareiva and his colleagues talk of the resiliency of nature. They main-
tain that “the trouble for conservation is that the data simply do not sup-
port the idea of a fragile nature at risk of collapse.” There is unquestionably 
good news that components of ecosystems, if protected soon enough, can 
rebound.33 But the assertion that nature is not fragile does not follow. Ex-
tinction is permanent. The IUCN Red List chronicles the alarming num-
ber of species at risk of disappearing forever.34

Perhaps the most astonishing assertion the authors make to support 
their view that nature is not fragile is that cod on George’s Bank, off the 
coast of Newfoundland, have recovered to “pre-collapse levels,” and that 
this is not celebrated because conservationists are “somehow addicted to 
stories of collapse and environmental apocalypse.” This assertion of cod 
recovery is farcical. The George’s Bank cod populations are an extension 
of those found off the coast of Newfoundland which have not rebounded 
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at all, and in fact cod populations are a shadow of what they were even in 
living human memory.35 Jeff Hutchings, a coauthor of a study on the sta-
tus of cod, published in a 2013 Science article,36 said in a press interview: 
“Looking at the size of the [cod] stock today compared to what it was in 
the [19]60s, it’s still miniscule. So while there’s been some positive signs 
over the last decade, really, at the end of the day, the stock is so far below 
what’s called its limit reference point, it isn’t funny.”37 This assessment is 
not limited to cod. According to the authors of the aforementioned Science 
article, current harvest levels render recovery improbable for the majority 
of the world’s depleted stocks. Just as troubling as these inaccurate asser-
tions is the authors’ omission of other, pertinent information. Kareiva and 
his coauthors fail to mention either important research chronicling the 
unsustainability of fishing in most fisheries or the remarkable success of 
no-take marine sanctuaries where they have been established.38 

The authors anchor their attack on conservation reserves by pointing 
out a few of them where management failures have resulted in degrada-
tion within the areas protected. This is fallacious. The failure to implement 
a good idea well does not invalidate the idea. It speaks only to the failure 
of implementation.

All of this is very curious for an essay that begins by professing a con-
cern for wild tigers and apes that “will be lost forever if current trends 
continue.” It is crystal clear that mountain gorillas in East Africa and tigers 
in India currently persist only in parks and protected areas.39 Kareiva et 
al. never circle back to talk about how we can conserve and protect those 
species from extinction without such reserves.

In her deeply insightful essay, “Postmodernist History,” historian Ger-
trude Himmelfarb describes the skepticism postmodernists show toward 
the discipline of the professional historian: “Where modernism regards 
the obstacles in the way of objectivity as a challenge and makes a strenu-
ous effort to attain as much objectivity and unbiased truth as possible, 
postmodernism takes the rejection of absolute truth as a deliverance from 
all truth and from the obligation to maintain any degree of objectivity.”40

The deliverance from the obligation to remain objective in relation to 
history is highlighted in the slur made by Kareiva and coauthors against 
John Muir as quoted above. There simply was no slaughter of 300 Sho-
shone people in a day to create Yellowstone. This is a fabrication. Even the 
most postmodern history of the park and native people makes no such 
reference.41 It is also grossly unfair to infer that American attitudes to ab-
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original people in the nineteenth century had to do with park imperialism 
in Yosemite, Yellowstone, or anywhere else. Such attitudes were pervasive 
in the culture and rooted in the idea of Manifest Destiny and the related 
colonization and agricultural conversion of the West, and not specific to 
national parks at all. As Ferdinand Hayden—the man who surveyed Yel-
lowstone in 1872—put it: “The present Indian policy, which doubtless 
looks forward to the localization and settlement of these roving tribes, is 
ultimately connected with agricultural development of the West. Unless 
they are localized and made to enter upon agricultural and pastoral pur-
suits they must ultimately be exterminated. There is no middle ground be-
tween these extremes. . . . If extermination is the result of non-compliance, 
then compulsion is an act of mercy.”42

It is widely known that this society-wide policy has had many tragic 
consequences for Native Americans,43 but it is wrong to blame it on parks 
and other protected areas.

Wilderness is real 

For people like me who have done multi-week wilderness trips that involve 
travel by foot, horse, canoe, or raft hundreds of kilometers from the near-
est road or human settlement, the assertion that there is no such thing as 
wilderness is patently absurd. Kareiva and his colleagues, however, boldly 
assert that wilderness doesn’t exist at all. “The wilderness so beloved by 
conservationists—places ‘untrammeled by man’—never existed, at least 
not in the last thousand years and arguably even longer.”44 To counter these 
assertions it is useful to examine Anthropocene proponent Erle Ellis’s find-
ings, published in his coauthored paper “Used Planet: A Global History.” 

Ellis and his colleagues challenge a widely used HYDE model that 
indicates that, except for developed regions of Europe, transformative hu-
man use of the land was insignificant before 1750. Their new KK10 model 
suggests human transformative use was much earlier and more wide-
spread than that: “Regionally, KK10 predicts that 20% of Europe and Asia 
were already used significantly by 3000 BC and most other regions by A.D 
1000 . . . HYDE suggests that no other region than Europe reached these 
levels before A.D. 1900.”45 

While their findings may challenge the HYDE model’s, they are a 
far cry from supporting the assertion that there was no wilderness in the 
world over the last one thousand years. At least 80 percent of the terres-
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trial world was in a wilderness condition in 1900, according to their own 
KK10 model. In fact, the maps in Ellis et al.’s “Used Planet” article show 
vast areas of the world that even today remain unaffected by significant 
human use or dense settlements. And the oceans are not even included in 
their analysis. They were in a largely wild condition before the industrial 
revolution and the demand for whale oil emerged in the early 1800s. 

Ellis’s coauthored terrestrial analysis corresponds well with the find-
ings of another global analysis, “The Human Footprint and the Last of the 
Wild” and several other surveys done using different metrics that show 
the remaining wild places on terrestrial Earth.46 These places are roadless; 
are still dominated by natural processes; have never been cultivated; have 
very few or no permanent human settlements; and are still roamed by ani-
mals that can eat you. I and other adventurous people have seen these wild 
places firsthand. The fact that both human-made aerial toxins and climate 
change impact the wilderness does not make it cease to exist. Simply put, 
the assertion that wilderness does not exist, and has not existed for the last 
one thousand years, is unsupportable.

To those of us who have experienced such primeval places, claims of 
the non-existence of wilderness are absurd and offensive, for there is more 
to it than the physical reality of wilderness. I feel a spiritual connection to 
wild nature.47 Writers like Emerson, Thoreau, and Muir were masters at 
capturing our feelings in the presence of nature; they were not inventors 
of idealized places. I remember being surprised as a young adult when I 
first read the work of these authors, for they expressed something I had 
felt all my life but which I had not known others had described. These 
great American nature writers should be honored, not mocked. And they 
do not express a uniquely American phenomenon but rather a human ex-
perience that defies national boundaries and cultural differences. I am Ca-
nadian, and people of many other cultures experience these feelings too, 
for this spiritual connection is a response to the power of wild places—like 
mountains, forests, and rivers—and not the invention of any particular 
culture.48 Many countries around the world are engaged in wilderness 
and wild nature protection,49 and the numerous individuals invested in 
these protection efforts include aboriginal people.50 For the sake of both 
wild nature and the human spirit, we need to protect wilderness, restore it 
where it has been damaged, and not deny its existence.

What is really animating the postmodernist approach of denying the 
very existence of wilderness is an effort to privilege its people-oriented 
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approach over a wild nature–oriented approach to conservation. This is 
well captured by Nigel Dudley: “It would be fair to say that conservation 
is to some extent divided into two camps: those who focus primarily on 
wilderness or some similar concept and the need to preserve what is left of 
mainly natural habitats, and those predominantly interested in nature as 
an aspect of culture, whose focus is primarily in places where humans and 
nature co-exist. The very word ‘wilderness’ has become a battle ground 
between people who view it as positive or negative term.”51 

 

Non-conservation “Conservation”

Freed from the scientific evidence that parks and wilderness reserves have 
been enormously effective and essential to the survival of many wild spe-
cies, and with complete disregard for the permanent consequences of ex-
tinction, the green postmodernists feel at liberty to advocate for the disso-
lution of conservation as a coherent enterprise: “If there is no wilderness,” 
they ask, “if nature is resilient rather than fragile... what should be our new 
vision for conservation?”52 To them the goal of conservation should not 
be a conservation goal at all. It should be about something else, namely 
relieving the suffering of poor people; as referenced earlier, the green post-
modernists envision a new conservation, one that focuses on providing 
optimal benefits for the greatest number of people possible, in particular 
poor people, rather than an effort to protect biodiversity for the sake of 
biodiversity itself. In their view: “Protecting biodiversity for its own sake 
has not worked. Protecting nature that is dynamic and resilient, that is in 
our midst rather than far away, and that sustains human communities—
these are the ways forward now.”53 One must ask: Where did the concern 
for wild apes and tigers go? Poof! Vanished! 

Apes and tigers, grizzly bears and wolves, and elephants and lions 
are all inconvenient to people. Natural processes like fire and flooding are 
also inconvenient, but they are critical to the health of biodiversity and 
the structure of ecosystems.54 Large, even continental-scale landscapes 
unfragmented by roads, industrial agricultural fields, large resource ex-
traction projects, and human settlements are inconvenient to some people 
(though inspiring to others like me) but necessary for the preservation 
of wildlife migratory paths and habitat for large, keystone carnivores and 
herbivores. The wealth or poverty of humans is not a factor for these spe-
cies and processes.
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Inconvenient species survive only if we make concerted efforts to pro-
tect them. Conservation reserves, managed intentionally for their benefit, 
are essential. Of course more is needed than just reserves, but reserves are 
the indispensable prerequisite to their survival in all but the most remote 
places. Inconvenient species will not survive as an incidental side effect of 
local people’s preference for biodiversity that serves only their needs. The 
concerted efforts that have been required to protect large carnivores like 
brown bears and lynx, and to try to return them to viable population levels 
in Europe, illustrate these points clearly.55

To begin an essay with professed concern for apes and tigers, which 
are surviving only in conservation reserves, and to end the same essay 
with no reference whatsoever to those species highlights the basic flaw in-
herent in the postmodern approach to conservation. Notwithstanding the 
fact that these inconvenient species need interconnected nature reserves 
with natural processes to survive and thrive, the green postmodernists 
don’t care. It is all about people and what they want.

The close kinship of exploiters and green postmodernists

The exploiters’ worldview is fundamentally aligned with the green post-
modernists’ worldview—the only material difference being that the former 
are concerned with protecting the wealthy, and the latter, with empowering 
the poor. To both, wild nature is neither a priority nor even a worthy con-
cern. “Instead of trying to restore remote iconic landscapes pre-European 
conditions,” Kareiva and his colleagues write, “conservation will measure its 
achievement in large part by its relevance to people, including city dwellers. 
Nature could be a garden.” A recent Facebook post, attacking the Yellowstone 
to Yukon Conservation Initiative, illustrates the striking similarity between 
the postmodern perspective and the more familiar exploiter worldview:

Sounds to me like as long as humans stay indoors and don’t have a life or job 
(building roads for logging, mining, fishing and hunting, fuel exploration) 
you are all ok with this. Well, I live in the Y2Y area and am not an environ-
mentalist. God made this earth for us to inhabit and populate and rule over 
the animals; not the other way around. Forests are for us to manage, like a 
big garden you have to weed it, protect it from disease, replant if necessary 
(God made it to rejuvenate itself). I love wildlife but I think you go too far in 
the name of conservation.56
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The exploiters and the green postmodernists equally reject the idea 
that humans must practice self-restraint in order to return to a healthy 
and more humble relationship with nature. Right-wing editorial writer 
Margaret Wente celebrates the union of these two groups in her Earth Day 
2013 column. After praising Kareiva and his colleagues for their pragma-
tism, and after citing their assertion that nature is not fragile, she points 
out that there is no point in addressing carbon emissions at all:

Peter Kareiva and his fellow enviro-optimists are the key to saving environ-
mentalism from terminal irrelevance. Global warming is the biggest case 
in point. The challenge is far too great to solve with carbon treaties... or re-
straint. . . . The fixes for global warming will require dramatically different 
new technologies, and will only be available in the long term.
 Meantime, the planet may indeed be more resilient than we thought. . . . 
And cheer up, the Anthropocene Age might be better than you think. 

 

The Anthropocene and our ethical responsibility toward nature

The Anthropocene concept is an interesting effort at a novel description of 
a geological phenomenon of profound change to the Earth’s natural sys-
tems, comparable to some of the great events of the Earth’s deep past, but 
this time caused by humans. We can agree with the claim that the driving 
force behind the global changes we are experiencing is human behavior, 
particularly in social, political, and economic spheres.57 This, however, 
does not call for us to abandon tried-and-true methods of conservation, 
which will continue to be the most effective for protecting nature in light 
of global change.58 Rather, the Anthropocene raises the ethical question 
of what behavior is appropriate for one species with the power of life and 
death over millions of others. 

The approach to conservation in the Anthropocene advocated by the 
green postmodernists would ensure that we all live in a world diminished 
by extinction, haunted by the loss of wildness, and managed to the low-
est possible standard, if it is managed at all. Even worse, the visionless 
non-ideology of green postmodernism deprives us of hope—the hope of 
reconciling humanity with the rest of wild nature in an ethical way that 
allows all of nature to flourish along with us. 

We can have a more beautiful and fulfilling relationship with the wild 
world, even on a planet where we have become a geological force. We just 
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have to have a positive dream, work hard, and make it so using the tried-
and-true tools of conservation. To this we add the need for connectivity.59 
Moreover, we must scale-up our thinking to protect at least half of the 
natural world, including land and water, in an interconnected way.60 We 
can be gentle and thoughtful while we do so and work with local people to 
take into account their needs. But we cannot abandon apes and tigers or 
other inconvenient species and processes. 

Those of us who love wild nature must stand up to the green post-
modernists as vigorously as we do to the exploiters. Even if we are to credit 
them with an altruistic motive, the road to extinction will be paved with 
their postmodern intentions. If we have the moral courage to work pas-
sionately for the survival of wild nature, and create more interconnected 
parks and wilderness reserves, our grandchildren will thank us for the 
Earth they inherit. 



Why the Working Landscape  
Isn’t Working
GEORGE WUERTHNER

WORDS INFLUENCE HOW we think about issues. We use euphemisms to 
hide or modify the perception of what might otherwise produce negative 
reactions to more honest terminology. Saying “collateral damage,” for ex-
ample, sounds more innocuous than announcing civilian deaths of non-
combative women, men, and children. “Coercive interrogation,” to pro-
vide another example of alternative language, became a convenient phrase 
for the Bush Administration, when it had stated unequivocally that “this 
government does not torture people.” In George Orwell’s 1984, the Minis-
try of Peace waged war.

George Lakoff, author of Don’t Think of an Elephant, suggests that conser-
vatives and industry have spent decades defining ideas and carefully choos-
ing enticing language to best present those ideas. One of the more insidious 
terms used to promote a pro-development agenda is working landscapes and 
its derivations, such as “working ranches,” “working forests,” “working lands,” 
or “working rivers” (with hydro dams). The ultimate Orwellian spin-off of 
the “working landscape” is “working wilderness,” used to describe domestic 
livestock ranching operations in the Southwest.1 Extractive industries have 
succeeded in capturing the values debate through the frequent use of the 
phrase “working landscape,” putting a positive spin on domesticated lands 
that are logged, grazed, farmed, or otherwise human-modified. 
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“Working landscapes” was first coined by the timber industry in New 
England seeking to put a happier face on the wreckage and ruin it imposed 
upon the natural landscape and to counter a then-popular and far more ac-
curate characterization of logged lands as “Paper Factories” or “Paper Colo-
nies.” The notion of working landscapes was adopted to counter the nega-
tive connotations of “factories” and “colonies” in the public’s mind, with the 
former suggesting smokestacks and the latter conjuring imperialism. 

For instance, the brochure “Keeping Maine’s Forest,” put out by a col-
lection of unidentified timber companies and conservation and environ-
mental interests, trumpets the merits of the “working forest” for its ability 
to provide timber and environmental values. The brochure states: “The 
Maine Woods has long been a working forest, producing lumber for boats 
and buildings, pulp for paper, firewood and chips for heat and electricity. 
The Maine Woods supports thousands of jobs for Mainers and contributes 
billions of dollars to the state’s economy—all while providing critical envi-
ronmental services like water quality, wildlife habitat and carbon storage.”2

The phrase “working forest” subsequently has been widely adopted 
across America, deployed to describe natural resource-based economic 
activity including farming,3 ranching,4 and logging.5 Indeed, a Google 
Search turns up 70 million hits for the term working landscape alone, not 
including working forests, working ranches, working farms, and other 
variations on the theme. 

Disconcertingly, the phrase “working landscape” has even been adopt-
ed by many people in the environmental movement or with conservation 
leanings—even though “working landscapes” connotes and heralds the 
domestication of natural systems. In particular, boosters of the “Anthro-
pocene” idea—the conceit that humans now control and should intelli-
gently manage the Earth—have embraced the “working landscape” as the 
centerpiece of their conservation agenda.6 Even the Nature Conservancy’s 
chief scientist says that conservation’s task is no longer to “preserve the 
wild, but to domesticate nature more wisely.”7

The concept of working landscapes resonates with America’s Puri-
tan work ethic. The implied message of working landscapes is that these 
lands—controlled, modified, tamed, and put toward so-called productive 
human ends—are somehow more valuable, more functional, than natural 
lands. In fact, there is often a perspective that if we don’t manage lands, 
they become degraded. For instance, the Working Forest website sug-
gests that the biggest threat to America’s forests is a lack of management: 
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“Wealthy countries such as the United States are loving many of their for-
ests to death with a lack of active stewardship.”8 Another comment, issued 
online by Idaho’s Forest Products Commission under the topic heading of 
Working Forests, echoes this same attitude: “Harvest is also an essential 
part of good forest management that can improve forest health and keep 
our forests growing.”9

 It would be one thing if advocates of so-called working landscapes 
merely asserted that lands are still capable of providing limited conserva-
tion value even if used for human ends, but supporters of working land-
scapes often promote them as “superior” and/or desirable alternatives to 
natural landscapes.10 In a recent video on Iowa Public TV, for instance, 
the narrator asks the question: “How do we sustain our mountainsides, 
ocean-sides, and countryside ecosystems for future generations?” And 
then answers it: “By turning them into working landscapes.”11

Lands developed or put to use for human purposes are promoted as 
adequate alternatives to natural wildlands, because they are often charac-
terized as a “win-win,” with people getting to exploit natural systems for 
utilitarian benefit, while nature purportedly also benefits from this exploi-
tation.12 This justification is akin to how southern plantation owners ratio-
nalized slavery by claiming their chattel benefited from their enslavement 
by having a job, housing, and food provided.13 

Subtly appealing to the American Protestant ethic, the implied sub-
text of the phrase “working landscape” is that natural, self-willed land-
scapes outside of human manipulation and control are shiftless, lazy, un-
employed, and not operating at their full “potential.” To the devotees of 
“working landscapes,” these self-willed wildlands are not contributing to 
human health and happiness—or at least not to economic prosperity. Such 
wildlands certainly are not, in their view, producing economic gains for 
corporations, individuals, or society. 

 By contrast, “working landscapes” are linked to economic benefits. In 
a special issue on working landscapes in Rangelands, the authors defined 
areas deemed to be working landscapes in terms of economic production: 
“‘Working’ means, first, that there is productive activity on the land—such 
as farming, ranching, or forestry [emphasis added].”14 

A recent report on the topic notes, “When most people talk about 
the ‘Working Landscape’ they are referring to the land actively used in 
productive agriculture and forestry.”15 In yet another example, the Idaho 
Forest Products Commission notes, “Working forests fuel Idaho’s econo-
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my. Wood and paper businesses employ over 15,000 Idahoans. These are 
good, solid jobs that pay better than many other industries. And these 
employees pay more than 20 million dollars in state income taxes each 
year.” Yet in the same publication the authors noted that many national 
forests were “unhealthy” because they were not being actively “managed” 
for productive purposes.16

 Promoting themes that valorize the “working landscape” delegiti-
mizes wildlands protection and green-washes Nature exploitation. In 
truth, human manipulation of the land generally leads to biological im-
poverishment. Compared to natural ecosystems, “working landscapes” 
tend to have lower overall productivity and to suffer losses in biological 
diversity, soil health, and other ecological attributes.17 Maintaining these 
areas also usually requires substantial energy subsidies.18 Finally, “working 
landscapes,” as a conceptual model for conservation, skews values toward 
human uses while ignoring the intrinsic value of Nature. 

Working landscapes diminish evolutionary  
processes and are not ecologically benign

Working landscapes, because they manipulate species composition and 
production toward human ends, tend to disrupt natural evolutionary pro-
cesses. A tree farm managed for timber fails to maintain natural elements 
and processes like insects, disease, and wildfire, which are threats to maxi-
mizing wood fiber production. A landscape grazed by livestock, which 
often consume the bulk of native plant production, suffers numerous 
negative consequences for native plants and animals. Native herbivores 
depend on the same plants that the cows or sheep are eating for food, 
and other animals depend on natural vegetation for cover. Compared 
to the original grassland it supplants, a prairie plowed up and reworked 
into a monoculture of corn or soybeans becomes, biologically speaking, 
bankrupt. Promoters of working landscapes have usually been tied to in-
dustrial or exploitative economic interests, but increasingly proponents 
include politicians, media, and social justice advocates (and even many 
land trusts) who espouse “working landscapes” to protect perceived cul-
tural traditions. 

Acknowledging that human activities have modified vast portions of 
the world’s natural ecosystems, and celebrating this fact, as advocates of 
the “working landscape” often appear to do, reflect profoundly different 
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attitudes. We can clearly do better in managing a forest so as to preserve 
more natural function, or in designing a farm to promote more wildlife-
friendly habitat, but we should not be fooled into thinking that such ex-
ploitative schemes are superior alternatives to natural ecosystems. 

Given our current global population and dependence on technology, 
humanity may have no choice but to “work the landscape.” At the same 
time, though, we should remain aware that many working-landscape ac-
tivities are ultimately unsustainable (if only because of heavy reliance on 
fossil fuel energy subsidies) and that, sooner or later, they impoverish and 
diminish the natural world. 

Indeed, in most instances, “working landscapes” are biologically im-
poverished compared to the natural landscapes they have replaced.19 Just 
to give one example, a comparison between old-growth unlogged forests 
and a managed forest in Ontario showed a 50 percent reduction in genetic 
diversity in the logged forest.20 Biodiversity preservation involves more 
than maintaining native species. It also requires preservation of ecological 
and evolutionary processes that shaped biodiversity in the first place. Un-
fortunately, most active management deliberately minimizes natural eco-
logical/evolutionary processes. For instance, a great deal of forest manage-
ment in the western United States is now justified to preclude and slow 
the effects of native pine beetles, which kill some trees, and/or to reduce 
wildfires which are among the major evolutionary forces in forest ecosys-
tems.21 Similarly, even the best-managed livestock operations tend to sup-
port the killing of large predators like wolves, who are important for their 
trophic cascade effects on native herbivores and plant communities.22 

The flawed assumption of the working-landscape proponents is that 
farms, ranches, or managed timberlands are ecologically benign and help 
promote conservation. Indeed, after years of hearing working-landscape 
propaganda, many people now think protecting working landscapes pre-
serves “open space” and assume that open space is the same as good wild-
life habitat. Too few realize that due to the emphasis on bending natural 
systems toward economic goals, working landscapes may be “open” but 
they are far from wild or natural. 

Agriculture, by definition, is the conversion of native plant and ani-
mal communities into simplified operations dominated by a few select 
domestic species. Short of pavement or stripmining, nothing tops agricul-
ture in terms of all-out destructiveness to natural processes and systems. 
Indeed, in much of the world the major cause of habitat fragmentation 
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and degradation is farming.23 Society depends upon agriculture to feed 
ourselves, but we should also understand and acknowledge that farming 
is the antithesis of wild nature. 

Ranching and livestock grazing are somewhat less destructive than 
cropland farming because the native vegetation is usually retained to 
some degree, but their physical global footprint affects at least 25 percent 
of the ice-free surface of the Earth.24 Thus the overall effect of livestock on 
biodiversity is substantial.25

Domestic species such as cattle or sheep typically replace the native 
herbivores. Around the world, native animals are forced to compete for 
forage with domestics. Further, domestic animals raised on relatively 
arid lands often require irrigated pasture or hay operations that dewater 
streams and rivers, thereby harming aquatic ecosystems and fish popula-
tions. Dewatering of southwestern Montana’s Big Hole River for irriga-
tion, for example, has been the primary factor leading to the Montana 
Arctic grayling (Thymallus arcticus) being on the brink of extinction. 
And depending on how they are managed, domestic animals can trample 
stream banks and pollute water, and the fences required to contain them 
become barriers to animal migration.26 Livestock can also transfer disease 
to native species. Domestic sheep, for example, are known to carry dis-
eases that are lethal to wild bighorn sheep.27 Because domestic animals are 
unable to fend off predators, governments and ranchers often kill bears, 
wolves, lions, cougars, tigers, and other native predators to protect domes-
tic livestock. In addition to the questionable ethics of such killing, the loss 
of these predators has serious consequences for the ecosystem.28 

Although commercial forestry often maintains native tree species, 
and thus is less destructive than farming, forestry also has significant eco-
logical affects. First, most forestry requires roads for access. Both roads 
and logging fragment forested landscapes and provide pathways for the 
invasion of weedy species; sedimentation sources that pollute rivers; and 
hunters who may adversely impact natural plant and animal community 
numbers and relationships.29 Logging also changes the age structure of 
forests. In presettlement times, large-scale disturbance was rare in many 
forest communities, and thus forests were older and many were what we 
now term ancient or old growth.30 Such older forests have a greater abun-
dance of snags, tip-up mounds, and large-diameter down woody debris 
(DWD)—all of which ecologists now recognize as biological legacies that 
are critical to long-term forest ecosystem function. 
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The antithesis to landscapes dominated by human resource exploita-
tion are wildland ecosystems, or what I call “working ecosystems.” Work-
ing ecosystems are productive irrespective of human aspirations. They are 
the home for most of the world’s species, the fountainheads for pure water, 
and the places where ecological and evolutionary processes operate with 
minimum interference from humans. 

Father-knows-best syndrome

When I was a child, I used to watch a television show called “Father 
Knows Best,” about the Anderson household, an idealized middle-class 
family. Father was the patient patriarch who distributed wise advice to his 
wife and three children. There was never a crisis that Dad couldn’t solve, 
and in a way, the show reflected the optimistic attitudes of America in the 
1950s and 1960s of my childhood. 

Those who advocate greater domestication of the Earth as “working 
landscapes” have a lot in common with the mythical Anderson family. 
There is a Father-Knows-Best attitude held by working landscape pro-
ponents that, at best, demonstrates a lack of caution regarding human 
manipulation and exploitation of the Earth. Indeed, the overriding philo-
sophical assumption behind the “working landscape” is that humans are 
intelligent and wise enough to manage and manipulate landscapes with-
out causing significant harm to the biosphere. 

There is no doubt that humans have tremendous influence over the 
Earth’s land, sea, and atmosphere. By some accounts more than a third of 
the global land area is under cultivation,31 and an even greater amount of 
land is used for livestock production.32 Add to these facts the logging of 
forests, the overfishing of the oceans, the fossil-fuel burning by human-
kind that is driving climate change, and a growing human population 
demanding ever more of the Earth’s resources, and it is easy to see why 
humans may be considered a geological force shaping evolution. And yet, 
there’s a critical difference between documenting and acknowledging hu-
man impact and accepting it as inevitable and even desirable. 

Industry and others seeking to benefit by capturing the Earth’s re-
sources for private profit have long framed exploitation of the natural 
world in a positive light. What is new about the working-landscape ad-
vocates is their promotion of the same exploitation and manipulation in 
the name of “saving” nature. Be these advocates corporate representatives 
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or the new environmentalists, they lack humility and fail to acknowledge 
how much we don’t understand about how the Earth works. Unlike the 
positive-outcome-tending mythical father in the TV show, every time we 
believe we have solved a problem or have figured out how to exploit nature 
more efficiently, we likely have created a new, unintended consequence. 

Many of the spokespersons for this new environmentalism seek to un-
dermine or devalue time-proven approaches to conservation such as parks, 
wilderness areas, and nature reserves. For instance, Emma Marris, author 
of Rambunctious Garden, has argued that parks and wilderness advocates 
seek to preserve nature in its pristine, pre-human condition.33 But no seri-
ous supporters of parks believe these places are “pristine” in the sense of 
being totally untouched or unaffected by humans. To make such a claim 
one would have to deny global warming, the global spread of pesticides 
and other chemicals, and a host of other well-known human impacts. 
Those involved in conservation are well aware of these human influences. 

There are, however, hugely varying degrees of human influence. Down-
town Los Angeles is a far more human-created and human-dominated en-
vironment than, say, the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge in Alaska. In the 
Arctic Refuge, natural forces continue to dominate the land. Preserving 
such places where natural forces operate with a minimum of human influ-
ence is still the best way to preserve nature and evolutionary processes. 

Parks and wildlands are key to conservation

Parks, wilderness, and other reserves are well-established means of con-
serving natural ecosystems and species. Protected areas are the corner-
stones of biodiversity conservation: They support species migration, 
provide refuges from exploitation, maintain important habitats, and—
perhaps most importantly—maintain ecological and evolutionary pro-
cesses. While few existing preserves and parks are adequate for protect-
ing all native species and ecological/evolutionary processes, science has 
shown that large preserves do work to slow down or minimize species 
losses even if they cannot completely eliminate these losses.34

For instance, Harini Nagendra did a meta-analysis of 49 protected areas 
in 22 countries, looking at the rate of land clearing outside protected areas 
compared to lands within the reserves. Nagendra found that land clearing 
was “significantly lower” in protected areas compared to the surrounding 
unprotected areas.35 A meta-analysis of marine reserves came to similar 
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conclusions, finding that marine reserves had significantly higher numbers 
of species, biomass, and diversity than adjacent unprotected areas. Unsur-
prisingly, larger reserves had greater absolute differences than smaller ones, 
confirming that large protected areas are better for conserving biodiversity.36 

At present, some 13 percent of the Earth is protected, yet species con-
tinue to decline toward extinction. The fact that extinction is not com-
pletely averted, however, does not mean that protected areas are useless in 
conservation efforts: On the contrary, it means that we need more, larger, 
and connected protected areas. The best conservation science has con-
firmed that we need larger core protected areas, linked together by wildlife 
corridors.37 Of equal importance may be where those protected areas are 
located. For instance, a recent study found that protecting 17 percent of 
the Earth’s land could conserve two-thirds of all plant species.38

A visit to any of Alaska’s reserves, such as the Arctic Refuge, would 
confirm that restricting development and human impacts is indispensable 
for preserving species and ecological processes. Of course, the refuge is 
not immune to human impacts—global warming is melting permafrost, 
high levels of PCBs are found in polar bears, and so forth—but on the 
whole, the wild Arctic Refuge is less degraded than working landscapes 
around the globe. Ecological processes like floods, droughts, wildfire, win-
ter storms, predation, and so on still function here relatively unimpeded 
by human manipulation. Even popular parks such as Yellowstone—which 
suffers from various intrusions such as the introduction of exotic lake 
trout into Yellowstone Lake, white pine blister rust killing whitebark pine 
(Pinus albicaulis), and various introduced weed species—are still healthi-
er, ecologically speaking, than surrounding private lands and public lands 
managed by the Forest Service or Bureau of Land Management that are 
open to resource extraction and commodity production.39

The problem with many reserves is that they are too small and are set 
in a matrix of heavily compromised domesticated landscapes.40 That is a 
problem created by humans and a problem that humans can solve by en-
larging protected areas and reducing the portion of the Earth devoted to 
domesticated landscapes. Will this be easy? Certainly not. But it’s also not 
impossible. We should not concede the argument that we have no choice 
but to accept further erosion of natural areas, because of human popula-
tion growth or desires for more and more commodities.

Proponents of “working landscapes,” who view them as the corner-
stones of human-friendly conservation, are undermining public support 
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for large protected and interconnected areas and substituting an alterna-
tive of questionable effectiveness. By simplifying conservation, they are 
making it trivial. For instance, Marris presents “designer ecosystems”—
ecosystems shaped by humans to include domestic and alien species—as 
innocuous or “the new wild.”41 While one might submit that man-made 
nature can benefit people, such landscapes may only minimally support 
native species. 

We have seen the consequences of this kind of impact, intended or 
not: for example, the highly flammable cheatgrass originally introduced 
into the western United States to improve cattle forage but which ended 
up changing fire regimes dramatically with dire consequences for na-
tive flora; or the numerous introductions of alien species into Australia 
(including European rabbit, red fox, camels, and feral cats), all of which 
brought devastating consequences for that continent’s native species. 

Loss of native species has serious consequences for ecosystem func-
tion. Compared to species moved to a new location, native species tend 
to have a far greater number of interdependent species. Douglas Tallamy, 
in his book Bringing Nature Home, provides numerous examples of how 
native trees, such as oaks, may have hundreds of insects associated with 
them, while nonnative trees, such as those typically used in suburban 
landscaping, may have only a half dozen or fewer.42 

The elimination of native insect habitat cascades through the eco-
system by reducing the food for many insectivores, including numerous 
bird species. Many of these relationships we are not even aware of, and 
thus advocating the shifting around of plants and animals to satisfy hu-
man desires is risky business at best. Biodiversity losses and promoting 
ecosystem-manipulating practices (even if well-meaning) have inherent 
ecological hazards. Having such a cavalier attitude toward these matters 
demonstrates the arrogance of the Father-Knows-Best attitude. 

While we may acknowledge that parks, reserves, and other protected 
areas will not completely halt the accelerating loss of biodiversity around 
the globe, protected areas are a time-proven means of preserving natural 
ecological function and evolution. Natural-area protection should be the 
first goal in any strategy for protecting global life-forms. 

A looming issue, often dismissed out of hand if it is even discussed, is 
whether a human-domesticated Earth of 9 or 10 billion people is possible. 
Many advocates of the “working landscape” suggest that human technol-
ogy and intelligence will save us from any limits to growth.43 But given im-
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mense and rising energy requirements, the need for basic resources such 
as clean water and adequate food, and infrastructure requirements to sup-
port billions of people, it is highly questionable whether such a world is 
possible, let alone sustainable. It is thus a straightforward matter of pru-
dence to reduce our global population and resource exploitation and, ulti-
mately, to halt our domestication of the Earth. It is reasonable to advocate 
that at least half of the terrestrial Earth and the vast majority of the seas 
should be protected reserves where human exploitation is limited or ex-
cluded. However, this is feasible only through a substantial reduction in 
human population and consumption. That the Anthropocene supporters 
do not even acknowledge that we need to limit population and consump-
tion is emblematic of their denial. 

A key dimension of the support of protected areas is the philosophical 
implications of such decisions. Though it is almost never specifically ac-
knowledged in the designations of such reserves, by setting aside natural 
areas, we are implicitly countering the human-centered worldview. We are 
affirming that at least a portion of the globe is not a cookie jar open for hu-
man resource extraction. Rather than exulting in the human juggernaut, 
setting limits on human exploitation becomes a statement of self-restraint 
and self-discipline. Parks, wilderness areas, and other reserves are thus a 
philosophical acknowledgement, at least in some fashion, that we don’t 
know everything. Given that Father may not know what is best for the 
Earth, and to hedge our bets for our own survival and quality of life, we 
recognize that we must maintain significant portions of the globe where 
human influence is minimized. 

Another practical reason for establishing parks and other reserves is 
that such places serve as gauges and reminders of how our collective ac-
tions have changed the natural world. Without protected areas, a kind of 
collective ecological amnesia can set in and distort our perspective. With-
out old-growth forests as a reference, for example, it is easy for people 
to think that tree plantations are forests. Without wild herds of bison or 
wildebeest, it becomes easier for people to believe domestic livestock are 
somehow a functional ecological analog. Without native predators to con-
trol populations of prey, it is all too easy to forget how a healthy landscape 
with the presence of predators functions. And, of course, without large 
wild natural areas, it becomes easier for people to believe that human do-
mestication of the Earth is a neutral or even positive force. 
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Conclusion

Whatever may be their direct benefits (clean water, recreation, scenic 
beauty, etc.) to humans—parks, wilderness areas, and other ecological re-
serves are ultimately a clear moral statement that we recognize the need 
to safeguard natural processes, indigenous species, and native landscapes 
for their inherent right to exist. Establishing protected areas is a symbolic 
moral gesture that a Father-Knows-Best philosophical attitude is not a 
suitable guidepost for the human relationship with the natural world. 

As previously stated, it is one thing to acknowledge human domi-
nance over the landscape, and quite another to celebrate and promote it. 
The term working landscape—along with the proposed Anthropocene term 
for our geological epoch—expresses self-aggrandizement of the human 
impact on Earth. Such terms put a positive spin on what is ultimately a 
destructive process. 

 It’s unlikely that all ranching, farming, and logging will soon disap-
pear from rural parts of the country where the “working landscape” is 
idealized. Locally produced agricultural products, particularly fresh veg-
etables and fruits, can help meet the food needs of communities. Addi-
tionally, a reduction in export-oriented commercial farming and timber 
production, while simultaneously expanding the acreage of land devoted 
to natural ecosystem processes and wildlands, would go a long way toward 
creating “working ecosystems.” And working ecosystems ultimately pro-
vide the most long-term benefits to human societies as well as to native 
plant and animal communities. 



Valuing Naturalness in  
the “Anthropocene”:  
Now More than Ever
NED HETTINGER

RECENTLY THERE HAS BEEN some serious hype about entering “the age of 
man.” Popularized by a leading proponent of geoengineering the planet 
in response to climate change,1 “the Anthropocene” has boosters among 
environmental scientists, historians, and philosophers, as well as the press. 
While a useful way to dramatize the human impact on the planet, the 
concept is deeply insidious. Most importantly, it threatens the key envi-
ronmental values of “naturalness” (by which I mean the degree to which 
nature is not influenced by humans) and respect for nature. This essay is 
a critical assessment of the Anthropocene notion, arguing not only that 
it seriously exaggerates human influence on nature but also that it draws 
inappropriate metaphysical, moral, and environmental policy conclu-
sions about humanity’s role on the planet. Despite our dramatic impact 
on Earth, significant naturalness remains, and the ever-increasing human 
influence makes valuing the natural more, not less, important in environ-
mental thought and policy.

Some geologists have been debating whether the human impact on 
Earth is significant enough to justify designating a new geological epoch 
named after us—the Anthropocene. There is no question that humans are a 
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dominant species that affects nature on a global scale. Humans now con-
sume between 30 and 40 percent of net primary production, use more 
than half of all surface freshwater, and fix more nitrogen than all other ter-
restrial sources combined.2 Humans rival the major geologic forces in our 
propensity to move soil and rock around.3 Overfishing has had massive 
effects on sea life; our dams control water flow in most major rivers; and 
human-assisted, nonnative species are homogenizing Earth’s ecosystems. 
Our contribution to greenhouse gases is predicted to raise the planet’s 
temperature 2°C–5°C, affecting climates, and thus organisms, globally.4 
Human-caused extinctions are said to be between 100 and 1,000 times the 
background extinction rate.5 One study concluded that less than 20 per-
cent of land surface has escaped direct human influence.6 It appears likely 
that we are altering the planet on a scale comparable to the major events 
of the past that mark changes in geological epochs. 

However, the idea that we now live in “the age of man” has moved well 
beyond the narrow geological claim that the fossil record thousands of 
years from now will bear a distinct difference that can be traced to human 
influence. Some proponents of the Anthropocene concept interpret the 
facts about human influence as justifying broad metaphysical and ethical 
claims about how we should think of the human relationship to nature. 
Our impact, it is argued, is now so pervasive that the traditional envi-
ronmental ideals of preservation of nature and respect for it are passé. 
Naturalness is now either gone or so tenuous that the desire to preserve, 
restore, and value it are sentimental pipe dreams. The human virtues of 
humility and restraint toward the natural world are no longer possible or 
desirable, and we need to reconcile ourselves to a humanized world and 
adapt to it. Whether we like it or not, we have been thrust into the role of 
planetary managers who must engineer nature according to our values 
and ideals. Rather than bemoan or resist this new world order, we should 
celebrate “the age of man,” for it offers us hope for a world in which hu-
mans take their responsibilities seriously and are freed from constraints 
grounded on a misguided desire to preserve a long-gone, pristine nature. 

A recent op-ed in the New York Times titled “Hope in the Age of Man” il-
lustrates this worrisome moral and metaphysical perspective.7 Written by en-
vironmental professionals, it argues that viewing our time as “the age of man” 
is “well-deserved, given humanity’s enormous alteration of earth.” The writ-
ers criticize those who worry that the Anthropocene designation will give 
people the false impression that no place on Earth is natural anymore. They 
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suggest that the importance placed by conservation biologists on protect-
ing the remaining, relatively wild ecosystems depends on the fantasy of “an 
untouched, natural paradise” and a pernicious and misanthropic “ideal of 
pristine wilderness.” They conclude with the absurd Promethean claim that 
“this is the earth we have created” and hence that we should “manage it with 
love and intelligence,” “designing ecosystems” to instantiate “new glories.”

Philosophers have also been seduced by the Anthropocene concept, 
and it has led them down a similar path. I focus here on some writings by 
Allen Thompson, an environmental philosopher from Oregon State Uni-
versity. Thompson claims to have found a way to “love global warming.”8 
He argues that the anxiety we now feel in response to our new and “awe-
some responsibility for the flourishing of life on Earth . . . bodes well for 
humanity”9 and should give us “radical hope” that we can find a new type 
of “environmental goodness . . . distinct from nature’s autonomy.”10

Like other proponents of the age of man, Thompson overstates the 
extent to which humans have influenced nature. At one point he claims 
that “we now know that the fundamental conditions of the biosphere are 
something that, collectively, we are responsible for.”11 But surely we are not 
responsible for the existence of sunlight, gravity, or water; nor for the pho-
tosynthetic capacity of plants, the biological process of predation, or the 
chemical bonds between molecules; nor, more generally, for the diversity 
of life on the planet or its spectacular geology! That we have influenced 
some of these conditions of life, and in some cases significantly, is a far cry 
from being responsible for them. That humans have obligations to avoid 
further undermining the life conditions that we have affected is not well 
put by claiming we are “responsible” for them. To propose that humans 
have an obligation, for example, to not destroy the beauty or biodiversity 
of a mountain by removing its top is not to say that we are responsible 
for the mountain’s beauty or its biodiversity. On the contrary, nature is 
responsible for those values; humans are not. Even in those cases where 
we should restore these conditions to ones that are more friendly to the 
biosphere (perhaps by cleaning a river of pollutants), we cannot claim we 
are responsible for the river’s ability to support life, even though we are 
responsible for degrading it and we have a responsibility to clean it up.

A charitable reading of Thompson’s “responsibility for the fundamental 
conditions of the biosphere” language is that he is simply asserting a nega-
tive duty to avoid further undermining the naturally given, basic conditions 
for life on the planet and not claiming responsibility for their creation. But 
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Thompson, I believe, has more in mind than this. His language suggests 
a metaphysical claim about the power and importance of humans on the 
planet. He writes: “Once the planet was larger than us, but it no longer is.”12 
But the reason given for this new importance of humans—that “there is no 
corner of the globe, no feature of our biosphere, which escapes the influence 
of human activity”13—is utterly insufficient to justify such a metaphor. It is 
undoubtedly true that humans have a greater causal impact on the planet 
than does any other individual species (and have for a while). Human in-
fluence may be so massive that future geologists will see our impact in the 
geological record. But this is a far cry from showing that human causal in-
fluence on Earth is greater than the combined causal contributions of the 
nonhuman geological, chemical, physical, and biological forces. Humans 
are a fundamental force shaping the planet, but we are one among many.

Like other Anthropocene boosters, Thompson finds in the “age of 
man” an enhanced authority for humans in our relationship with the 
planet. He asserts that “whether we accept it or not, human beings now 
shoulder the responsibility of planetary management.”14 Note that what 
Thompson rejects here is not only Leopold’s “plain member and citizen” 
view of our place in the natural world, but also a number of other concep-
tions of humans’ relationship with nature: We are not caretakers or restor-
ers of Earth, not janitors charged with cleaning up the mess we have made, 
not those who repent and try to make restitution for our destruction, nor 
healers of a wounded Earth. Instead we are managers—we are in charge—
of this place. Humans are boss. Rather than develop our human capacities 
for “gratitude, wonder, respect, and restraint”15 with regard to nature, we 
should take control and handle the place. Rather than celebrate Earth, we 
humans, “like adoptive parents,” need to “enable” the “flourishing” of life.16 
But as many have pointed out, Earth does not need us, and the nonhuman 
world as a whole would be far better off if we weren’t around. Our respon-
sibility toward nature is not mainly to enable nature, but to stop disabling 
it. Our responsibility toward the planet is not to control and manage it, 
but—at least in many ways—to loosen our control and impact.

For Thompson and other boosters, the Anthropocene means that the 
traditional environmentalism that places the value of naturalness at its 
center is dead. “My analysis supports that idea that environmentalism in 
the future . . . will hold a significantly diminished place for valuing the 
good of the autonomy in nature.”17 I think the opposite conclusion is war-
ranted. It is true that there is a decreasing extent of naturalness on the 
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planet and thus there is less of it to value. But it is also true that what 
remains has become all the more precious. If one starts with the assump-
tion that nature’s autonomy from humanity is valuable, and one then 
points out that humans control more and more dimensions of the natural 
world—thereby diminishing its naturalness and making its autonomy in-
creasingly rare—then the remaining naturalness increases in value. Rarity 
is a value-enhancing property of those things antecedently judged to be 
good. Furthermore, if naturalness is a value, then the more it is compro-
mised by human control and domination, the more (not less) important it 
is to take steps to regain it, as well as protect what remains. 

The naturalness that persists in human-altered or human-impacted 
nature is a seriously important object of valuation. Unless one ignores a 
central point maintained by defenders of the natural—that naturalness 
comes in degrees—and accepts the discredited notion that in order for 
something to be natural it must be absolutely pristine, then dimensions 
of nature can be natural (that is, relatively autonomous from humans) 
and can be valued as such even when they have been significantly influ-
enced by humans. Take urban parks as an example: Although significantly 
shaped by humans, they retain much naturalness, and these parks are val-
ued (in large part) for their naturalness by those who enjoy them. They 
would, for example, be valued much less if the trees were plastic and the 
birds genetically engineered. 

A central strategy of the Anthropocene boosters is to accuse their op-
ponents of accepting an outdated ideal of pristine nature. In this view, na-
ture must be virginal and untouched to really be nature. As a result, we have 
either reached the end of nature (à la McKibben)18 or we bask in profound 
ignorance of widespread human influence. For the most part, this ploy at-
tacks a straw man: Defenders of an environmentalism that prioritizes re-
spect for the autonomy of the natural world are well aware of the demise of 
pristine nature, yet this does not undermine their commitment to respect, 
and—where possible—to enhance or reestablish, nature’s autonomy. 

Ironically, the Anthropocene boosters themselves frequently rely on the 
idea of nature as pristine and use it to invoke the false dichotomy: Either na-
ture is pristine or it is created (or domesticated) by humans. Consider a few 
comments expressed by current Anthropocene proponents: “An interesting 
way to look at nature now in the Anthropocene is that nature is something 
that we create. . . .There is really nothing around that has not been touched 
by us. And if there is something that hasn’t been touched by us that was 
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a decision for the most part. . . . Nature is something you have to nurture 
yourself, just like your garden”;19 and, “There really is no such thing as na-
ture untainted by people. Instead, ours is a world of nature domesticated, 
albeit to varying degree, from national parks to high-rise megalopolises.”20 

So while the Anthropocene boosters criticize the McKibben ideal of 
pristine nature (which led Bill McKibben to the absurd conclusion that 
“we now live in a world of our own making”21), they arrive at the same 
conclusion and for pretty much the same reasons! But as I’ve argued, 
significant naturalness remains and it is possible and desirable to value 
diminished naturalness. There is plenty left to value and defend for the 
advocates of traditional “naturalness” environmentalism. 

Furthermore, Anthropocene boosters ignore the potential for hu-
manization to flush out of human-impacted natural systems and the real 
possibility for greater degrees of naturalness to return.22 That restoration, 
rewilding, and just letting naturalness come back on its own are desirable 
environmental policies (though certainly not the only environmental goals) 
is something else that the Anthropocene boosters seem to reject. Note that 
nature need not return to some original, baseline state or trajectory for nat-
uralness to be enhanced; the lessening of human control and influence on 
the course of nature is sufficient. Even if, as proponents of the Anthropo-
cene insist, it is true that there is “no going back,” that does not mean that 
the only path forward is a thoroughly managed future increasingly devoid 
of naturalness. That leaving nature alone to head off into a trajectory that we 
do not specify is itself ostensibly a “management decision” does not show 
that this trajectory is a human-controlled or human-impacted one. 

In conclusion, I see the recent focus on the age of man as the latest 
embodiment of human hubris. It manifests a culpable failure to appreciate 
the profound role nonhuman nature continues to play on Earth and an ar-
rogant overvaluation of human’s role and authority. It not only ignores an 
absolutely crucial value in a proper respect for nature but leads us astray 
in environmental policy. It will have us downplaying the importance of 
nature preservation, restoration, and rewilding and also have us promot-
ing ecosystem invention and geoengineering. Further, by promoting the 
idea that we live on an already domesticated planet, it risks the result that 
monetary and public support for conservation will seem futile and dry 
up.23 We should not get comfortable with the Anthropocene, as some have 
suggested, but rather fight it. Such comfort is not the virtue of reconcilia-
tion, but the vice of capitulation. 



[THREE]

THE VALUE OF THE WILD



Wild World
RODERICK FRAZIER NASH

MY PURPOSE IS TO PERSUADE YOU that wilderness is a moral resource. 
Human cultures have seen an extraordinary intellectual revolution in re-
cent centuries that has transformed their view of wilderness from a liabil-
ity to an asset. That transformation has largely been promoted by anthro-
pocentric arguments emphasizing the value of wilderness to civilization.

But, as Henry David Thoreau wrote, the point of wilderness is that 
it is the home of “civilizations other than our own.” Or, as children’s au-
thor Maurice Sendak put it more recently, it is “where the wild things are.” 
Conceived as the habitat of other species, not as a human playground, wil-
derness is the best environment in which to learn that humans are mem-
bers in, and not masters of, the community of life. And this ethical idea, 
working as a restraint in our relations with the environment, may be the 
starting point for saving this planet. 

In the beginning, civilization created wilderness. For nomadic hunters 
and gatherers, who have represented our species for most of its existence, 
everything natural is simply habitat, and people understood themselves 
to be part of a seamless living community. Lines began to be drawn with 
the advent of herding, agriculture, and settlement. Distinctions between 
controlled and uncontrolled animals and plants became meaningful, as 
did the concept of controlled space: corrals, fields, and towns.

The unmastered lands—the habitat of hunter-gatherers—came to seem 
threatening to settled folk. Ancient Greeks who had to pass through forest 
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or mountain dreaded an encounter with Pan, the lord of the woods—who 
combined gross sensuality with boundless sportive energy. Indeed, the word 
panic originated from the blinding fear that seized travelers on hearing 
strange cries in the wilderness and assuming them to signify Pan’s approach.

The origins of the English word wilderness reflect this trepidation. In 
the early Teutonic and Norse languages, the root seems to have been “will,” 
with a descriptive meaning of self-willed, willful, or uncontrolled. From 
“willed” came the adjective “wild.” By the eighth century, the Beowulf epic 
was populated by wildeor—a compound of “wild” and “deor,” meaning 
beast—savage and fantastic beasts inhabiting a dismal region of forests, 
crags, and cliffs.

The Judaeo-Christian tradition constituted another powerful forma-
tive influence on Europeans’ attitude toward wilderness, perhaps espe-
cially those who colonized the New World. When the Lord of the Old 
Testament desired to threaten or punish a sinful people, he found the wil-
derness condition to be his most powerful weapon.

So the dawn of civilization created powerful biases. We settled down, 
developed an ecological superiority complex, and bet our evolutionary 
future on the control of nature. Now there were survival-related reasons to 
understand, order, and transform the environment. The largest part of the 
energy of early civilization was directed at conquering wildness in nature 
and disciplining it in human nature.

For the first time humans saw themselves as distinct from—and, they 
reasoned, better than—the rest of nature. They began to think of them-
selves as masters, not members, of the community of life.

Civilization severed the web of life as humans distanced themselves 
from the rest of nature. Behind fenced pastures, village walls and, later, 
gated condominiums, it was hard to imagine other living things as rela-
tives, or nature as sacred. The remaining hunters and gatherers became 
“savages.”  The community concepts, and attendant ethical respect, that 
had worked to curb human self-interest in dealings with nature declined 
in direct proportion to the “rise” of civilization. Nature lost its significance 
as something to which people belonged and became something they pos-
sessed: an adversary, a target, an object for exploitation.

The resulting war against the wilderness was astonishingly successful. 
Today we have fragments of a once-wild world, together with the whole-
sale disappearance of species. The ark is sinking—and on our watch.

Of course humans remain “natural.” But somewhere along the evo-
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lutionary way from spears to spaceships, humanity dropped off the biotic 
team and, as author and naturalist Henry Beston recognized, became a 
“cosmic outlaw.” The point is that we are no longer thinking and acting 
like a part of nature . Or, if we are a part, it is a cancerous one, growing 
so rapidly as to endanger the larger environmental organism. Our species 
has become a terrible neighbor to the 30 million and more other spe-
cies sharing space on this planet. Our numbers and our technology are 
wreaking ecological havoc. We have become the latter-day “death star,” 
with the same potential for destruction as the asteroid that ended the 
days of the dinosaurs.

This is not really an “environmental problem.” It’s a human problem. 
What needs to be conquered now is not the wilderness, but ourselves. We 
need to understand that it is civilization that is out of control.

Mind-pollution is more serious than chemical pollution. It is time to 
understand that there is no “good life” without a good environment and 
that it is a false prosperity that cannot be sustained over the long ecologi-
cal haul. Growth must be dissociated from progress. Bigger is not better 
if the system is destroyed. As the deep ecologists recognize, we must now 
emphasize wholes over parts, and pursue justice at the level of entire eco-
systems. A new valuation of wilderness is an excellent place to start.

The transformation that led some to view wilderness as an asset prob-
ably began with the Romantics. For example, Lord Byron wrote in 1817 in 
the fourth canto of his poem “Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage”:

There is a pleasure in the pathless woods,
There is a rapture on the lonely shore,
There is society, where none intrudes,
By the deep sea, and music in its roar:
I love not man the less, but Nature more . . . . 

But this insight developed into a largely anthropocentric justification 
of wilderness, as something to be valued and preserved for people. Recre-
ational, spiritual, and scenic values all used humanity as the measure. And 
so did the early ecological arguments for wilderness, with their utilitarian 
emphasis on protecting species that possibly held the cure for cancer. More 
recently, wild ecosystems have been praised as resources capable of provid-
ing environmental “services” and supporting human health. These are the 
arguments that, sometimes, sell nature protection on the political stage.
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But wilderness is not for people at all. It is where the wild things, the 
self-willed things, are.

From this ecocentric perspective, wilderness preservation becomes a 
gesture of planetary modesty and a badly needed exercise in restraint on 
the part of a species intoxicated with its power. Seen this way, wilderness 
preservation expresses a belief in the rights of nature.

Rightly seen, wilderness is the best demonstration that we are not the 
only, or even the primary, members of the biotic team. It is a living re-
minder of the gross limitations of our definitions of “society” and “moral-
ity.” Our real society is coterminous with life on this planet, a fact that our 
ethical sensibilities have as yet failed to recognize.

In the biblical past people went to the wilderness to receive the com-
mandments with which to restructure society. We need to do so again. 
Right now we desperately need a “time-out” to learn how to be team play-
ers in the biosphere. We need to learn how to live responsibly in the larger 
community called the ecosystem. The first requirement for this is to re-
spect our neighbors’ need for habitat.

We should try to define an “ecological contract” that widens the cir-
cle of morality beyond the limits of the “social contract” proposed by the 
seventeenth-century philosopher John Locke. Aldo Leopold, a founder of 
conservationism in America, would have understood this to give priority 
to what he called the “land community.” The challenge is to advance mo-
rality from natural rights to the rights of nature.

And this is where wilderness assumes critical importance. What it 
provides is precisely this “time-out” from the juggernaut of civilization. 
Wild places are uncontrolled. Their presence reminds us of just how far 
we have distanced ourselves from the rest of nature.

We did not, after all, make wilderness. In it we stand naked of the 
built and modified environment, open to seeing ourselves once again as 
large mammals dependent not on our technological cleverness but on the 
health of the ecological community to which we belong. Writing in a pre-
ecological age, Thoreau was more correct than he could have imagined 
about the importance of wildness to the preservation of the world.

The actuality of wilderness reminds us that when we enter it we enter 
someone else’s home. Recall your parents’ admonitions: Courtesy is called for; 
so is respect. Stealing is wrong (but think of the past few thousand years of hu-
man relationship to nature). Wild places deserve respect not for what they can 
do for us but for what they mean to our fellow evolutionary travelers.
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The concept of wilderness is just as important. It instructs us in the 
need for a more embracing, environmental ethic. The fact that wilderness 
is nature we do not own or use can open us to perceiving its intrinsic 
value. By definition we do not dominate or control wild places, and so 
they suggest the importance of sharing—which was, after all, the basis 
of the ethic of fair play that we did not learn very well in kindergarten. A 
species whose technological cleverness has made it the schoolyard bully 
desperately needs the ethical discipline that wilderness provides.

Ethics are concepts of right and wrong that work as restraints on free-
dom in the interest of preserving communities. It is easy to think of the 
kind of ecocentric ethic that I propose as being “against” human interests 
and freedoms. But most basic interests of human beings are inextricably 
linked to those of the greater environmental whole.

From this perspective, less, in the way of human impact on the Earth, 
can indeed be more. Growth is a good thing that has been carried too far. 
We spend our ecological capital as if there were no tomorrow and run an 
environmental deficit. In the relatively near future, some feel, the notes 
will come due. Our self-interest is very definitely involved. If we sink that 
ark, we go down too.

Respecting wildness, then, is prudent as well as ethically enlightened. 
Its instrumental and intrinsic values converge on the distant perspective 
point of evolutionary biology. Evolutionists increasingly recognize that 
species coevolve—in communities.

In respecting wildness, we forgo economic advantages. Lumbering, 
farming, and mining stop. Roads and buildings stay outside. We even 
limit our recreational options: limiting the use of mechanized transport, 
for example. Indeed the power of “recreation” as a justification for keeping 
land wild is in its twilight years; the sun is rising on the new moral and 
ecological arguments.

Wilderness is the best place both to learn and to express ecological 
limitation. Its value as a moral resource is not in the least diminished by 
our staying out altogether. Properly managed and interpreted, designated 
wilderness could give us the inspiration to live responsibly and sustainably 
elsewhere. In wildness is the promise of both biological and ethical repair. 



Living Beauty
SANDRA LUBARSKY

IN HIS ESSAY, “Goose Music,” Aldo Leopold admits to having “congenital 
hunting fever,” and that, coupled with the fact that he has three sons to 
train in its virtues, keeps him shivering in his jacket at daybreak, fingers so 
frozen that the geese have nothing to fear from his aim. It’s not clear how 
many shots he fires, but they are all wide of their mark. The hour is early 
and the cold is intense, and Leopold has just missed what he describes as 
a “big gander.” 

But Leopold gives no indication of aggravation or disappointment. 
Almost as quickly as that big gander veered away from his gunfire, he 
rejoices in the morning’s outcome. “[M]iss or no miss, I saw him, I heard 
the wind whistle through his set wings as he came honking out of the gray 
west, and I felt him so that even now I tingle at the recollection.”1 

Hunting, it turns out, is not only about the pursuit of game. It is also 
about the pursuit of beauty. “Poets sing and hunters scale the mountains 
primarily for one and the same reason—the thrill to beauty.”2 Whether 
with weapon or recorder, game hunters, fishermen, “field-glass hunters,” 
“rare plant hunters,” “nature-loving poets,” and “professional conserva-
tionists”3 all hunt for “living beauty.”4 To be fully human, Leopold declares, 
we must participate in the natural world; to be fully alive, we must experi-
ence the living beauty of the natural world.

Leopold’s notion of beauty exceeds the conventional confinement of 
beauty or aesthetics to art or art history. If we think of beauty only as having 
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to do with appearance or pleasure or art, we won’t understand the new philo-
sophical territory on which Leopold planted the science of ecology. Leopold’s 
allegiance to the standards of careful observation led him to trust his direct 
experience of nature as evidence that there was something more at work in 
the world than either scientific or economic materialism could measure. 
When he invited his readers to enjoy the early spring sky dance of the wood-
cock or to sip a cup of coffee as field sparrows, robins, orioles, and wrens 
welcomed the new day, he was beckoning readers toward a way of experienc-
ing the world that presupposed a sweeping metaphysical shift. And when he 
sat out after sunset next to the Rio Gavilan in northern Mexico, listening to 
the music in the river, he knew there was a grandeur and richness to wilder-
ness that exceeded its usefulness and monetary value. 

Leopold’s reference to beauty as essential to land health is the most 
important signifier of this new worldview. He understood nature as a net-
work of social relations between incalculable varieties of beings, all filled 
with resident vitality and intrinsic value—and yielding beauty. For Leop-
old, beauty was the “key-log” in unjamming the whole mess made by eco-
nomic and scientific mechanism. Beauty, he maintained, is fundamental 
to an ecological worldview. Not to recognize this was to make a place of 
great aliveness into a mere repository of commodities.

The importance of Leopold’s insight should not be underestimated. 
When it is, Leopold is made into a much more conventional thinker than 
he was. And we remain tied to an explanatory system that, no matter how 
well it explicates the ebb and flow of energy or the interdependencies of 
processes, explains away experience of the intrinsic, immediate worth of 
the natural world. 

IN SHARP CONTRAST to Leopold’s sensitivities to the wild world as a place 
limned with value is the assumption that beauty is simply a judgment that 
originates in the human mind. It appears in conventional wisdom as the 
claim that “beauty is only in the eye of the beholder.” This assertion is the 
product of the modern philosophical tradition, particularly as shaped by 
René Descartes and Immanuel Kant. 

In this tradition, objective reality is thought of as a landscape of “bare 
facts,” fully describable in terms of its physical characteristics. Accord-
ing to Descartes, judgments of color, emotional intensity, ethical worth, 
and aesthetic value are like a brocaded silk cloth, overlaid on the material 
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world that lies untouched beneath it. Any value that might be attributed to 
a fact is not intrinsic to the fact itself but is an embellishment of the fact by 
the individual experiencing it. For example, the sweet smell of an orange 
and its vibrant color are not fundamental to the nature of an orange; after 
all, over time brilliant color fades and sweetness dissolves. But though it 
may shrivel, an orange continues to have physical dimension and form. 
These are the properties that are considered to be primary qualities of the 
orange. All other qualities are secondary or tertiary and not part of the 
objective reality of the orange. 

Beauty, like sweetness and orangeness, is a judgment formulated by 
a perceiver, descriptive of his or her unique experience. Just as an orange 
may be sweet to one person, bitter to another, so beauty is a personal sen-
timent. It is not an objective quality of the world, but a mental laminate, 
layered onto physical forms by our subjective experience. 

Kant radically extended this anthropocentric approach. We cannot 
know the world in itself, says Kant. We can only know it as it is ordered by 
our minds. The world gives us raw data—the “thatness” of some world be-
yond our minds—but the “whatness” of the data is created almost whole 
cloth in our minds. All knowledge then, not just our judgments about 
beauty, is “in the eye of the beholder.” And the beholder, the human sub-
ject, is the source of the rational order of the world. Filtered as it is through 
our mental lens, the world is made in the image of the human mind. 

The assumption that beauty is a subjective production of the human 
mind implies the tacit and damaging proposition that the reason why 
there is no inherent value in the world (apart from that given to it by hu-
man beings) is because reality fundamentally consists of merely physical 
entities. The idea that beauty is entirely subjective is coincident with the 
idea of a valueless, lifeless nature. The exception, of course, is human ex-
perience. It is the human subject who endows lifeless nature with value. 
In this way, modernist philosophy continues the habit of making humans 
ontologically different from the natural world (even as it affirms that hu-
mans are genetic relatives of the great apes). Nature is physical, material, 
mathematically measurable, and mindless. It functions like a machine. 
Human life can be likewise described, with the one exception that coun-
termands all else: Humans have minds. They are subjects in a world of 
objects, chess players in control of not only the board but also the rules of 
the game. The human project becomes a game of domesticating, control-
ling, and deliberately remaking nature to human benefit. 
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A world devoid of anything that makes an orange sweet, a berry bush 
dewy, a late fall day glorious or a summer morning glad, is a world without 
any value except what is given to it by an external source. That value is, 
more often than not, the value that comes with utility. Nature’s value is as 
a useable resource for human purposes or enjoyment. All the many con-
stituents of the natural world, whether as single lives or in relation with 
each other, have no aim of their own or capacity for feeling or freedom. 
They—and all of nature—are lifeless. 

The word mundane literally means “belonging to the world.” But in 
a world bereft of life and beauty, it connotes boredom and tedium, the 
dullness of a place stripped of the qualities that foster character and per-
sonality. The word pedestrian, too, bears this same stamp: to walk in such 
a world is “unexciting” and “unlovely.” Together, these synonyms give ety-
mological evidence of a devalued world. 

In a deeply dug grave, somewhere in this unremarkable landscape, 
nature and beauty lie interned together, victims of the mechanism and 
materialism that define modern science and philosophy. 

“NO WORD MEANS MUCH BY ITSELF,” said Wendell Berry, talking about 
the word sustainability. “[Y]ou have to find a context for it in which it can 
mean something.”5 Our contemporary use of the word beauty is enmeshed 
in the philosophical and methodological assumptions of modern science 
that give primacy to the material and measurable aspects of reality. Where 
intrinsic value is denied to experience, as it is in Cartesian-Kantian meta-
physics, aesthetics (and ethics) contribute nothing to our knowledge of 
reality. Under these conditions, beauty (and all aesthetic inquiry) was re-
duced to personal, unverifiable judgment. Aesthetics becomes peripheral, 
an unnecessary way of knowing. It took refuge in the realm of art and the 
philosophy of art as a way of inquiring into the meaning of cultural pro-
duction but not of nature or reality itself. (Aesthetics eventually regained 
some power but only as a mercenary tool of commerce, with beauty as its 
most lucrative agent.)

But our modern context for the word beauty is strikingly different 
from the preceding two thousand years of western thought. Beginning 
with the sixth-century-B.C.E. Greek philosopher Pythagoras, and extend-
ing through the Renaissance, beauty was linked to meditations on the or-
der and structure of the universe. The Greek word cosmos means “order,” 
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and the order that was discovered came from the relations of numbers and 
the harmony that resulted. Because beauty was assumed to be the conse-
quence of harmonious order, the cosmic order was regarded as beautiful. 
This was a mathematical–aesthetic vision of the universe. 

Out of this vision emerged what has been called “The Great Theory 
of Beauty.” It is based on the idea that the structure of the universe can 
be expressed by a set of mathematical and musical proportions. These 
proportions are recapitulated throughout the cosmos, giving coherence 
to the arrangements of life, from microcosm to macrocosm. In the visual 
arts, the word symmetry was used to describe the goal of right propor-
tion. In the aural arts, the word was harmony. In his text on architecture, 
the first-century-B.C.E. Roman architect and engineer Marcus Vitruvius 
Pollio (Vitruvius) showed that this theory could be applied architecturally 
as well, and he established what he believed to be right relationships of 
height-width-length in order to achieve structural symmetry. The Pan-
theon in Rome is often cited as an example of the Vitruvian ideal. In the 
mid-fifteenth century, Leone Battista Alberti applied Vitruvius’ principle 
that beauty is “the harmony of all parts in relation to one another” to the 
magnificent Basilica of Santa Maria Novella. And in 1490, Leonardo da 
Vinci sketched his version of the Vitruvian Man—the now-iconic image 
of a male body inscribed within both a circle and a square, drawn so that 
the human figure’s measurement from forehead to chin is one-tenth of the 
total height and the span between the outstretched arms is equal to the 
distance from heel to head. “Man,” Leonardo declared, “is the model of the 
world,” a replication of the geometric beauty of the cosmos. 

The Pythagorean inheritance is a philosophical system in which the 
entire universe participates in harmonious relations. Thus beauty abounds. 
So compelling was this image of the cosmos and of human life—of an in-
telligible world that, despite all the vagaries of human existence, was har-
monious and beautiful—that it was sustained throughout the Middle Ages 
and into the Renaissance. Johannes Kepler (1571–1630) embraced it, and 
he titled his 1619 work describing the new calculations of planetary orbits 
Harmonice Mundi (“harmonies of the world”). When Kepler found that the 
celestial orbits were elliptical rather than circular and thus, according to the 
Pythagorean system, harmoniously imperfect, he first reacted with aversion 
to his own discovery. Eventually, he became convinced that an even greater 
order was present, one that preserved the principal Pythagorean values of 
mathematical order, ratio, harmony, and beauty. 
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Some have interpreted Kepler’s loyalty to a universe in which fact and 
value are interlaced, in which the empirical structure of the universe can 
be declared beautiful, as nothing more than a holdover of the medieval 
mind, a psychological and intellectual handicap he needed to overcome in 
order to cross cleanly and completely to the side of modern science. But 
to contend that the genius Kepler was either more naive than we moderns 
or that his mystical inclinations were the result of knowing-not-enough 
about reality is quite obviously a modern conceit. The same must then 
be assumed of Plato, Plotinus, Cicero, Augustine, Boethius, Aquinas, and 
Copernicus, all of whom upheld the idea of harmonic proportion and cos-
mic beauty as unapologetically as we assume the law of gravity. Surely, 
their desire for an intelligible universe was as strong as ours. And surely 
they were at least as aware as we of the ruthless and heart-breaking ills that 
relentlessly shadow our lives. Yet, they believed that in its deepest struc-
ture, the universe was so ordered as to yield harmony and beauty. 

THE FACT THAT IN the modern era we have tried to understand both the 
world and ourselves apart from beauty is neither an oversight nor a minor 
philosophical decision. And the fact that we have lived as if beauty doesn’t 
matter in the “real world” is not unrelated to the callous ways in which we 
have uprooted places of great beauty and life. 

We need a more accurate way of seeing the world. The natural world 
refutes the position that reality is a dull affair, devoid of meaning and 
value. Our encounters with nature are neither mundane nor pedestrian. 
These facts are a signal that some philosophical mistake has been made by 
those who portray the natural world as bare and lifeless matter. 

Mechanism, says the philosopher Alfred North Whitehead, is true 
under certain general abstractions but false as a fully explanatory model 
of experience. In spite of the fact that mechanistic explanations of reality 
have been immensely useful in expanding human technological abilities, 
there remains much of importance they cannot account for—life, feeling, 
freedom, purpose, consciousness, moral worth, and beauty. Quantum 
physics and relativity theory can be added to the list. Despite these in-
adequacies, we cling to the modern scientific worldview as if it were the 
whole truth about reality. 

Whitehead set out to correct the exaggerations of the modern world-
view, with its roots in seventeenth-century physics and its commitment 



194      SANDRA LUBARSKY

to a metaphysics based primarily on what can be seen and measured. In 
Whitehead’s view, a more accurate philosophy addresses all experience, 
not just physical experience. “The various human interests which suggest 
cosmologies are science, aesthetics, ethics, religion,” he wrote.6 Each in-
quiry discloses something important about the nature of reality. The task 
of philosophy, Whitehead argues, is not to deny or neglect one aspect over 
another but to coordinate the partial truths vouchsafed by each. Since the 
seventeenth century, the dominant cosmology has been the one derived 
from science. This has constituted both real gain and real loss. A more 
adequate metaphysics would not discard the whole range of experiences 
that occur in our lives. Philosophical adequacy (and honesty) requires an 
appeal to lived experience. Aesthetic experience is without doubt a part of 
our experience of the world. Explaining it away is bad metaphysics. 

Whitehead built a new philosophy, one that reversed the judgment 
reached by mechanistic philosophy. “It is the essence of life that it exists 
for its own sake, as the intrinsic reaping of value.”7 This was Leopold’s intu-
ition as well. Leopold’s description of ecological “rightness” was meant as 
a guide for a new kind of science, one that involved vitality and value and 
recognized values beyond utility and profit margin. Whitehead’s meta-
physics, which he called a philosophy of organism but which is now better 
known as process philosophy, begins where Leopold’s empirical studies 
led him: with the insistence that the world is best understood as a marvel 
of relations, suffused with a worth and creativity that cannot be reduced 
to dead, valueless matter or figured in dollars and cents. “How do we add 
content to the notion of bare activity?” Whitehead asked. “This question 
can be answered only by fusing life with nature.” Nature is alive, and be-
cause it is alive, it is imbued with value and aesthetic worth. 

For both Leopold and Whitehead, the value most associated with liv-
ingness is beauty. Beauty refers to the quality of aliveness and the vivacity 
that inheres in living beings and is intensified in the relations between be-
ings. It is descriptive of the way things organize themselves, a measure of 
the degree of life present throughout a living structure. Beauty contributes 
to the success of life and the enjoyment of being alive. It is what we name 
those experiences of life that affirm our own vitality in relation to the vital-
ity of other beings. 

Beauty is the value that arises from an innumerable number of finely 
tuned adjustments of actuality-to-actuality, adjustments that enable and 
sustain life. This means that it is not a quality—blue or shiny or well-
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proportioned, or a composite of these—overlaid on a substance. It is not 
owned by the world of art or fashion or cosmetics. It is not “skin deep.” Nor 
is it simply “in the eye of the beholder.” It is embedded in life, part of the 
dynamic, relational structure of the world created by the concert of living 
beings. And it is what we name those relational structures that encourage 
and support freshness and zest so that life can continue to make life. 

To conceive of beauty in this way, as both aim and consequence of life, 
involves a very different metaphysics from the Cartesian-Kantian narra-
tive, one that connects livingness with feeling and value. In an aesthetic-
organic metaphysics, the aim of life is be alive in ways that affirm the full 
measure of life beyond mere survival. To be sure, this worldview requires 
a detailed exposition. But beauty is so clearly a part of our experience of 
being alive and encountering the livingness of other beings that it is as-
tounding we have relinquished this plain fact. 

NATURE, LIFE, AND BEAUTY cannot be untangled. The philosophical at-
tempt to do so has done great harm to the world. What makes wilderness 
wild is the great “willful” effort exerted by the abundance of life residing 
in relation. And where there is much life, there is the potential for great 
beauty. Indeed, beauty and biodiversity are concurrent, the multiplicity of 
life yielding patterns of living vibrancy. 

Neither wilderness nor wild beauty is something humans can make. 
They are the production of many life-seeking creatures in relationship, ad-
justing life to life, often over durations that exceed human history. Because 
the natural world is not constructed like a machine, once it is dismantled 
all the power tools in the world cannot reassemble it. If there are no more 
woods or wolves, they cannot, at a later date, be retrofitted back into the 
contraption of nature. The beauty they generated, the invaluable issue of 
millions of life events, is likewise irreparable. Life, wilderness, biodiver-
sity, and beauty are an interlaced knot; when the cord is cut, the intricacies 
are lost, the entire weave undone. 

Leopold’s essay, “Goose Music,” begins with the gander’s getaway but 
ends with the haunting question, “What if there be no more goose music?” 
In an anthropocentric narrative, the loss of goose music would mean the 
end of a valued game bird. For Leopold and Whitehead and any who be-
lieve that every living being is a storehouse of value, it would mean much 
more: the loss of a unique form of life, the loss of its unique beauty, and 
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reverberations of loss throughout the whole elegant symphony of life. “We 
do not live on the earth,” says Wendell Berry, “but with and within its life.”8 
Absent the goose and its distinctive voicing of life, its V dance of migra-
tion, and its willful presence, the community of life-within-life is literally 
dismembered. We fall downward—as if shot by a marksman who cares 
little for the whistle of wind through pinioned feathers—into a wasteland 
of our own making.



Wilderness: What and Why?
HOWIE WOLKE

A FEW YEARS AGO, I led a group through the wilds of northern Alaska’s 
Brooks Range during the early autumn caribou migration. I think that if 
I had twenty lifetimes I’d never again experience anything quite so prime-
val, so simple and rudimentary, and so utterly, uncompromisingly wild. 
If beauty is in the eye of the beholder, this beheld my eye above all else. 
Maybe that trek—in one of the ultimate terrestrial wildernesses remain-
ing on Earth—is my personal yardstick, my personal quintessence of what 
constitutes real wilderness among a lifetime of wilderness experience. The 
tundra was a rainbow of autumn pelage. Fresh snow engulfed the peaks 
and periodically the valleys, too. Animals were everywhere, thousands of 
them, moving across valleys, through passes, over divides, atop ridges. 
Wolves chased caribou. A grizzly on a carcass temporarily blocked our 
route through a narrow pass. It was a week I’ll never forget, a week in an 
ancient world that elsewhere is rapidly being engulfed by the frightening 
nature-deficit technophilia of the twenty-first century. 

Some claim that wilderness is defined by our perception, which is 
shaped by our circumstance and experience. For example, one who has 
never been to the Brooks Range but instead has spent most of her life 
confined to big cities with little exposure to wild nature might consider a 
farm woodlot or a small state park laced with dirt roads to be “wilderness,” 
or, for that matter, a cornfield, though this seems to stretch this theory of 
wilderness relativity to the point of obvious absurdity. According to this 
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line of thought, wilderness, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder.
Yet those who believe that perception defines wilderness are dead 

wrong. In our culture, wilderness is a very distinct and definable entity, 
and it can be viewed on two complementary levels. First, from a legal 
standpoint, the Wilderness Act of 1964 defines wilderness quite clearly. A 
designated wilderness area is “undeveloped” and “primeval,” a wild chunk 
of public land without civilized trappings that is administered to remain 
wild. Section 2c of the Wilderness Act defines a wilderness area as “un-
trammeled,” meaning “unconfined” or “unrestricted.” It further defines 
wilderness to be “an area of undeveloped Federal land retaining its pri-
meval character and influence, without permanent human improvements 
or habitation.” The law also generally prohibits road building and resource 
extraction such as logging and mining. Plus, it sets a general guideline of 
5,000 acres as a minimum size for a wilderness. Furthermore, it banishes 
to non-wilderness lands all mechanized conveniences, from mountain 
bikes and game carts to noisy fume-belching all-terrain vehicles and snow 
machines. 

Written primarily by the late Howard Zahniser, the Wilderness Act 
creates a National Wilderness Preservation System (NWPS) on federally 
administered public lands. All four federal land management agencies ad-
minister wilderness: the U.S. Forest Service, National Park Service, U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Bureau of Land Management. In order 
to designate a wilderness, the United States Congress must enact a statute, 
and the President must sign it. Also, under the Wilderness Act, the NWPS 
is to be managed uniformly as a system.   

In addition to viewing wilderness as a legal entity, we also have a 
closely related cultural view, steeped in mystery and romance and influ-
enced by our history, which yes, includes the hostile view of wilderness 
that was particularly prevalent during the early days of settlement. Today, 
our cultural view of wilderness is generally positive. Today’s cultural view 
of wilderness is greatly influenced by the Wilderness Act, which means 
that when people simply speak of wilderness, without regard to legal 
definitions, they speak of wild country that’s big, wild, and undeveloped, 
where nature rules. And that certainly isn’t a woodlot or cornfield.

In summary, then, wilderness is nature with all its magic and unpre-
dictability. It lacks roads, motors, pavement, and structures but comes 
loaded with unknown wonders and challenges that at least some humans 
increasingly crave in today’s increasingly controlled and confined world. 
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Untrammeled wilderness, by definition, comes with fire and insects, pred-
ator and prey, and the dynamic unpredictability of wild nature, existing in 
its own way and in its own right, with utter disregard for human prefer-
ence, convenience, and comfort. And perception. As the word’s etymolog-
ical roots connote, wilderness is “self-willed land,” and the “home of wild 
beasts.” It is also the ancestral home of all that we know in this world, and 
it spawned civilization, although I’m not convinced this was a good thing.

Neither the Wilderness Act nor our more general cultural perception 
of wilderness require that wilderness landscapes be pristine. The authors 
of the Wilderness Act wisely recognized that, even in 1964, there were no 
remaining landscapes that had completely escaped the imprint of human-
ity. Consider acid rain, global air pollution, and the anthropogenic climate 
crisis. That’s why they defined wilderness as “generally appearing to have 
been affected primarily by the forces of nature with the imprint of man’s 
work substantially unnoticeable” [emphasis mine]. Indeed, those who cite 
humanity’s ubiquitous impacts to wrongly claim that wilderness no longer 
exists fail to grasp the difference between wild and pristine. Absolute pris-
tine nature may be history, but there remains plenty of wildness on this 
beleaguered planet. As the mushrooming human population continues its 
malignant growth into the globe’s shrinking domain of wild habitat, the 
value of wildness—and of protecting wilderness—increases. 

So wilderness isn’t just any old unpaved undeveloped landscape. It 
isn’t merely a blank space on the map. For within that blank space might 
be all sorts of human malfeasance that have long since destroyed the es-
sence of wilderness: pipelines, power lines, water diversions, overgrazed 
wastelands, and off-road vehicle scarring, for example. No, wilderness isn’t 
merely a place that lacks development. It is unspoiled and primeval, a sa-
cred place in its own right. It might not be entirely pristine, but it’s still a 
functional storehouse for evolutionary processes, by far the best one re-
maining. Wilderness designation is a statement to all who would otherwise 
keep the industrial juggernaut rolling: Hands off! This place is special! 

Nor is wilderness simply a political strategy to thwart bulldozers from 
invading wildlands. That’s one valid use of our wilderness law, yes, but 
when we view wilderness only—or even primarily—as a deterrent to in-
dustry and motors, we fail to consider all of the important things that re-
ally differentiate wilderness from less extraordinary places. Some of those 
things include tangible physical attributes such as native animals and 
vegetation, pure water, and minimal noise pollution. But in many ways, 
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the intangible values of wilderness are equally important in differentiat-
ing wilderness from other landscapes. Wonder and challenge are but two 
of them. For many of us, the simple knowledge that some landscapes are 
beyond our control provides a respite of sanity. Solitude and a feeling of 
connectedness with other life forms are also best attained in wilderness. 

Wilderness also provides us with some defense against the collective 
disease of landscape amnesia. I began to use this term in the early 1990s 
while writing an educational tabloid on wilderness and roadless areas. It 
had begun to occur to me that, as we continue to tame nature, each en-
suing generation becomes less aware of what constitutes a healthy land-
scape because so many components of the landscape gradually disappear. 
Like someone watching the proverbial frog in a pot of water being slowly 
brought to a boil and missing the point when the frog goes from thrash-
ing to dead, society fails to notice before it’s too late that the surrounding 
landscape is slipping away.

For example, few individuals today remember when extensive cotton-
wood floodplain forests were healthy and common throughout the West. 
So today’s generations view our currently depleted floodplains as “normal.” 
Thus there’s no impetus to restore the ecosystem. This principle applies to 
wilderness. Wilderness keeps at least some areas intact, wild and natural, 
for people to see. We don’t forget what we can still see with our own eyes. 
When we keep wilderness wild, there’s little danger that as a society we’ll 
succumb to wilderness amnesia and forget what real wilderness is.

What sets wilderness apart is that it is dynamic, always in flux, never 
the same from one year or decade or century to the next, never stagnant, 
and entirely unconstrained—despite unrelenting human efforts to con-
trol nearly everything. Natural processes such as wildfire, flood, preda-
tion, and native insects are (or should be) allowed to shape the wilderness 
landscape as they have throughout the ages. 

It has been said that wilderness cannot be created; it can be protected 
only where it still persists, and there is some truth here. But there’s a big 
gray area, too. Even though most new wilderness units are carved out of 
relatively unspoiled roadless areas, the U.S. Congress is free to designate 
as wilderness any area of federal land, even lands that have been impacted 
by past human actions, such as logging and road building or off-road ve-
hicles. In fact, Congress has designated such lands wilderness on numer-
ous occasions. Once designated, agencies are legally required by the Wil-
derness Act to manage such lands as wilderness. Time and the elements 



WILDERNESS: WHAT AND WHY?      201

usually do the rest. For example, most wildernesses in the eastern United 
States were once heavily logged and laced with roads and skid trails. To-
day, they have reattained a good measure of their former wildness. 

Perhaps the most crucial but overlooked sections of the Wilderness 
Act deal with caring for designated areas. The Wilderness Act quite clearly 
instructs managers to administer wilderness areas “unimpaired” and for 
“the preservation of their wilderness character.” This means that the law 
forbids degradation of wilderness areas. Therefore, you would assume that 
once an area is designated as wilderness, all would be right with at least a 
small corner of this world. But you would be wrong.

 That’s because, despite the poetic and pragmatic brilliance of the Wil-
derness Act, land managers routinely ignore the law, and thus nearly all 
units of the National Wilderness Preservation System fail to live up to the 
promise of untrammeled wildness. To be fair, agency wilderness managers 
are often under tremendous pressure—often at the local level—to ignore 
abuse. Sometimes their budgets are simply inadequate to do the job. On 
the other hand, we citizens pay our public servants to implement the law. 
When they fail to properly maintain wilderness character, they violate 
both the law and the public trust. 

Throughout the National Wilderness Preservation System, degra-
dation is rampant. Weed infestations, predator control by state wildlife 
managers (yes, in designated wilderness!), eroded multilane horse trails, 
trampled lakeshores, bulldozer-constructed water impoundments, the 
proliferation of structures and motorized equipment use, overgrazing 
by livestock, and illegal motor-vehicle entry are just a few of the ongo-
ing problems. Many of these problems seem minor in their own right, 
but collectively they add up to systemic decline, a plethora of small but 
expanding insults that I call “creeping degradation,” although some of the 
examples seem to gallop, not creep. External influences such as climate 
change and chemical pollution add to the woes of the wilds as we head 
into the challenging and perhaps scary decades that lie in wait. 

In addition to wilderness as both a cultural idea and a legal entity, 
there’s another wilderness dichotomy. That’s the dichotomy of designat-
ed versus “small w” wilderness. America’s public lands harbor perhaps a 
couple hundred million acres of relatively undeveloped, mostly roadless, 
wildlands that—so far—lack long-term congressional protection. These 
“roadless areas” constitute “small w” or “de facto” wilderness. Here’s a 
stark reality of the early twenty-first century: Given the expanding human 
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population and its quest to exploit resources from nearly every remaining 
nook and cranny on Earth, we are rapidly approaching the time when the 
only remaining significant natural habitats will be those we choose to pro-
tect—either as wilderness or as some other (lesser) category of land pro-
tection. Before very long, most other sizeable natural areas will disappear. 

In order to get as many roadless areas as possible added to the Na-
tional Wilderness Preservation System, some wilderness groups support 
special provisions in new wilderness bills in order to placate wilderness 
opponents. Examples include provisions that strengthen livestock grazing 
rights in wilderness, that allow off-road motor vehicles and helicopters, 
that grandfather incompatible uses like dams and other water projects, 
that exempt commercial users from regulations, and many others in ad-
dition to these examples. So we get legalized overgrazing, ranchers and 
wildlife managers on all-terrain vehicles, overzealous fire management, 
and destructive new water projects—just to mention a few of the incom-
patible activities sometimes allowed in designated wilderness. These and 
other such activities de-wild both the wilderness system and the wilder-
ness idea. And when we allow the wilderness idea to decline, it is inevi-
table that society gradually accepts “wilderness” that is less wild than in 
the past. Again, it’s the disease of landscape or wilderness amnesia.  

An equally egregious threat to wilderness is the recent tendency to 
create new wilderness areas with boundaries that are drawn to exclude all 
potential or perceived conflicts, also in order to pacify the opposition. 
So we get small, fragmented “wilderness” areas, sometimes with edge-
dominated amoeba-shaped boundaries that encompass little core habitat. 
Or, large, otherwise unbroken areas without roads get transformed into 
small fragmented “wilderness” units because Congress legislates motor-
vehicle corridors that slice through them. These trends alarm conservation 
biologists, who are concerned with biological diversity and full-ecosystem 
protection. If we fail to demand and work for real wilderness, then we’ll 
never get it. That’s guaranteed.

To some, particularly those who equate motors or resource extrac-
tion with freedom, wilderness designation seems restrictive. But in truth, 
wilderness is more about freedom than is any other landscape. I mean the 
freedom to roam, and yes, the freedom to blunder, for where else might 
we be so immediately beholden to the physical consequences of our de-
cisions? Freedom, challenge, and adventure go together, and wilderness 
provides big doses of each—“Should I try to cross here?” “Can I make 
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my way around that bear?” “Is there really a severe storm approaching?” 
When we enter wilderness, we leave all guarantees behind. We are behold-
en to the unknown. Things frequently don’t go as planned. Wilderness is 
rudimentary and fundamental in ways that we’ve mostly lost as a culture. 
This loss, by the way, weakens us. Wilderness strengthens us.

Freedom. In wilderness we are free to hunt, fish, hike, crawl, slither, 
swim, horse-pack, canoe, raft, cross-country ski, view wildlife, study nature, 
photograph, and contemplate whatever might arouse our interest. We are 
free to pursue our personal spiritual values, whatever they might be, with no 
pressure from the proclaimed authorities of organized church or state. And 
we are generally free to do any of these things for as long as we like. Wilder-
ness is also the best environment for the underutilized but vitally important 
activity of doing absolutely nothing—I mean nothing at all, except perhaps 
for watching clouds float past a wondrous wilderness landscape. 

Wilderness provides an essential antidote for civilization’s growing 
excesses of pavement, pollution, technology, and pop culture. Wilderness 
provides clean water and flood control, and it acts as a clean air reservoir. 
It provides many tons of healthy meat, because our healthiest fisheries and 
game populations are associated with wilderness (Who says “You can’t eat 
scenery”?). And wilderness reduces the need for politically and socially 
contentious endangered species listings. When we protect habitat, most 
species thrive. 

By providing nature a respite from human manipulation, wilderness 
cradles the evolutionary process. It helps to maintain connectivity be-
tween population centers of large wide-ranging animals—especially large 
carnivores. This protects genetic diversity and increases the resilience of 
wildlife populations that are so important to the ecosystem. We are begin-
ning to understand that without large carnivores, most natural ecosystems 
falter in a cascade of biological loss and depletion. 

Wilderness is also our primary baseline environment. In other words, 
it’s the metaphorical yardstick against which we measure the health of all 
human-altered landscapes. How might we ever make intelligent decisions 
in forestry or agriculture, for example, if there’s no baseline with which to 
compare? Of course, wilderness acts as a real baseline only if we really al-
low it to be wild and untrammeled.

Wilderness is also about humility. It’s a statement that we don’t know 
everything and never will. In wilderness we are part of something much 
greater than our civilization and ourselves. It moves us beyond self, and 
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that, I think, can lead only to good things. Perhaps above all, wilderness 
is an acknowledgement that nonhuman life forms and the landscapes that 
support them have intrinsic value, just because they exist, independent 
of their multiple benefits to the human species. Intrinsic value is a tough 
concept for some to grasp, especially when it pertains to nonhuman life 
or habitat. So no, I cannot absolutely prove the idea of the intrinsic value 
of wilderness (nor can I prove the intrinsic value of Grandma); its valid-
ity depends upon one’s basic values and the cultivation of receptivity and 
listening. Few who spend much time in wilderness would argue against it. 

Most emphatically, wilderness is not primarily about recreation, al-
though that’s certainly one of its many values. Nor is it about the “me first” 
attitude of those who view nature as a metaphorical pie to be divvied up 
among user groups. It’s about selflessness, about setting our egos aside and 
doing what’s best for the land. It’s about wholeness, not fragments. After 
all, wilderness areas—despite their problems—are still the healthiest land-
scapes with the cleanest waters, and they tend to support the healthiest 
wildlife populations, particularly for many species that have become rare 
or extirpated in places that are less wild. 

Having made a living primarily as a wilderness guide/outfitter for 
thirty-five years, I’ve had the good fortune to experience many wild places 
throughout western North America and occasionally far beyond. Were I 
to boil down to one succinct statement what I’ve learned, it would prob-
ably be this: Wilderness is about restraint. As Howard Zahniser stated, 
wilderness managers must be “guardians, not gardeners.” When in doubt, 
leave it alone. For if we fail to restrain our manipulative impulses in wil-
derness, where on Earth might we ever find untrammeled lands? 

Finally, when we fail to protect, maintain, and restore real wilderness, 
we miss the chance to pass along to our children and grandchildren—and 
to future generations of nonhuman life—the irreplaceable wonders of a 
world that is too quickly becoming merely a dim memory of a far better 
time. Luckily, we still have the opportunity to both designate and properly 
protect a considerable chunk of the once-enormous wilderness. Let’s not 
squander that opportunity. We need to protect as much as possible, and 
to keep it wild. 



Resistance
LISI KRALL

THERE WAS A TIME when Wyoming was infinite and wild. That was before 
the exponential growth curves began to shoot upward in the inevitable 
flight that took much of Wyoming with it. Wyoming’s elevation and arid-
ity were not sufficient sentinels to ward off energy development and its ar-
chitecture of despair. Man-camps and half-abandoned trailer parks. Cities 
of gas wells lighting up the night sky. Ancient migration paths interrupted. 
Dust and ozone and water that ignites. Halliburton trucks endlessly pac-
ing up and down the once-empty roads. Wyoming has become a restive 
place. Its legacy of deep time now in drawdown to provide the raw mate-
rial of our civilization’s experiment with domestication: endless economic 
growth. There seems no limit, as yet, to the demand for coal, oil, and gas. 

My epiphany about the fate of Wyoming came in South America the 
day I drove through Chile’s Chacabuco Valley and crossed into Argentina. I 
entered a vast space that went on for so long that I began to have flashbacks 
to a time whose memories came to me in fragments of pictures. I am a young 
child riding in a pickup truck with my father on a rainy June day; I can smell 
the sagebrush and see the endless expanse of the Wyoming steppe outside 
the windows. During that drive through Patagonia I realized what had hap-
pened to Wyoming. I wept for months after that, mourning the loss of my 
home landscape that registered for me on the other side of the equator. 

Wyoming is a testament to the misguided belief that Earth’s domesti-
cation can be relatively innocuous in a world of endless growth. The belief 
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in domestication as a balanced Earth state is a dangerous elixir that paci-
fies our misgivings about the economic order of things—misgivings that 
we now ought to acknowledge and voice. It expresses how we carve hope 
out of convenience. It is the fantasy born of denial about the magnitude of 
our predicament. Granted, our circumstance is so daunting that we seem 
unable to grasp it. We fail to confront what is true: that our present eco-
nomic system cannot be reconciled with a reverence for the wild impulse 
of the Earth or even with its biophysical limits. I utter this economic her-
esy without equivocation . 

It is much easier to hold onto the illusion that reconciliation is pos-
sible. This illusion is reinforced by a seductive strain of our economic be-
lief system, a strain that lacks the rancor of neoconservative free-market 
ideology. It is the belief that it is possible to reform and manage a capi-
talist economy to simultaneously generate jobs, eliminate poverty, grow 
(“green,” of course), solve climate change, conserve biodiversity, and lead 
us to the promised land of progress and a more perfected point along the 
continuum of human development. This belief ignores the reality of our 
economic history. 

If we peer into the black hole of economic progress and take a good 
hard look we will find an ambiguous progress at best: material well-being 
for some at the cost of a relentless assault on the Earth, entrenched poverty, 
economic instability, and excess that boggles the mind. In spite of all the 
institutional reforms to our economic system, from Keynesian monetary 
and fiscal policy to the reforms distilled from the sweat and blood of the 
many resistance movements (the labor and environmental movements, 
for example), the list of unacceptable outcomes continues to multiply. 

It is unpopular to explore the dark recesses of economic reality. There 
is no surer way to discredit oneself than to question the promise of the 
global-market society to fulfill our economic possibilities and our hu-
man potentialities (with a little nudging from the right policies of course), 
while continuing to inhabit a livable planet. This is precisely what I ques-
tion. I question whether it is possible to continue with a system structur-
ally disposed to grow (and stagnate) and at the same time have a vibrant 
or even livable planet. But when I make this claim I am usually confronted 
with blank stares, as if the people I’m talking to have just discovered that 
I’m an invasive species, muddying the ecology of clear thought and com-
promising our ability to move forward. 

I fear that avoiding any questioning of the structure and purpose of our 
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economic system has become the deliberate strategy of the environmental 
movement. There is no doubt that many battles will be won following this 
strategy. Yet I am also certain the war against the wholesale domestication 
of the planet will be lost. The truth is that it is not easy to change the leopard 
spots of globalized capitalism as environmentalists who seek to partner 
with it seem to believe. If it were, I like to think we would have done it by 
now. It’s not surprising, though, that faith is invested in a successful mar-
riage between a market society and green domestication. The alternative is 
to question the foundational precepts of our economic system, and this is 
a daunting prospect. It is much more convenient to compromise. 

We might take a serious look at the path we follow. It is a journey of 
diminished existence for humans and nonhumans alike after which there 
will be little redemption. Diminishment means gradually lessening: This 
is what’s happening to our humanity and to the impulse of the Earth. We 
are pursuing and creating a dystopia of domestication. Species, languages, 
glaciers, cultures, predators, unencumbered vistas, human lives, animal 
lives, ecologies, magic—all diminished. And for what? For economic 
growth and the dream of global consumerism? For green growth? For the 
abrogation of democracy at the hands of the economically powerful? For 
the drone of motors instead of the cry of wolves and the silence of unin-
habited spaces? Maybe a reality check is in order. Instead, we perfect our 
denial and circle the wagons. 

We have settled into our domestication with the illusion that the 
Earth has already become a garden; our only challenge is to cultivate it 
well. In that spirit we make sure we step around the elephant in the room. 
We don’t challenge the nature and logic of capitalism; it is more conve-
nient to strike out at excessive greed and corporate irresponsibility. We 
argue about how to enact policies to redistribute income rather than work 
to discern why it is so skewed in the first place. We convince ourselves that 
putting a price on nature is a reasonable way to defend it and a valid sub-
stitute for changing our economic dynamic of accumulation and growth. 
We worship human ingenuity and technological change rather than call 
for moral restraint and the granting of freedom to the more-than-human 
world. We don’t think about the rights of the Earth; we avoid thinking 
about the sixth extinction. Instead, we patronize nature by declaring it re-
silient in the face of humankind’s manipulation. After all, haven’t humans 
always manipulated nature? Yes, of course, but we haven’t always imperi-
alized it. There’s a difference. It is one thing for humans to use nature to 
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reproduce their material existence, it is quite another to construct human 
society around an economic dynamic of never-ending expansion. And 
still another to focus that dynamic on the production of exchange value 
or, in common parlance, profit. 

For the long span of history, the nonhuman world existed without be-
ing dominated by humans and their economic preoccupation. For most of 
our natural history Homo sapiens existed as an embedded species in eco-
systems that were not human-dominated. So the question of the human 
relationship with the natural world is not whether our species has always 
manipulated nature, but whether it has always colonized the forms and 
rhythms of the natural world for narrow economic purposes. The answer 
to this question is a thousand times no. For much of its natural history the 
human species has been able to feel the pulse of the Earth. 

This changed with the onset of agriculture some ten thousand years 
ago. Agriculture ushered in a bioeconomic revolution, and the evolution of 
human society and the integrity of the Earth’s ecosystems have never been 
the same. There is a complex story here that goes beyond the scope of these 
few pages. If we distill the importance of this revolution we might say this: 
With agriculture human society became economistic—centered on eco-
nomic activity in a continuum of expansion and surplus production. With 
this revolution a wholly different dynamic for human society and its rela-
tionship with the nonhuman world was set in motion. The consequences for 
humans and their ecological impact are well-documented. Explosive popu-
lation growth, diminished health and well-being, economic hierarchy, and 
ecological decay are the indelible marks of agricultural civilization. 

The present economic system is derivative of this earlier revolution 
and continues in its spirit. The difference is that the results are more pro-
nounced because a market system and its attendant profit imperative is a 
particularly powerful force in generating surplus production. And once 
market society was fertilized with the industrial revolution and its fos-
sil fuel dependency, the metabolism of economic activity was profoundly 
altered. In little more than two centuries humanity has had the impact of 
a geological force. 

Our exponential growth curves document this escalating force, which 
accumulates like compound interest. The most obvious expression can be 
seen if we look at human population growth. At the beginning of the nine-
teenth century there were about 1 billion people on Earth. This means it 
took all of human history until the early nineteenth century to get a total 
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of 1 billion people on the planet. Between 2000 and 2012 alone, 1 billion 
people were added, bringing the total to 7 billion. The exponential growth 
in population is surpassed by economic growth with all of its attendant 
material manifestations and demands on the Earth. China’s economy now 
grows somewhere between 7 and 8 percent per year, which means it will 
double in less than ten years, and the U.S. economy, with a much higher 
standard of living, now has a growth rate of between 2 and 3 percent per 
year. At this rate it will double in less than thirty-five years. The U.S. econ-
omy currently has an official unemployment rate of around 8 percent (and 
it’s probably much higher). If it were to grow at a rate of 4 percent per year it 
would double in less than eighteen years, and under our present economic 
arrangements that level of growth will be necessary to bring our unemploy-
ment rate down to acceptable levels. Is this possible given the ecological 
imbalances and challenges now before us? This is not progress, it is devolu-
tion—it is the impossible economics of the undoing of the web of life. 

Aldo Leopold wrote: “It of course goes without saying that economic 
feasibility limits the tether of what can or cannot be done for land. It always 
has and it always will.”1 In his own day Leopold correctly grasped the mag-
nitude of this tether. But given the world that has unfolded since he wrote 
these words, he might have been inclined to rethink his concession to the 
demands of economic feasibility—which are unreasonable if not immoral 
in relentlessly pressing the natural world to yield to those demands. We 
should now challenge the concession to economic feasibility, but instead 
the economy’s dominion over us is all too often conceded and rationalized 
with garden metaphors and ideologies of balanced domestication. 

We need a line in the sand, affirming human dignity, and restraint in 
the face of the economic insanity that envelops us. This is why we prac-
tice conservation. It is why we rise up in defense of wolves and elephants, 
mountains and rivers, and the black night of the sagebrush steppe. Con-
servation is a tangible resistance, an expression of humility and reverence 
for the wild in a world ruled by madmen and the seemingly limitless teth-
er of economic feasibility. Alone, conservation will come up short, but it 
will at least provide those who come after us with an accounting of what 
has been sacrificed in the name of economic progress. 

Wyoming is a land where the imprint of civilization stands out like 
a proverbial sore thumb. Drive through its vast public lands, now dotted 
with “low-carbon” gas wells, and you’ll see what I mean. The multiple-use 
mandate that governs the management of these lands embodies the belief 
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in balanced domestication: All human constituents can be served while 
still preserving a modicum of the integrity of the nonhuman. This man-
date first hit a wall with ranching; energy development has added a final 
nail to the coffin of this untenable proposition. 

Wyoming, fortunately, has another legacy—a legacy of unadulterated, 
unapologetic conservation of the wild. This legacy puts the challenge of 
our historical moment in a different light. Instead of the promise of bal-
anced domestication sprinkled with garden fairy dust, it demands a place 
for the wild pulse of this miraculous planet in this now zero-sum game. 



An Open Letter to  
Major John Wesley Powell
TERRY TEMPEST WILLIAMS

4 July 2013
 
Dearest Major Powell:

I write to you on the banks of the Colorado River at a time when the 
landscape before me feels much like the political landscape in our nation’s 
capital. Both are eroding. Both are experiencing a state of drought: One 
involves a lack of water; the other involves a lack of vision. 

Almost one hundred fifty years ago, as a prophet overlooking the fu-
ture of America’s western lands, you recognized that the aridity in the des-
ert southwest was a matter of identity. You adopted that identity as a man 
who was bathed and baptized in the wild waters of the Green and Colo-
rado Rivers. Your lips were parched, your skin was dry, and your body 
was stretched by each mile you muscled through, rapid after rapid, as you 
explored the beauty and brutality of this unknown territory, these blank 
spaces on our country’s evolving map. And in the process of your wander-
ings, you became even more passionate about “creating a society to match 
the scenery” as your biographer Wallace Stegner described the measure of 
your character in Beyond the Hundredth Meridian.

When you returned to the political mirage of Washington from the 
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wilderness of red rock canyons and dry heat that animates the stone still-
ness of the desert, you said courageously to minds accustomed to green, 
that rain does not follow the plow. And you advocated for the dissolution 
of state boundaries seeing them for what they were, a geometry of power 
that had little to do with the realities of nature, and you argued vocifer-
ously for the adoption of boundaries based on rivers and watersheds. This 
was not just a pragmatic statement in your hope of creating an enlight-
ened public policy regarding our public lands, your Report on the Arid 
Regions of the United States, with a More Detailed Account of the Lands 
of Utah written in 1876 was nothing short of a spiritual manifesto. Your 
vision was a call for connectivity in a country in love with compartmental-
ism. You saw the need for cooperation within communities laced together 
through water. And you asked for less government bureaucracy and for 
more collaborative jurisdictions among the peoples who inhabited this 
“land of little water.”

I can imagine your ire in 1893, as you put aside your planned speech 
and spoke from your radical heart to the International Irrigation Con-
gress in Los Angeles, California, after hearing them proudly praise their 
delusional dreams of irrigating the millions of acres of federally owned 
lands in the arid West as though the myth of the garden could simply 
be reclaimed through water. You called them mad, you said, “I tell you 
gentlemen, you are piling up a heritage of conflict and litigation over water 
rights for there is not sufficient water to supply the land.” And you were 
right, drought right, to the lost drops of water we find ourselves protecting 
a century later. But on that day, those in attendance and power heckled 
you, booed you, and disregarded your words. 

In 1894, you resigned from your post of Director of the United States 
Geologic Survey after thirteen robust years of geographic reform. You not 
only led the geologic mapping of the American West, but you led an intel-
lectual revolt in understanding a region where erosion and drought require 
a philosophy of restraint. You never forgot your fidelity to science and not 
only fought for but supported a myriad of disciplines such as history, an-
thropology, and art to color our perceptions of what it means to be human. 

No, you were not listened to then, but you are heralded now, revered 
by those of us living in the American southwest today. We honor your 
prudence and prescient intelligence born out of the fullness of your ex-
plored experience of these vast wild spaces, still incomprehensible by 
dandies in Washington, still discounted by politicians who denounce and 
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deplore science in favor of religion. Your lifelong project to integrate “the 
science of man” with “the science of the Earth” is ongoing in our colleges 
and universities and remains part of our public discourse be it in the value 
of wilderness or how our communities resist unbridled growth. 

With my trembling pen, Major Powell, this is what I can tell you: Our 
rivers are shrinking. Our lands are blowing away. And our lawmakers 
from our president to our legislators, both federal and state, are in denial 
of this one hard fact: We must change our lives, our politics, our beliefs, 
our actions, if we are going to survive.

Three things you should know from the grave, Major Powell: 

The planet is heating up. The level of carbon in the atmosphere, 400 
parts per million and climbing, is a result of our exhaustive use of fossil 
fuels to support our human population of 7 billion people. As a result, seas 
are rising, storms are eroding fragile coastlines, and droughts are expand-
ing. Extreme weather is now the norm. We can no longer call tornados, 
hurricanes, and forest fires “natural disasters.” We are responsible. Glaciers 
are melting. Islands are disappearing. People are being displaced. The story 
of aridity in the American West is becoming the narrative of the planet.

A new epoch is upon us. The Holocene which you were so familiar with 
as a geologist and which began after the last ice age, some 11,500 years ago, 
is being replaced by a new epoch, marked by the force of our own species. 
Some scientists and geologists alike are coming to see our press on the plan-
et as its own geologic force that will one day write its rapid and destructive 
history in the stratigraphy of the Earth. Surprisingly enough, it will not be 
just the laying down of our cities or the removal of our forests or even the 
plowed scars of agriculture that will mark this moment through time, the 
onset of the Anthropocene. It will also be the effects of what is currently 
invisible, the changing composition of our atmosphere that will describe 
the demise of diversity on the planet. The burning of coal, the fracking of 
natural gas, and the extended dependence on oil to heat our homes, fuel 
our cars, and run our factories that will blacken the record of our existence. 
Bleached corals in the increasing acidic seas will tell our story of this sixth 
extinction that is upon us.

The Grand Canyon appears to be much older than we thought. Data 
unearthed by researchers at the California Institute of Technology sug-
gests that the conventional geologic models that have placed this wonder 
of the world to be 5 to 6 million years old are much too conservative. 
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Clarence Dutton’s Tertiary History of the Grand Canyon District, so pains-
takingly researched and elegantly drawn one hundred thirty years ago by 
the hands of Thomas Moran and William H. Holmes, is now more of an 
aesthetic document than a scientific one. The Grand Canyon, Major Pow-
ell, that you, sir, put on the map, with all its blessed layers of deep time 
explored, expressed, and catalogued through your leadership of the U.S. 
Geologic Survey, may in fact, be 70 million years old. 

What are we to do with these revelations? How do we integrate and 
incorporate the harsh and horrifying facts of today with the wisdom and 
beauty held and recorded in the stratigraphy of the Earth? 

I return to your wisdom on the importance of “a home-grown educa-
tion,” of being wedded to a place through our wanderings and fighting for 
it. I have learned from your history, Major Powell, that it is only through 
the power of our own encounters and explorations of the wild that we can 
cultivate hope because we have experienced both the awe and humility in 
nature. We can passionately enter into the politics of place, even the realm 
of public policy, and change it, if we dare to speak from the authority of 
our own residencies. 

Bernard DeVoto spoke of “the cult of action” associated with the fron-
tier. You were part of that cult and transformed the culture of science in 
Washington, D.C. You mapped spaces with your curiosity and courage. 
Can we not also become part of this history of courageous engagement 
to fight for what we love—which is not just the imperiled arid lands in the 
American West now slated for an insane onslaught of oil and gas develop-
ment, but also the sanctity of the Earth and all its wild places? May we also 
rise up and set our planned remarks to the side and speak from the heart, 
passionately, vociferously, to our leaders that they are mad and that the 
only way forward is to embark on the shared voyage of uncharted territory 
trusting the weight of science and the power of our collective imaginations.

My question, Major Powell, is this: Can we learn to love the Earth 
enough to change? 

Respectfully yours,
Terry Tempest Williams



E P I L O G U E

The Road to Cape Perpetua
KATHLEEN DEAN MOORE

IT TAKES A STRONG STOMACH to drive over the Coast Range from my house 
to the Pacific Ocean. The road goes the way of the rivers, following tight 
curves between the hills. Logging trucks crowd the turns, going the other 
way. They downshift to hold heavy loads against the grade. Over the crest 
of the range, in the green tumble of hills that form the headwaters for 
the coastal salmon streams, each curve uncovers another square of bare 
mountainside, clear-cut to the mud. There’s hardly a green leaf left in the 
cut—only gray dirt, shattered tree trunks lying every which way, and root 
wads and dead branches bulldozed into muddy piles. Even the rivers are 
gray, muddied by rain that erodes the raw draglines.

When I reached this part of the range, I drove as fast as I could 
through it, keeping my eyes on the single row of alders that the logging 
company left along the road to hide the carnage. I knew that on the coast, 
just south of Cape Perpetua, I would finally come to remnant patches of 
ancient rainforest, somehow saved from the chain saws—six-hundred-
year-old Sitka spruce and red cedars that grow, dark and mossy, down 
the slope to the edge of the sea. I pushed through the scarred hills, trying 
to concentrate on how the ancient forest would smell, all damp earth and 
cedar, and how the surf sounds, far away through deep ferns.

South of the Cape, I walked a trail under Sitka spruce to the edge of a 
cliff, where the forest cracks off into the sea. On the headland, the air was 
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suddenly salt-thick and cold, the wind ferocious. In wild surf, scuds of sea 
foam sprang up like startled birds, and wave-tossed logs shot ten feet in 
the air. A few children ran shouting along the cliff edge, holding their hats 
against the gale, ducking under sheets of spray, changing course simulta-
neously, like sanderlings. I pulled my rain jacket tight around me and sat 
on a bench overlooking the sea.

The bench was a memorial. Someone who deeply loves the coast must 
have chosen the site, just above the wild collision of coastal stream and 
cobbles. I read the inscription on the brass plaque: Mother, when you hear 
a song or see a bird, please do not let the thought of me be sad, for I am lov-
ing you just as I always have. It was heaven here with you.

A living, grieving mother must have written this note, as if her child 
were not dead but was speaking to her through the sea of her pain. And 
the heaven they shared? It must have been here, in this exact spot, where 
the sea surges into the river at high tide and gulls stand hip-deep, shoul-
dering fresh water across their backs, as they must have done for centuries.

I imagined a mother pulling rain-pants on a child already dancing 
to go. A last pat on his wool hat, and he runs across the grass in too-big 
boots. She pulls on her own raincoat and follows him down the trail. At 
the cliff edge, she stands beside him in the wind, looking out to sea.

How can she live with the sorrow?
We’re told by psychologist Elisabeth Kübler-Ross that there is a pat-

tern to grief: Everyone must make the same terrible journey, putting one 
foot in front of the other in air suddenly gone cold and thick. My friend 
Katherine, who knows many kinds of sorrow, agrees with Kübler-Ross 
and wonders if people who are mourning the loss of a beloved part of 
the world—a forest, a salmon run, a species, a stream—don’t experience 
some of the same feelings as those who mourn the loss of a human being. 
The quality of the pain may be different, and its intensity, she says, but the 
sequence of steps is familiar.

Denial is often the first reaction to loss, Kübler-Ross says. Maybe the 
forest isn’t really dead. All those seeds hiding in the bulldozed ground—they 
might grow into a forest eventually. And if it’s too late to save this forest, 
isn’t there still time to save the forests on the other side of the mountains? 
And maybe the salmon runs aren’t extinct; the salmon might be waiting in 
the ocean until the rivers clear and silt washes off the spawning beds. “Look 
around,” my neighbor says, trying to lift my spirits. “It’s still a beautiful world. 
The environmental crisis is just a protest-industry fund-raising scam.” 
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The next stage is anger. What kind of person can cut an ancient for-
est to bloody stumps, bulldoze the meadows to mud, spray poison over 
the mess that’s left, and then set smudge fires in the slash? And when the 
wounded mountainside slumps into the river, floods tear apart the water-
falls and scour the spawning beds, and no salmon return, what kind of 
person can pronounce it an act of God—and then direct the bulldozers 
through the stream and into the next forest, and the next? I hope there’s a 
cave in hell for people like this, where an insane little demon hops around 
shouting “Jobs or trees! Jobs or trees!” and buries an axe blade in their 
knees every time they struggle to their feet.

Step three. Bargaining. Look, we’re rational people. Let’s work this 
out. Destroy this forest if you have to, but plant new seedlings in the slash. 
Drain this wetland and build your stupid Wal-Mart, but dig a new swamp 
next to the highway. Let cattle trample this riverbank and plop into this 
headwater, but fence them from this spawning bed. Kill the smolts in your 
turbines, but buy new fish for another stream. Then let’s create community 
and study the issue again in five years.

Step four. Depression. Hopelessness deep and dark enough to drown in.
And gradually, disastrously, grief ’s final step. Acceptance.

ON THE OREGON COAST, the children know mostly fish-poor, flood-stripped 
streams. Here, all estuaries are fouled, and no river water is safe to drink. 
That’s the way it is. Why should they think it could be any different? Chil-
dren who have never seen an ancient forest climb the huge, crumbling 
blood-red stumps as they might climb onto the lap of a vacant-faced 
grandfather. They look out over the ferns and hemlock seedlings, unable 
to imagine what used to be. They don’t remember waking up to birdsong. 
How can they miss a murrelet if they’ve never seen one? It’s not just their 
landscape that has been clear-cut, but their imaginations, the wide ex-
panse of their hope.

And when their grandparents’ memories of unbroken forests fade and 
the old stories grow tedious—the streams of red salmon pushing into the 
river—and the photograph albums hold dry images of some other place, 
some other time, then another opening in the universe slams shut, an-
other set of possibilities disappears forever.

Ecologists call this the sliding baseline; what we accept as normal is 
gradually changing. This is what we must resist: finally coming to accept 
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that a stripped-down, dammed-up, paved-over, poisoned, bulldozed, ra-
dioactive, impoverished landscape is the norm—the way it’s supposed to 
be, the way it’s always been, the way it must always be. This is the result we 
should fear the most.

I turned away from the ocean and hiked back into the forest. It was 
dark there, and noisy with wind and distant surf. Shadows sank into the 
whorls of maidenhair ferns and shaggy trunks of cedars centuries old. The 
decaying earth was a black granite wall bearing the names of all that had 
been lost and forgotten on the far side of the mountain: the footprints 
of cougar and elk, yellow-bellied salamanders pacing across dark duff, 
sword ferns unfurling, the flute of the varied thrush, the smell of cedar 
and soil, the wild coastal river—its headwaters buried in mossy logs, its 
waters leaping with salmon, its beaches dangerous with surf and swaying 
bears. Kneeling, I traced a heron’s tracks engraved in black soil at the edge 
of the stream. 

Into the shadows, light fell like soft rain. It shone on every hemlock nee-
dle and huckleberry, each lifted leaf of sorrel. A winter wren sang somewhere 
in the salal, and a raven called from far away. I leaned against an ancient 
Douglas fir that soared to great height and disappeared into the overcast.

The wilderness is a witness, standing tall and terrible in the storm at 
the edge of the sea. A wild forest confronts us with what we have done. It 
reminds us of what we have lost. And it gives us a vision of what—in some 
way—might live again.
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Conservation—its methods, objectives, and animating philosophy—is 
endlessly fascinating intellectual terrain, having a practical outcome for 
actual terrain, the body of the Earth. We’re grateful first and foremost to this 
wondrous planet for giving us life and for the opportunity to engage in the 
vital discussions about how to restore and preserve its ecological integrity.

We are thankful to Don Weeden and his colleagues at the Weeden 
Foundation (and to that foundation’s trustees) for organizing and 
sponsoring a meeting of conservationists to discuss the increasing 
prominence of voices who are promoting the “Anthropocene” and using 
it to frame conservation in terms of a human-dominated Earth. While 
too numerous to acknowledge by name here, all of the participants in 
that Denver meeting—and most especially Michael Soulé, who helped 
convene it—influenced our thinking. In large measure, this volume is the 
result of that gathering and the conversations it prompted. We’re grateful 
also to the Foundation for Deep Ecology for helping underwrite Keeping 
the Wild, and to David Miller and the entire team at Island Press. 

Several individuals have provided valuable editorial assistance on the project; 
they include Leonard Rosenbaum, John Davis, and Mary Elder Jacobsen, 
whose keen eye and indefatigable attitude when dealing with unruly 
endnotes or other editorial emergencies is laudable. Kevin Cross’s work 
designing and overseeing production of the book was, typically, excellent. 

Most importantly, we offer thanks to all of the volume’s contributing 
writers. Their insights, so well articulated, have deepened our 
appreciation for the wild and, we believe, will contribute to the vital, 
sometimes spirited, debate about the future of conservation.

—TOM BUTLER, EILEEN CRIST, AND GEORGE WUERTHNER
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