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Desolation 

The Hudson River School were therefore part of a shift from 18th century rationalism to 

19th century romanticism. They painted wild nature, sublime in its untamed grandeur, 

beauty and power. 

Cole's successors included Albert Bierstadt (1830-1902), who explored westwards with 

the frontier to the Rocky Mountains and Sierra Nevada Mountains, and Frederick 

Edwin Church (1826-1900), perhaps the most notable of the wilderness painters. 

Church became America's national artist in as much as he was America's favourite 

artist of any school, not only landscape art, and concerned with the essence of America 

and his role as an interpreter of the same (Hughes 1997, 162). His painting Niagara 

(1857) (fig. 3) is the definitive oil painting of this subject, and shows heavy editing of 

any evidence of human population, confronting the viewer instead with the full majesty 

of God's creation, and bringing to mind Biblical associations of the Flood and God's 

subsequent covenant with Man (evidenced by a rainbow in the falls). It can be no 

mistake that Church intended to associate this covenant with America's position as a 

203 



new country untainted by the decadence and weight of history borne by European art 

(Hughes 1997). 

Figure 3: Niagara (1857) by Frederick Edwin Church (1826-1900) 
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This concept of America being God's chosen country and the absolute right of the 

European settler found its expression in the concept of Manifest Destiny, previously 

referred to in this chapter. Manifest Destiny was a declaration of justification for 

subjugation of the land and its native inhabitants by Anglo-Saxon Americans. It claims 

an absolute right to possess and conquer the continent, and its myth of redemptive 

violence was clearly promoted by the landscape art of the time. There was a movement 

in mid-19th century landscape art from classical to Biblical references. Albert Bierstadt 

(1830-1902) promoted Manifest Destiny perhaps more than any other painter of his 

age, propagating a dream of conquest, portraying a providential mission into the 

wilderness. His Emigrants Crossing the Plains (1867) depicts a train of covered 

wagons, leaving behind the bones of dead cattle and moving towards a golden sunset 

with healthy well-fed stock, and passing as they do so a small settlement of tepees. 
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Hughes called this 'one of his most extravagant paeans to Manifest Destiny' (Hughes 

1997, 196). The settlers are obviously the righteous inheritors of the new land, they are 

welcomed into God's new nation, their cattle are healthy, implying that nature is 

conquered with God's blessing, and death, lean times, and the prior human inhabitants 

of the land are left behind both physically, and also in terms of a linear timeframe. The 

future of America belongs to the white settlers, those who are brave enough and 

morally strong enough to venture beyond the frontier. Bierstadt also painted the Rocky 

and Sierra Mountain ranges; View from the Wind River Mountains, Wyoming (1860) 

and The Rocky Mountains, Lander's Park (1863) are both sweeping landscapes, 

idealised and on a grand scale, with the sun streaming through the clouds representing a 

spiritual element to the grandeur of the landscape. 

Painting at the same time was George Catlin (1796-1872), whose Mouth of the Platte 

River, 900 miles above St Louis (1832) for example was painted as a result of an 1832 

trip up the Missouri River to the mouth of Yellowstone as a guest of the American Fur 

Company. His work was more generalized, he worked in the field, painting quickly, 

and is also notable for his portraits of Amerindians and scenes of their cultural 

practices. In fact it was Catlin who in the 1830s called for 'a nation's park containing 

man and beast, in all the wild and freshness of their nature's beauty' (Short 1991,96), 

prefiguring the development of the National Parks in America. These valuable 

historical records are evidence of the market for visual documentation of the expansion 

of the frontier, and this market helped fund the interrelationship between scientists and 

artists that existed in this period. The Lewis and Clark expedition (1804-1806) was 

instructed to search for commercial river passage to the Pacific Ocean, and to study the 

botany, geology, terrain, indigenous tribes, and note the activities and potential for 
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interference from British and French-Canadian trappers in the reglOn. They noted 

beauty and ecological interest in their reports and diaries, and produced in their diaries 

a large body of literature about the West. The combination of fact and value in the work 

of such scientists and artists was echoed in other art forms that were consumed by the 

general public, for example in photography post-1860. 

Photography and the West 

William Henry Jackson's photographs of Yellowstone in 1871 were accepted by 

Congress as persuasive evidence in favour of preserving the site as a national park in 

1872, and Jackson was amongst early photographers who prefigure the work of Ansel 

Adams in the photography of the 20th century. 

Adams (1902-1984) is one of the most important photographers of American 

wilderness, and is popularly known for his photography of the Sierra Nevada in 

California (including Yosemite Valley). They are strong black and white images in 

which the human figure is barely acknowledged, and have been greatly influential to 

the wilderness movement in America. His work can be seen as a continuation of the 

line of work of the artists of the Hudson River School, and their influence can even be 

seen in the composition of his work, as can be seen by a comparison between Cole's 

The Oxbow (fig. 4) and Adams' The Tetons - Snake River (fig. 5). In both works the 

dominance of the landscape is asserted by the grandeur and scale implied by the 

expansive sweep of the river in the valley below. There is no sense of enclosure in the 

valley, the vast swath ofland that the river cuts through in each work is a reflection of 
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Figure 4: The Oxbow: the Connecticut River near Northampton (1836) 
by Thomas Cole (1801-1848) 

Figure 5: The Tetons - Snake River: Grand Teton National Park, Wyoming (1942) 
by Ansel Adams (1902-1984) 
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the vastness of the American continent. The maj esty and scale of the landscape is 

reflected in the use of scale in the clouds, in each work they are depicted as looming, 

glowering, with an implication of an impending storm, and furthermore assert the wild 

and uncontrollable aspect of wilderness as a whole. In both works furthermore, the 

mountains in the background (though more forbidding, untouched and snow-capped in 

Adam's work) lend further weight to the assertion of a vast and wild continent. 

Other photographers have used wilderness in a different, but perhaps no less reverential 

way, reflecting the changing attitude towards wilderness throughout the 20th century. 

Henry Wessels lr's Untitled (1971) is of an endless landscape of dry scrub with low 

hills in the background, the only sign of human habitation is a wooden sign with the 

word 'ICE' painted on it. Edward Weston's Quaker State Oil, Arizona (1941) is once 

again of desert scrub with evidence of human habitation without the human figure. In 

this case there is a highway with no cars, but with two road markers evident and an oil 

advertisement sign in the foreground. The sky in this photograph is glowering and full 

of heavy clouds, possibly approaching, certainly dominating. In these photographs 

signs of human habitation are fragile, and are dominated by the landscape. They are 

decaying, and the threat of wilderness reclaiming the landscape is ever present 

(Szarkowski 1981). Of course using visual materials as primary source evidence is 

never simple, consideration of external influencing factors has to be taken into 

consideration. The interests of the artist, the needs of the subject, the purpose of the 

publishers, and the desires and responses of the contemporary audience have to be 

considered. 
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Laura Gilpin (1916-1979) was a photographer and a contemporary of Ansel Adams', 

but while Adams photographed a seemingly pristine natural world (even arranging his 

subject to avoid human references), Gilpin photographed a landscape that was 

influenced and constantly modified by human settlement. She photographed a 

vernacular landscape rather than an heroic landscape, and perhaps the gender of the 

photographer might be evident in this portrayal of the reality of western settlement 

rather than the perpetuation of an heroic mythology. It is interesting that Gilpin was 

born and raised in the west, that she perhaps had less desire to romanticise the 

wilderness than photographers from the east, photographers who might be seen to 

emulate the work of landscape artists influenced in the previous century by the 

European aesthetic in their portrayals of the American wilderness. 

The heroic mythology expressed in photography, particularly in the work of Adams, 

helped create the sense of national identity with wilderness. He recorded the power and 

splendour of wilderness, without any evidence of human action or habitation, thus 

perpetuating the myth underpinning the concept of Manifest Destiny. Adams began 

photographing Yosemite National Park in 1916, at the age of 14. He worked as a guide 

for the Sierra Club's treks through the park, and driven by his desire to protect the 

landscape he petitioned Congress in 1936 for the creation of a national park in King's 

River Canyon in California. His photography of snow-capped peaks and vast forests 

were instrumental in the creation of the Kings River Canyon National Park in 1940, 

echoing the influence of Jackson in the creation of Yellowstone National Park in 1872. 

The importance of the wilderness in this work is fundamental to the cultural 

construction of a concept of wilderness, and by association to the creation of myth. The 
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binary opposition of wilderness to civilisation is one which is thus reflected in the 

cultural constructions of society, as can further be evidenced in the role that film, 

particularly the western, has played. 

Wilderness and the Frontier in the Western 

Through the influence and wide reaching impact of the film industry, the western has 

become part of the cultural language by which America understands itself. The myth is 

portrayed through the use of cinematic imagery; the wide open skies of landscape 

painting and Adams' photography. There is the added impact of the use of music, 

which adds significance and makes images clearer to understand through the clarity 

made possible with aural indicators. The change in style of the western over the years 

reflects the change in the conceptual needs of society, and as such is evidence of the 

cultural construction of our conceptions of wilderness: 

... if we are fully to understand and explain specific human actions, we must be 

able to relate those actions to the social narratives or myths of the society to 

which the actor belongs. It is at least partly through these myths that he makes 

sense of his world, and thus the meaning of his actions - both to himself and his 

society - can only be grasped through a knowledge of the structure and meaning 

of myth. (Wright 1975, 194) 

The western affords us a rich narrative tradition. It is a genre that combines myth and 

ideology, concerned with the conflict between good and evil at the frontier between 
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wilderness and civilisation, and is a representation of the making of America. Wright 

disagrees with Levi-Strauss in arguing that the binary structure of myth does not reflect 

the structure of the mind, but instead argues that this binary structure creates the 

symbolic difference necessary for understanding (Wright 1975), allowing the images of 

myth to signify both general and complex structures and to make them socially 

available. Myth he identifies as being present in images that are recognisable, as being 

easily understood, with social relevance, and which reflect basic concerns of their 

society (Wright 1975, 194). There are several basic oppositions such as good and bad, 

internal and external to society, but civilisation is not necessarily reflected by society. 

Society means having roots and responsibilities, whereas civilisation is represented by 

the tools and products of American culture. Thus the Amerindian is within society, i.e. 

his own, but outside of civilisation. 

In the western the hero is associated with wilderness. All the other characters, good and 

bad, are associated with civilisation (Wright 1975, 57). Thus in Shane (1953) the hero 

is associated with a pure and noble wilderness, and the east is represented by its 

contaminated civilisation. The character of Shane, the hero, is dressed in buckskins, 

identifying him with the wilderness unlike every other character in the film. He has a 

knowledge of the land and of wildlife not matched by any other character. And the 

visual identification of Shane with the wilderness is carried through visual imagery in 

the cinematography: Shane is the only character filmed alone against the mountains; the 

town and the bad characters are never filmed with the mountains in shot until Shane 

arrives to kill them, and then the mountains are seen towering over the town. The 

cinematography is even manipulated to the extent that the same journey taken by 

Shane, and later by the bad men he must fight, is filmed from different directions so 
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that only Shane is seen in shot with the mountains. Wilderness is thus associated, 

through the character of Shane, with strength and goodness. 

The polarities of the western are not as simple as good versus evil however, although 

nature versus culture, the individual versus community, and west versus east might at 

first seem to indicate a clear division. Community for example also implies social 

responsibility and democracy, as similarly desirable as the freedom, honour and 

integrity implied by the concept of the individual. This confusion over the polarities 

may well represent the social difficulties that were present in an era when the formation 

of socially cohesive groups from a nation of individuals was presenting conflict and 

problems. 

The western represents the relationship between law and morality, it represents the 

conflict over the legitimisation of violence versus Puritan control over feelings, and 

places progress and success in direct competition with heroism, honour and freedom. 

As such, the western satisfies the social as well as the psychological needs of a society. 

The cinematic industry that arose in Los Angeles in the 1920s created mythic 

narratives, and the silent film industry was an ideal medium for a population that was 

comprised of so many recent immigrants, many of whom did not speak English. Early 

cinema, and the morality plays that were the early westerns, helped in the socialisation 

of immigrants. The plots were simple, symbols were simple such as the use of black 

and white hats to distinguish between the heroes and the villains, and the films 

promoted the values of small town America, such as good citizenship. These early 

westerns celebrated the coming of civilisation and the taming of the wilderness, and as 

such the wilderness and the Amerindians were successfully subdued. One of the first, 
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The Covered Wagon (1923), a celebration of pioneer virtues, was made with advanced 

production values, authentic locations and settings, and entered the western into folk 

history. John Ford emerged as a director of note in this era, with The Iron Horse (1924), 

the story of the building of the transcontinental railway, an historical epic from the 

building of America and not from European history, full of hope and national pride. 

The western as a genre did not flourish with the coming of sound in movies. Studios 

churned out 'B movie' westerns to a formula, which meant an absence of subtlety and 

no moral ambiguity, whereas in reality the polarities of experience, for example 

community and individual as discussed earlier, were far from being morally divisible. 

This ambiguity is evident in the film that revived the genre of the western, John Ford's 

Stagecoach (1939). The narrative of Stagecoach is simple; a stagecoach travels through 

the west to the town of Lordsburg with a number of characters on board, including a 

drunken doctor, Dallas (a woman of dubious morality), a good pregnant woman, and a 

gambler. John Wayne as the Ringo Kid joins the stagecoach on his way to seek revenge 

on a man in Lordsburg and they travel through Indian Territory with Geronimo on the 

warpath. The Indians are unequivocally the enemy, but the rest of the movie displays 

the moral ambiguities of the transformation of the wild west to civilisation. In the 

course of the journey the redemptive qualities of the west are such that the doctor 

sobers up and delivers a baby, the gambler shows he is a gentleman, and Dallas has a 

heart of gold. These may appear to be simple moral statements, however none of these 

reformations are necessarily permanent. And Ringo, having exacted revenge and killed 

his enemy is not j ailed and is not punished by the laws of the emergent society; Ringo 

and Dallas leave the town for the wilderness. The coming of civilisation has its 
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problems, and the movie suggests that in the coming of civilisation and the loss of 

wilderness America experiences a moral tension and confusion. 

This moral confusion is evident in other subject areas of the western. In High Noon 

(1952) the town marshal is deserted by the townsfolk when he stands up to four 

gunmen. This incidentally is a morality tale for an America gripped by McCarthyism, 

and repeatedly the western geme has been used to provide contemporary social 

commentary in a mythic setting. In Broken Arrow (1950) the Indians are not portrayed 

as a savage enemy, and the hero, played by James Stewart, marries an Indian woman. 

They are individuals with a recognisable culture, rather than an amorphous mass of 

savagery. The Searchers (1955) has the wilderness/civilisation theme as a recurring ~ 

motif, and the moral ambiguities of life in the wilderness are evident in the portrayal of 

Indians as aggressors and as victims to the cavalry. Once again the end of the film sees 

the hero returning to the wilderness once the social balance of the emergent white 

society has been restored. 

In the latter years of the geme, wilderness is something to be revered and the coming of 

civilisation is clearly criticised. The western was furthermore used as a vehicle for 

social criticism, and was used for criticism over the war in Vietnam, American foreign 

policy, the treatment of the wilderness, and the legitimised and corruptible power of the 

establishment. In Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969), the heroes have to leave 

an America of corrupt law and order, in High Plains Drifter (1973) the whole town is 

corrupt; Clint Eastwood rides in from the wilderness, exposes corruption, then leaves 

for the wilderness again; the wilderness is a place of truth and freedom. Silverado 

(1985) deals with racial conflicts, The Shootist (1976) mourns the passing of the 
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frontier and the coming of civilisation with the anachronism of an aging John Wayne as 

a dying gunman, no longer needed in the emergent society of turn-of-the-century 

America. 

It is not just the western in its traditional genre that has portrayed the moral ambiguities 

of the wilderness experience. In the modem era of cinema the themes traditionally 

explored in the genre of the western have been revisited in contemporary tales of 

human interaction with the wilderness. John Boorman's Deliverance (1972) has as its 

central theme the corrupting yet testing influence of wilderness on man. Four men, each 

representing a different male character type (Burt Reynolds as the urban hunter, Jon 

Voight as the civilised moral centre to the group, and so on) decide to ride the rapids of 

an Appalachian river before it is flooded to provide a new water source (thus also 

commenting on the effects of development on the environmental). The mythic journey 

they undertake not only tests them as individuals, it also pits them up against the locals, 

who are wild, lawless, dangerous and inbred. Wilderness is morally ambiguous as it can 

not only corrupt and create murderers and rapists out of those excluded from modem 

civilised society, it can also test the moral fibre of the hero figures and reveal the 

complexity that allows them to band together and reveal their bravery, but also guiltily 

hide the death of the hillbilly they killed from the authorities on their return. Wilderness 

finds the moral fibre of the city-dwellers to be lacking, however heroic they may be 

they are flawed, and the ambiguity of the myth of wilderness is exposed. 

A less ambiguous version of the myth of wilderness is seen in The River Wild (1994), 

which again refers to the unspoilt wilderness and the desire to experience this uniquely 

American inheritance. In this modem morality tale of family and nature the mother Gail 
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is the primary hero (Meryl Streep), as she takes her family back to the river she rafted 

as a young woman and they encounter a group of criminals led by Wade (Kevin 

Bacon). The film follows several days of a journey down the river, as Wade escapes the 

law and kills those who get in his way, and as the family overcome not only the 

criminals, but also the emotional divide between them that is shown at the outset of the 

film. 

In this film there are direct and specific references to the untamed wilderness, and 

Gail's desire to show her young son the wilderness before it is spoilt by pollution and 

development. The wilderness is thus associated with the hero(ine), a connection that is 

reinforced by the use of Native American themes in which once more only the family 

can participate. The young son is likened to a young brave who might undertake a 

'vision quest' which would entail several days and nights spent in the wilderness, and 

would culminate in the signalling to his family by smoke signals, and the leaving of 

signs in the form of pictographs on the rock walls of the canyon. These indicators are 

used in the film for the family to communicate with one another in ways which Wade 

and his cohorts cannot hope to understand, and which they openly mock in the early 

stages of the film when telling the story of the vision quest around a camp fire, thus 

disassociating themselves from Amerindian knowledge of the wild. (The family are 

deeply fortunate in their ability to communicate in a private way, as they all use sign 

language due to the existence of a deaf grandfather who we see at the beginning of the 

film, a convenient plot device, though the connection with the Amerindian population 

of the region through the use of signs rather than technological communication is 

fundamental to the validity of the family as inhabitants of the wilderness). Thus there is 
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an attempt to connect the hero with the native inhabitants, and furthermore a connection 

between the hero and the unspoilt wilderness. 

The father in this film is emotionally reconnected with his family through the bravery 

he displays when encountering the wilderness; he can interact with the wilderness, he 

can path-find and swim, where Wade by comparison can do neither. Even the use of a 

family animal, the dog, is used as further evidence of a connection with wilderness 

being fundamental to the formation of the character of the hero; the dog does not obey 

the father until he has struggled to save his family and displayed courage and bravery in 

the wilderness. 

In the tradition of the western genre, and those films which are similarly located in the 

wilderness and reflect many of the themes of the western, the wilderness is the source 

of the hero's physical and moral strength, he is independent because he is part of the 

land, he is necessary and desirable because he is the human manifestation of the 

wilderness. Furthermore the weakness of the villains and of society is as a result of 

alienation from wilderness and identification with civilisation. The land that gives rise 

to the strength, goodness, moral fibre, individuality and respect of the hero is therefore 

an embodiment of all these values, and the western has therefore played a crucial role 

in constructing the role of wilderness in America. 

The myth of wilderness has thus been created, developed and used, but it is not a 

process that remains in stasis; human societies change and adapt to different forces and 

needs, whether those be ecological, economic, material or spiritual. However, the initial 

creation of the modem concept of a myth of wilderness can be firmly located in 
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relatively short space of time following European settlement of North America, as 

shown above, and it is from this basis that subsequent adaptations of the myth can be 

traced. The creation of the myth of wilderness was a rapid manifestation of the needs of 

the societies emerging from the frontier and from early settlement, and the foundations 

of this myth are visible in the subsequent developments that have seen wilderness 

emerge as such a fundamental aspect of the national identity of America. 

This role of wilderness, this cultural construction of the concept of wilderness, has been 

instrumental in legislative processes that have protected vast tracts of America in 

national parks, and the mythic creation of American identity is bound in a complex 

relationship with the forces that led to the creation of such spaces. 

Conservation and Preservation in the National Parks movement 

Historically the European settlement of America was founded on a myth of 

superabundance, which in itself encouraged practices of resource exploitation. There 

was initially at least a general fear of and aggression towards untamed nature, but with 

the passing of the age of the frontier there was a noticeable change in popular attitudes 

towards wilderness, heightened by the need for a cultural identity looking for the 

uniquely American in the land that formed the new culture. Broadly speaking two areas 

of concern arose, the utilitarian conservation movement that focused on the rational use 

of natural resources, and the preservation movement, a more aesthetic conservation 

movement. Attitudes began to change in America following the closing of the frontier 
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and a new concern for nature arose in the form of the conservation movement and the 

formation of national parks. 

Seminal works of the 19th century include H D Thoreau's Walden (1854) and Ralph 

Waldo Emerson's Nature (1836), but of the two it is Thoreau who has been hailed as 

the forerunner of the modem environmental movement; less transcendental, more 

practical, with his critique of capitalism and his deep-seated concern for the natural 

world. Other texts published in this era which were hugely influential include George 

Perkins Marsh's Man and Nature (1864), which not only identified the destructive 

behaviour of humans, in particular the forestry industry, but also focused on the 

interrelatedness of nature, calling for the setting aside of land in its primitive condition 

for education and recreation of course, but also as 'an asylum where indigenous trees ... 

plants ... beasts may dwell and perpetuate their kind' (Coates 1993, 16). In this he 

echoes Thoreau, and he like Thoreau also found inspiration in the Amerindians and 

their pre-European way of life that was more in harmony with the natural world than 

that of the settlers. 

One of the main forerunners of modem environmentalism is Gifford Pinchot, who 

claims to have coined the term 'conservation', and was head of the Division of Forestry 

in 1898 (which then became the u.S. Forest Service in 1905, and is now the Bureau of 

Forestry). Pinchot was powerful and successful in no small part due to his relationship 

with Theodore Roosevelt, a president who was committed to the newly emergent theme 

of conservation both locally and globally: 
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Roosevelt was a nature lover, writer, and a vigorous advocate of conservation; 

but he was also a champion of the manly virtues gained through encountering 

nature. His Wilderness Writings extolled the ruggedness of outdoor life, 

including colorful descriptions of hunters in the American West ... His writing 

underscored the need to preserve both manly engagement with wild nature and 

to conserve dwindling natural resources. (Merchant 2003, l39-l40) 

Although as chief of the forestry service Pinchot had as his body of concern not only 

trees, but also soils, water and minerals, he nevertheless held that conservation was 

primarily about the effective use of resources. The position that Pinchot held and the 

relationship he had with Roosevelt ensured that conservation was a federally-led top­

down approach to wilderness management, whereas preservationism was a grassroots 

movement that came from public support and also included the active support and 

participation of women in a pre-emancipatory era. San Francisco's Sierra Club, which 

still exists though perhaps in a rather more conservative form today, dates from 1892 

and is notable for the early membership and activity of women. The Audubon society 

was famously formed to prevent the slaughter of birds to use their feathers as hat 

plumes, but while this may seem more concerned with a middle-class lifestyle than 

with nature preservation, women were deeply concerned in this era with nature from a 

spiritual as well as an aesthetic basis, and were active in saving Californian Redwoods, 

birds, and the formation of national parks and national forests (Merchant 2003, 140). 

Preservationism stemmed from a deeply patriotic base, and the love of American 

wilderness has always been a source of national pride. It has also been a concern of the 

huntsman, and hunting and a love of nature have always been seen as compatible. Aldo 
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Leopold, writing in the 20th century, who was a pioneering ecologist and seminal figure 

in the development of modem environmentalism, was himself a lifelong ardent hunter. 

Hunters did not lobby merely for game reserves and game preservation, they have 

historically been concerned with the preservation of habitats and species not associated 

with their sport; it is possible therefore to interpret the love of hunting as an assertion of 

nationalism and a patriotic return to the era of the frontier. 

John Muir was a contemporary ofPinchot's, and the conflict between the two men that 

finally and famously destroyed their relationship was the Hetch Hetchy controversy, a 

conflict that made a clear distinction between utilitarian conservation and preservation. 

Muir's Christianity was the foundation of his belief in the rights of nature and wild 

things to exist even without reference to human existence. After his birth and first few 

lean years in Scotland, he was brought up in a strict puritan household on a pioneer 

farm in Wisconsin and spent his early adult life wandering America's wilderness areas, 

particularly Yosemite Valley. His love of the outdoor life and his assertion of the rights 

of all creatures, even those regarded as dangerous and hateful such as the alligator or 

the snake, has led to him been hailed as the forerunner of deep ecology. His perception 

of humans as merely a part of God's creation, not the most important or the most 

worthy, shows a comprehension of environment as it is more commonly understood 

today. His defence of Yosemite in the Hetch Hetchy controversy was founded in his 

theocentric approach, and was contrary to the conservationists appeal for wise resource 

use. 

Yosemite gained National Park status in 1890 due in no small part to the campaigning 

of Muir, and it was in this National Park that the Hetch Hetchy controversy arose, 
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dividing preservationists and conservationists and creating another step along the road 

to a modem conception of environmentalism. The National Parks of America are a 

source of immense national pride and patriotic fervour. The first National Park was 

Yellowstone, created in 1872, but in fact Yosemite was its forerunner in all but name, 

having been granted state park status in California in 1864. It became a National Park 

in 1890 along with Sequoia National Park and General Grant National Park. The 

damming of the valley of Hetch Hetchy in Yosemite National Park was seen as the 

solution for power and water for the city of San Francisco. Authorisation for its 

damming was passed in the Raker Act of 1913. The damming of the valley was 

desirable from an economic and material perspective in terms of water supplies for 

urban and agricultural regions, but in terms of the cultural identity of America, which 

increasingly located a source for its nationalism in wilderness and specifically in the 

national parks, the damming was to many culturally unacceptable. This is in an era 

when ecocentrism was not yet defined or quoted, and intrinsic value of wilderness was 

not something that was used as an argument against such development. But in a nation 

that had increasingly located its identity in the unique aspect of the grandeur of its 

wilderness, the cultural construction of American society meant that the project was 

immensely controversial and publicly opposed. A cultural constructivist perspective is 

essential if the full implications of such controversy are to be appreciated, for the 

aesthetic and nationalistic response to the damming indicate a complex set of cultural 

responses that go beyond the mechanistic or economic, and are instead located in the 

mythic. 

George Catlin the painter is often accredited with the idea of the creation of national 

parks, a desire that arose from his call to protect wildlife, in this case buffalo, from the 
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profligate habits of fur trappers. Writing in 1832 while travelling on the Upper Missouri 

he called for these animals to be: 

preserved in their pristine beauty and wildness, in a magnificent park, where the 

world could now see for ages to come, the native Indian in his classic attire, 

galloping his wild horse ... amid the fleeting herds of elks and buffaloes ... What 

a beautiful and thrilling specimen for America to preserve and hold up to the 

view of her refined citizens and the world, in future ages! A nation's park, 

containing man and beast, in all the wild and freshness of their nature's beauty! 

(Spence 1999, 10 & Coates 1993,27) 

Yellowstone was established in 1872 with 3300 square miles of Wyoming Rockies 

based largely around the geysers and natural water attractions of the area. The 

agricultural worthlessness of land enclosed by the first national parks helped their 

formal recognition, but the main reasons for Yosemite National Park were botanical (to 

preserve the giant sequoias) and aesthetic, while the reasons for Yellowstone National 

Park were geological, as a wild animal preserve, and the aesthetic. Thus wilderness 

itself may well have been protected through the formation of national parks, but the 

primary reason for their existence was to protect natural phenomena such as the giant 

sequoias and the geysers from private exploitation. The motivation for the formation of 

the national parks stemmed largely therefore from the conservationists camp of 

utilitarianism. The search for symbols of national identity provided the impetus to 

protect monuments of national importance, and the Antiquities Act of 1906 provided 

authorisation to the president to designate national monuments that were of scientific, 

prehistoric or historic value (Coates 1993,28). The Grand Canyon is one of the national 
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parks that came into being via this route. The 1916 National Park Service Act further 

establishes the anthropocentric nature of wilderness legislation that defined the first 

legal protection of American wilderness areas: 

... to conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wild life 

therein and to provide for the enjoyment of the same in such a manner and by 

such means as will leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future 

generations. (Soule & Lease 1995, 123) 

If the agricultural worthlessness ofland assisted its transition to National Park status, it 

did not however protect these areas when resources were discovered for economic 

development. The Hetch Hetchy dam project is the most prominent of such 

developments. Conservationists saw the greater good as being the use of water to fulfil 

people's needs, preservationists saw the preservation of the valley and its ecosystems to 

be the greater good. Although the dam was constructed and the valley flooded, the 

preservationist values were now part of the public domain and played a crucial role in 

the development of environmentalism. This example displays, I suggest, the essence of 

the cultural disparity that can exist, for it indicates not simply two opposing ideological 

views, or two competing economic dispositions towards a single issue, but rather a 

broader sense of value, belonging and appropriateness which is, in part at least, cultural. 
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A Modern Concept of Environmentalism 

Settlement meant that new ways of managing the land became essential and possible on 

the vast tracts of land previously unknown to the European immigrants. Survival was a 

priority, not the creation of landscapes, and with the abundance of land came the 

agricultural and forestry practices of clear cutting, clear burning, and also land 

abandonment due to the continuing availability of good fertile agricultural land. 

Mobility therefore became a key to success; physically, economically, and even 

socially. The American character has developed with a need for and love of travel, and 

a willingness to abandon and discard. The motor car has become a potent symbol of 

American freedom, and wilderness reserves in modem times have needed to consider 

this form of access. Furthermore, unlike European countryside which is open to the 

public, often even when privately owned, the American landscape of farmsteads is 

predominantly private and not open to public access. In modem times therefore, the 

creation of wilderness reserves, forests, and parks open to the public, has been an 

initiative that has leant heavily on the need to create trail and recreational opportunities. 

The first Ford motor car entered Yellowstone in 1915, the Sierra Club's purpose 

included the undertaking 'to explore, enjoy and render accessible' the Sierra Nevada 

(Coates 1993, 29), and visits to national parks included hotels and entertainments as 

well as roads. It wasn't until 1951 that the Sierra Club dropped the 'render accessible' 

part from its mission statement, as increasingly the national parks had been suffering 

from visitation overload. Edward Abbey, novelist and sometime park ranger, called for 

'no more cars in national parks' (Abbey 1968, 65). 
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Industrial Tourism is a threat to the national parks. But the chief victims of the 

system are the motorized tourists. They are being robbed and robbing 

themselves. So long as they are unwilling to crawl out of their cars they will not 

discover the treasures of the national parks and will never escape the stress and 

turmoil of the urban-suburban complexes which they had hoped, presumably, to 

leave behind for a while. (Abbey 1968, 64) 

The first half of the 20th century saw the development of a widespread and legislatively 

recognised form of biocentrism. The creation of the Everglades National Park in 

Florida in 1934 marked a victory for biocentrists with the creation of a park in a marshy 

swampland simply for species protection and preservation. Aldo Leopold, although 

originally trained as a forester at the beginning of the 20th century and dedicated to the 

utilitarian concept of conservationism, gradually emerged as an ecologist throughout 

the 1920s and 1930s whose influence would be one of the most crucial in the 

development of a modern environmental consciousness. His posthumously published A 

Sand County Almanac (1949) was a collection of essays that showed his conviction that 

the emergent science of ecology would enable a relationship and an existence with 

nature that would avoid such calamities as the Dust Bowl of the 1930s, and he argued 

for that which he termed a 'land ethic', an understanding of the biosphere and a 

development of a collective environmental conscience (Simmons 1993b, 126). He 

advocated a 'state of harmony between man and land' (Leopold 1949, 207), and the 

maintenance of biological diversity and ecological health. 

If the National Parks of America are the repositories of American wilderness, it is 

notable that park management today has become greatly concerned with the protection 

of native ecosystems. The Outdoor Recreational Resources Review Commission in 
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1962 defined wilderness as an area over 100,000 acres 'containing no roads usable by 

the public' and 'no significant ecological disturbance from on-site human activity' 

(Nash, 1982), and the standard definition of wilderness from the Wilderness Act 1964 

is: 

A wilderness, in contrast with those areas where man and his own works 

dominate the landscape, is hereby recognised as an area where the earth and its 

community of life are untrammelled by man, where man is a visitor who does 

not remain. (quoted in Callicott & Nelson 1998, 3 -4) 

This definition of course ignores the existence of the indigenes. What exists in our 

concept of human habitation and wilderness is in actual fact two landscapes, both with 

human inhabitants, but one with overwhelming evidence of human influence, and one 

with very little. The two landscapes are two ways of living within an ecosystem, two 

human ways of existing. Wilderness therefore is a term that while widely recognised as 

being an integral part of one of these landscapes, does not, or should not necessarily 

preclude human habitation. 

The complexity surrounding the definitional aspect of wilderness is of course a 

reflection of the cultural complexity of American society and national identity. There is 

a pluralistic content to cultural construction that informs responses towards nature and 

wilderness. The complexity and ambiguity of myth as well as physical and scientific 

experience are fundamental to the divergent views held within the same culture, and 

acknowledging this pluralism is a key element in cultural constructivism. Cultural 

responses to myth contribute to the construction of the culture, and this in tum 
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influences actions and decision making processes. So we see that as changes to the 

physical environment and the loss of wilderness develop new forms of understanding, 

so the culture responds by adapting myth in order to create different ways of valuing 

wilderness, as can be evidenced in the creations of the Everglades National Park in 

1934. Myth, as has been stated before, is not in stasis, it adapts to changing knowledge 

and understanding in order to codify and explain new experience, and as such can 

incorporate ambiguities such as those that exist within the myth of American 

wilderness. 

The Amerindian approach to nature and its relevance today 

Amerindian populations have historically had different approaches to nature within 

themselves as separate cultures, though broadly speaking they are all evidently in 

greater harmony with nature than European cultures. There is no single Amerindian 

belief system, Amerindian culture is in fact a geographically related collection of 

diverse cultures, with a unifying element however that is reflected in the relationship 

with the natural environment. The environmentalism of Amerindian religions is not a 

new concept, having been reported by early white settlers. Amerindian environmental 

relations and religions are deeply integrated; ethno historian Harold Hickerson has 

called Amerindian religious expressions "the religion of nature" (Vecsey & Venables 

1980, 2), and nature is perhaps the most important dimension of such religions. Vecsey 

identifies three types of integration between environment and religion among 

Amerindians (Vecsey 1980, 10111). Primary integration he identified as that which was 

involved with subsistence; the hunting rituals that involved apologising to spirits of 
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animals about to be killed, fertilization rituals, and salt gathering rituals. Secondary 

integration he associated with societal relations; the structure of a society and the use of 

shamans. The third form of integration identified by Vecsey is symbolic integration, 

where the natural environment informs the use of symbols, words, designs and art. 

Throughout Amerindian cultures there is a popular concept of the Amerindian as a 

'natural' being, living in harmony with nature; a perception held by Amerindians as 

well as whites. This natural identity has dual connotations however. On the one hand is 

the image of the Amerindian as a 'noble savage' living in harmony with nature, on the 

other is the brutish and harsh existence that echoes the savagery of the natural world. 

Both these views rely upon the Amerindian being perceived as an extension of if not an 

integral part of the natural world, but the attitude adhered to is likely to reflect the white 

attitude towards nature itself. 

Language has the power to evoke images and complex ideas, although 'images have 

imprecise meanings and culturally determined meanings' (Cronon 1996, 202). Chalwa 

(1991) identifies two dimensions of reality that language can represent. The first is the 

purely objective and includes the natural environment, the air, mountains, water and 

climate. The second is the cognitive, that which covers human perception and creation. 

This creative dimension modifies objective reality; as cognitive reality and language are 

closely related, so language facilitates the modification of an objective reality. If 

Amerindian languages are compared to English therefore, we can clearly see how 

realities are linguistically and culturally constructed to influence the approach to nature 

and wilderness that different populations have developed. Time for example in 

Amerindian languages is continuous. In English, time is a fragmented concept. 'English 
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language patterns encourage the tendency to perceive resources in isolation rather than 

holistically' (Chalwa 1991,254). 

Recent ecological searches for a new ethic have created a symbolic eco-saviour out of 

the Amerindian and the perceived inherited culture or group of cultures. While this 

emergent consciousness in new popular culture goes some way towards a partial 

redressing of centuries of ethnocentric persecution, the wholesale appropriation of 

perceived cultural and religious traits is to some extent a possible absolution of 

responsibility towards and within the dominant culture. As has been previously 

discussed, it is the locating of understanding within the experience of the dominant 

culture that has the greatest possibility for mass resonance, and without such resonance 

then the actions and decisions of a society would have little validity. It is essential to 

construct a new ethic or group of ethics that has resonance within the dominant, and in 

this case, and to date, environmentally destructive culture and society if the process of 

policy formation is ever to reflect a more sustainable approach to environmental 

relationships. Thus the consideration of Amerindian cultures in this thesis is necessarily 

brief, and exists more as a means to demonstrate the more rapacious attitudes of the 

European-in-origin dominant culture. 

The Arctic National Wildlife Refuge: Ecology, Politics and Cultural 

Delivery Routes 

The complex cultural inheritance of America is fundamental to the decision making 

process, and the policy arising from this process has direct and immediate impacts on 
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areas of wilderness globally, and within the United States today. As an example of the 

complexity of the cultural construction of wilderness demonstrated in this chapter, I here 

identify the case of the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge in Alaska, and the very recent 

conflict that has existed over the extraction of oil and minerals in this protected area. 

When the Wilderness Act was passed in 1964 there were 9 million acres of wilderness 

lands protected by it in the United States. Today there are 100 million, but this still 

represents less than 3% of the geographical territory of the United States. Most of this 

land does not contain much in the way of economically viable extractable resources, 

and 60% is in Alaska (Rudzitis 1996, 21). Wilderness, as has been discussed, has 

become a repository for the mythology of modem western values. Wilderness is 

largely managed, and as such it is therefore a social construct. It has often largely been 

managed in terms of native species. The introduction of alien species, such as the 

European rabbit to Hawaii or Australia, has led to the loss of native biota, and 

management techniques have developed to combat and retain wilderness, where 

wilderness is seen as worth protection in its own right, as well as a repository of species 

and ecosystems or a landscape. 

The Wilderness Act of 1964 provided the machinery to create a national wilderness 

system, and led to further legislation such as the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act of 1968, 

and the National Environmental Policy Act of 1970. National parks are established for 

cultural reasons as well as natural features, for example the preservation of battlefield 

sites or evidence of early European settlements. They are constructions to a greater or 

lesser extent, and although preservation of biological diversity is possible, distance 

from wilderness becomes more pronounced with the introduction of cultural concerns. 
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Wild nature and national parks may well be imperfect and dependent on the ecological 

care taken by human populations, but they are crucial in retaining the link between 

humans and nature's ecology. Wilderness as it is understood in the national American 

consciousness can offer a healthy ecosystem, a spiritual sanctuary and recreation of a 

sustainable low-impact variety. This is not to say that nature and wilderness should not 

be defended outside of the national parks scheme, in fact it is essential if marginalized 

species and ecosystems are to survive. But the national parks scheme has been a 

legislative introduction that has formalised the American need for and love of 

wilderness spaces, and has become in itself part of the national identity of America. 

However flawed the ecological and cultural conception of wilderness may have 

become, however managed wilderness may have become, the cultural construction of 

wilderness is not only fundamental to the national parks scheme, it has also been 

responsible for the defence of wilderness when such wilderness is threatened. The 

Arctic National Wildlife Refuge is an area where the national cultural inheritance has 

been mobilised against resource use and government legislation. Furthermore, this 

construction has also led to the use of cultural references by those advocating resource 

use in this area. The construction of the wilderness myth and the national identity 

bound up with this myth is complex and contradictory, but is part of the cultural 

construction of America and reflects a variety of standpoints on this issue. 

In the 1950s a group of scientists and conservationists recognised northeast Alaska as 

one of the United States' last truly wild, natural areas. One of the Refuge's founders, 

Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas declared 'This last American living 

wilderness must remain sacrosanct... This is - and must forever remain - a roadless, 

primitive area where all food chains are unbroken, where the ancient ecological balance 
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provided by nature is maintained.' (Defenders of Wildlife 2005) Biologist Olaus Murie 

stated that the Arctic Refuge should be preserved 'as a help to us for our understanding 

of the natural processes in the universe ... We have only begun to understand the basic 

energies which through the ages have made this planet habitable. If we are wise, we 

will cherish what we have left of such places in our land.' (ibid 2005). And in the late 

1970s, Secretary of the Interior Cecil Andrus stated: 

In some places, such as the Arctic Range, the wildlife and natural values are so 

magnificent and so enduring that they transcend the value of any mineral that 

may lie beneath the surface. Such minerals are finite. Production inevitably 

means changes whose impacts will be measured in geologic time in order to 

gain marginal benefits that may last a few years 

(ibid 2005) 

The Arctic National Wildlife Refuge is a pnme example of the way a culturally 

constructed concept, based on an ecological reality, has influenced the legislative 

process, not only in the establishment and subsequent preservation of the refuge, but in 

the mobilisation of the grassroots of society to ensure the continuation of that 

protection. The establishment and subsequent protection of this area appealed to the 

American love of wilderness, and literature that refers to the herds of caribou as being 

akin to the herds of buffalo that must once have been on the Great Plains creates 

resonance with a mythic America. Hence when threatened, it is perhaps not surprising 

that the mobilisation of the American public calls on this immensely powerful inherited 

myth for support. 
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The wildlife and wilderness values of the Refuge are irreplaceable resources 

that we have an opportunity to pass on to future generations ... Just as the 

Administration does not consider building a dam in the Grand Canyon during 

times of drought, we will not consider opening one of the last pristine 

ecosystems of North America during an oil price spike. 

(David Hayes, the Deputy Secretary of the Department of Interior, Clinton 

Administration: Defenders of Wildlife 2005) 

Congress has recently attempted to open the Arctic Refuge to drilling. Most, but not all, 

of the 19-million-acre Arctic Refuge has been given official Wilderness designation by 

Congress, and is thus protected from oil development and other destructive activities. 

But the coastal plain of the Refuge, totalling 1.5 million acres, is outside the Wilderness 

boundaries and is therefore vulnerable to oil drilling. 

However, the defence of America's wild spaces has also been portrayed as 

fundamentally un-American, as if the subjugation of the wilderness is still a defining 

characteristic of the American people. Gale Norton, and her predecessor at the 

Department of the Interior James Watt, have been consistently singled out for criticism 

as regards the proposed oil drilling in the Arctic Refuge3
. This criticism has come not 

only from established wildlife protection agencies such as the Wilderness Society and 

the Sierra Club, but also from the mainstream press: 

Gale Norton, newly nominated as secretary of Interior, is unfit to be entrusted 

with our national parks, monuments and other public treasures ... Adoption of 

Norton's agenda would mean one of two things: Either the government would 
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have to pay polluters not to pollute, ... or it would have to repeal most of our 

health, safety and environmental laws. The second alternative is the one Norton 

clearly prefers. She notes: 'If the government must pay compensation when its 

actions interfere with property rights, then its regulatory actions must be 

limited.' She views this 'chilling effect on regulation' to be 'something 

positive.' 

(Los Angeles Times 9 January 2001) 

The call to subjugate the wilderness refers to the uniquely American experience of the 

west and the frontier as much as does the call to defend the wilderness. When Norton 

claims that 'It is not beautiful. There are no mountains like they show in the television 

commercials. It is a plain.' (The Guardian 7 March 2002), then we can refer directly to 

the concept of Manifest Destiny, to the desire to advance the frontier across the wide 

expanse of the American continent, and the perception of the enormity and the lack of 

any worth other than the economic inherent in the continent and its ecology. 

While the theories rejected earlier in this thesis would have a coherent strategy for 

dealing with this conflict, the full complexity can only be addressed through a more 

inclusive approach that accepts the pluralistic element of the prevailing culture. A 

Marxist approach would explain this issue in terms of the economic, in terms of the 

benefits arising from the drilling for oil, while a deep ecology perspective would tend to 

apportion intrinsic value to the flora and fauna of the region. None of the approaches 

however would provide a complete explanation for what is politically occurring in this 

particular issue. The use of emotive language by both parties, whether referring to the 

destruction of the Grand Canyon or the 'lifeless' plain that is the tundra, can only be 
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understood when taken in context of the culture in question and how the language, 

myths and symbols upon which it draws might resonate and be politically effective. It is 

only through such an understanding that a useful interpretation of motives and beliefs 

can be arrived at. If this is therefore so restrained within cultural parameters, then to 

approach the issues of other societies with imported cultural assumptions cannot lead to 

an inclusive or informed understanding of the motivations and beliefs underlying the 

actions of those societies. 

Conclusion 

In the modem era wilderness in the American consciousness has become a cipher, a 

symbol of the untouched and the ecologically pure. Of course there are those who hold 

that there is no land on earth left untouched by human influence. Bill McKibben (2003) 

claims that the human-produced toxins and greenhouse gases have changed the biotic 

composition of all life on earth, and all existence is henceforth determined by human 

activity (hence the title of his book The End of Nature). Wilson (2002) however states 

that our perception of wilderness is in the 21 st century a matter of scale. That life we are 

only now beginning to understand offers a new wilderness frontier in the form of 

bacteria and protozoa. However, wilderness to many now means species diversity, 

ecosystem diversity, and biodiversity. It means landscapes in which we find spiritual 

resonance and places to fear as well as revere. Weare cultural animals and we will have 

socially mediated responses to our surroundings no matter how much we try to modify 

our anthropocentrism; 
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· . . grounding our wildlife institutions, beliefs and practices III such 

(anthropocentric) aesthetic experience seems to be the best approach - one that 

takes into account not only those institutions, beliefs and practices as they are 

now understood by most people, but also the history of ideas that produced 

them. (Hargrove 1989, 132) 

The received wilderness concept is of course deeply flawed. It perpetuates a pre­

Darwinian metaphysical dichotomy between man and nature (Brennan 1995,240), it is 

ethnocentric in that it largely ignores the existence of indigenes, and it ignores time; 

ecological status-quo is in fact unnatural. But wilderness is transformative. It 

transforms biodiversity into a value-bearing property, it is rare due to global population 

pressures, it is a blanket term for a full range of wild landscapes. Furthermore 

wilderness is valid to whatever degree we experience it, whether that be primitive 

wilderness discovery, or whether that be outdoor sports and recreation. 'Wilderness 

isn't anything but that which people think it is' (Nash 1982, 5). 

We need nature, and particularly its wilderness strongholds. It is the alien world 

that gave rise to our species, and the home to which we can safely return. It 

offer choices our spirit was designed to enjoy. (Wilson 2002, 148) 

Wilderness, our perception of it, our understanding of it, our treatment of it, cannot be 

explained by ecology or economics or theology alone. Cultural constructivism can 

recognise the complex social and cultural interpretations of nature and wilderness that 

societies create, and the mythic element of our cultural definitions can be 

acknowledged and validated by such an approach. Wilderness is culturally constructed 

from a multiplicity of sources, and our relationship to wilderness, wherever and 
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whatever that is, is crucial to our development of a sustainable way of living in the 

natural world . 

.. .. the qualities that as a nation we profess to admire most: courage, self­

reliance, wisdom, strength, compassion, and spiritual depth. In my experience, 

the American Wilderness is the cradle of these virtues, the repository of our epic 

stories, and the great stage upon which we are privileged ... to re-enact our 

national experiences ... Wilderness enriches us spiritually, culturally, 

physically, and aesthetically. It is an enduring resource that gives meaning and 

definition to our lives, nurtures our character, and sustains our beliefs. (Gorman 

1999, 12). 

Wilderness, cultural representation or ecological reality, real or mythical, has been an 

essential part of the construction of and continued driving force behind American 

national identity. Wilderness is perceived as representing a truly American landscape, 

due in no small part to the modem era's cultural romanticisation of the age of the 

pioneer and the frontier, particularly in an age when the geographical frontier no longer 

exists, even as a living memory. The influence of representations of wilderness through 

such cultural representation and expressions as landscape painting, photography, and 

film are significant in the perpetration of the concepts of the frontier and the west. They 

furthermore have played a crucial role in the formation of wilderness myths and 

legends. If there is a set of identifiable national character traits that wilderness and 

contact with wilderness helped form, and if these traits are perceived as positive, then 

wilderness acquires heritage values. Furthermore, if these heritage values are 
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legitimate, then wilderness survival is perceived as essential to keeping these traits 

alive. 

Wilderness has been used in this case study as an example of how we specifically 

construct our perceptions and understandings of nature generally. This construction is 

culturally specific. With similar economic imperatives affecting diverse cultures, those 

cultures respond in different ways. The nation of Bhutan for example values its 

wilderness and natural beauty highly, so that economic imperatives have to be met in 

ways other than by the extraction of natural resources, and instead through the raising 

of money through eco-tourism and severely restricting the numbers of people allowed 

visas to visit the country each year. In this way the effects of globalisation and tourism 

are being held at bay by a culture that measures its values and beliefs through a 

markedly different cultural and social response. 

Some difference between societies is therefore going to be explained by culture and the 

relationship that has developed between humans and nature within that culture, through 

the myths, language and social significance surrounding nature and wilderness. This 

complexity is reflected between cultures, but also within cultures, as has been 

evidenced in this case study of America. Approaching the diversity of conceptions and 

understandings of nature and wilderness from a constructivist viewpoint, and 

furthermore by adopting a constructivist viewpoint that is predominantly cultural in its 

approach, leads to a greater understanding of the divergent forces upon such 

conceptualisation. With a greater understanding of the variety of influences that have 

created such a pluralistic relationship with wilderness in western society, a more inclusive 

and pluralistic outlook that refutes a single set of rules or norms can be considered. 
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Ultimately a more pluralistic approach to the ecological crisis is necessary, one that 

although may potentially involve some measure of compromise in decision making 

processes, can more readily address the plural needs of society and the diversity of 

responses demanded by the ecological crisis. 

The perspective afforded by the examination of the concept of American wilderness is 

now examined in the following chapter, that concerning the place of wilderness in Britain. 

The conceptualisation of wilderness in Britain differs from that of America in terms of 

definitions and ecologies, and the similarities and differences of these two western nations 

will be explored as a means of further demonstrating the plurality of outlooks that exist 

both between and within similar cultures. Although the cultural inheritance of these two 

countries has been largely similar from ancient myth, early European folklore and 

experience, and the influence of a predominantly Judaeo-Christian culture, in the modem 

era the perceptions of wilderness from these two nations have allowed for differing 

responses. There can be no strictly delineated separation of responses, as a global culture 

means there is a recursive element to such responses. The divergence of understandings 

and defmitions of wilderness as it applies to each nation is partly as a result of the growing 

sense of American national identity, but also as a result of the maximising of wilderness 

experience in the increasingly densely populated British Isles. The following case study 

will explore the diversity of this experience. 
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1 The process of conceptualising images of things, moving away from a primary or analytical process, 
and towards a secondary conceptual process of creating myth, is available only to primitive societies, as 
Levi-Strauss argues that a scientific society will create scientific theories and explanations in order to 
move from a primary to a secondary, and therefore organising, conceptual process. The work of Levi­
Strauss is concerned with tribal myth, however I would suggest that modem society also incorporates 
myth alongside the rational use of science. It is inappropriate therefore to confine the discussion of myth 
to tribal or primitive societies alone. 

2 'The significance of the frontier in American history' Frederick Jackson Turner, 1893. 

3 The Interior Department's primary mission is to manage nearly 500 million acres of the public domain, 
including national parks, monuments and wildlife refuges. The Interior also administers the Endangered 
Species Act and thus is entrusted to protect wildlife and plants. 
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Chapter Five: Britain and Wild Nature 

Introduction 

This thesis has explored the concept of the human relationship with nature and 

wilderness, specifically in western culture, and I have concluded that an 

anthropocentric outlook is unavoidable, although I would suggest that to allow for a full 

range of expression a perspectival anthropocentric approach is encouraged. I have 

asserted that the western worldview is increasingly global in its influence, and that an 

approach that relies on the western paradigm to manipulate the natural environment is 

increasingly at fault for the global ecological crisis. I have furthermore explored the 

complexity of culture, with specific reference to western culture, and have stated that 

only with a constructivist perspective can the plurality and complexity of said culture 

be appreciated, for while science and technology are fundamental to a western 

understanding of nature, so the complexity of that construction can only be fully 

appreciated if the mythic element of culture is also acknowledged. In short, while it is 

correct to say there is such a thing as a western world view, this view is more complex 

than has previously been suggested, and it is this complexity which accounts, in part at 

least, for differing dispositions within the west towards nature. 

While western culture's relationship with nature and wilderness has so far been 

explored through an American perspective on wilderness and the fundamental role that 

wilderness plays in forming a sense of national identity, I here intend to broaden the 

examination of western culture with reference to Britain and to the complex cultural 

understanding and cultural resonance of wilderness that exists in the British Isles. I 
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acknowledge that the North American countries, the countries of Europe, Australasia, 

and others, can all be identified broadly speaking as western. Furthermore these nations 

have a recursive element to their cultures; they inform and influence one another 

through the communicating of ideas, understandings and concepts. However, I have 

chosen to concentrate on Britain and wild nature as a balance to the grandeur of the 

American concept of wilderness, and as an exploration of two nations that speak 

(largely) the same language and have a similar linguistic and cultural inheritance. By an 

examination of the conceptualisation of wilderness from a British perspective, through 

a cultural constructivist approach measured by perspectival anthropocentrism, I intend 

to further demonstrate the diversity of wilderness experience in our relationship with 

nature. In doing so I intend to explore the concept of scale, and define an understanding 

of wilderness that encompasses the ecological realities of a densely populated and long 

inhabited Britain. Furthermore, the concept of wilderness in Britain has not only been 

constructed from the ecological realities of the country itself, but has also been 

influenced by the expansion of the British Empire, through colonialist expansion, and 

the subsequent location of wilderness in other parts of the world. 

Through this exploration of the concept of wilderness in Britain, I will suggest that 

alongside the concepts of wilderness as the unknowable and wilderness as 

untrammelled nature, it is essential that we also adopt an understanding of the 

immediacy of our relationship with nature and wilderness to our daily lives in all 

matters of scale. We need to acknowledge the validity of the different component parts 

of our cultural construction of nature and wilderness in order to develop a more 

inclusive and pluralistic outlook. This pluralistic outlook is essential if our relationship 

with nature and wilderness is to exist beyond the ecological crisis, and to do this our 
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pluralism needs to encompass a range of responsibilities; social, ecological, political and 

cultural. 

In this chapter I begin by identifying the issues surrounding wilderness in Britain with 

the concept of territory, and fundamental to this is the process of enclosure of the 

commons. It is the enclosure and cultivation of Britain that has led to the rise of the 

pastoral idyll, and it is from this idyll that I suggest a more modem response to 

wilderness has come. 

The rise of Romanticism following the Enlightenment can be interpreted as a critique of 

increasing industrialisation and the drive for mastery over nature. With the increase in 

popularity of the natural sciences and the negative impact of the urban experience came 

the development of the rural myth. In locating the desire for a nostalgic past in the 

countryside of Britain, the influences of the Enlightenment and Romanticism 

contributed to a modem cultural construction of the relationship with wilderness in 

Britain. 

I explore the issues raised by the cultural complexity of Romanticism through the 

poetry of artists such as Wordsworth and Coleridge, who gave voice to the yearning for 

a more essential and democratic relationship with wilderness in Britain. I refer also to 

the concept of wilderness as the 'other' to be increasingly located overseas with the 

influence of colonialism and the expansion of empire. I claim Romanticism played a 

crucial role in the adoption of a sense of wilderness and the sublime within the natural 

in Britain, and anchored a sense of responsibility towards the wilder parts of Britain in 

the diverse and culturally complex perception of wilderness that was developing. 
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With an exploration of wilderness as it has been portrayed in examples from the novel, 

I further expand the complex construction of wilderness to include not only a response 

to wilderness as the 'other' in the colonial experience, but importantly the recognition 

of the atavistic and wild within human nature. The role of human society in the 

relationship with wilderness and nature is also explored, and thus the complexity of a 

relationship that involves the atavistic, the social and the economic is identified and 

asserted. 

The chapter uses the concept of a designed wilderness in terms of landscape and garden 

design to further demonstrate the introduction of the wild into a modem conception of 

nature in Britain. With an examination of the issues surrounding ownership of wild 

land, I then explore the conflicting arguments concerning the issues of seclusion and 

access, and equate this to the study in the previous chapter of the Arctic Wildlife 

Refuge. Just as in this previous examination of a single issue of modem ecological 

concern, the divergent views regarding the issue were embedded in the same cultural 

inheritance. 

The issue of compromise in the decision making process from a cultural constructivist 

perspective is revisited and explored in this case study with the examination of the need 

to integrate the economic and ecological needs of humans and nature in 

environmentally degraded areas. The Lea Valley Regeneration Project is the example 

used in this chapter to demonstrate the social and economic needs that are being 

integrated with the ecological needs of an area, and how a pluralistic cultural viewpoint 

is essential if an ecologically and socially healthy environment is to be sustained. 
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Wilderness and the Countryside: a British Understanding 

Short identified the end of wilderness in Britain as occurring in 1746 with the defeat of 

the Highland Clans at Culloden (Short 1991, 57). This wasn't a defeat of the Scottish 

by the English, or British, but was far more complicated with Scots fighting on both 

sides. It was rather an outcome that represented victory for the Hanoverian state and the 

monopolisation of land; it was a victory that brought the land of mainland Britain under 

territorial control. This is not wilderness as an ecological fact, but as a territorial 

concept. This concept of wilderness as territory is by no means unique to Britain but, by 

identifying the end of wilderness as occurring at Culloden, Short links British 

wilderness with land enclosures that had been applied since mediaeval times, and which 

through the Enclosures Acts had effectively abolished traditional land rights and led to 

an ongoing tragedy of the common land (Jagtenberg & McKie 1997,14). The enclosure 

of common land helped transform the relationship between people and nature, and 

resonates through to the present day with the issue of the right to roam in Britain's 

wilder areas. 

About 10,000 years ago the ice sheets that had covered most of the northern hemisphere 

retreated as the ice age came to an end. With rapid climate change came a dramatic 

change in vegetation as dense impenetrable forest covered Britain in birch, oak and 

hazel. The Mesolithic, or Stone Age, shows us evidence of man already beginning to 

modify his environment with burning, evidence of axes and land clearance, and the 

beginnings of farming. Farming started in the Middle East around 10,000 years ago, 

arriving in Britain 4,500 years ago. The immigrants to Britain who brought farming 

with them also brought new crops and animals including wheat and barley, cattle and 
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sheep. Most importantly, in this the Neolithic Age, the farmers no longer lived in 

temporary camps like the hunter-gatherers, but settled down and cleared land for 

exactly this purpose. This clearance of the forest is the beginnings of ultimately large­

scale human intervention in the landscape of Britain. 

While Britain was sparsely populated many wilder areas remained relatively untouched, 

however, by the 12th century land was beginning to be enclosed for agricultural reasons. 

The enclosure of common land increased through the 15th and 16th centuries, dividing 

and privatising the common fens, marshes, moors and other uninhabited places. This 

particularly affected areas where grazing had previously been plentiful on otherwise 

marginal lands, such as the East Anglian fens and the Yorkshire moors, and where 

access to common land had been an essential part of economic life. Enclosure by 

Parliamentary Act began in the 18th century, and by the end of the 19th century the 

process of enclosure was largely complete. The reduction in the numbers of small 

landholders and the rise of the landed elite is a fundamental element in the issue of land 

ownership and management that exists in Britain today, and the issues arising from 

ownership of what had once been common land is fundamental to the concept of 

landowners acting as stewards of British wildlife and of the British landscape. This 

issue will be returned to later in this chapter in a consideration of access and the debate 

surrounding the issue of the right to roam. But first I will examine the changes in the 

use of the land that had a profound impact on the concept of land as countryside, and of 

the rise of the rural or pastoral idyll. It is this pastoral idyll which played a large part in 

the ruralisation of Britain and a change in the conceptualisation of wilderness. 
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The Pastoral Idyll 

The pastoral idyll comes from Greek literature, which was popular in the Middle Ages 

and influenced the work of poets such as Spencer, Milton and Tennyson. The pastoral 

myth claims that an agricultural life is lived closely with the rhythm of the seasons and 

of nature, and is therefore spiritually good and healthy and less compromised by social 

convention (Short 1991, 30). The pastoral or the countryside therefore becomes 

representative of the nostalgic past, and inherent in the pastoral myth is the preference 

of countryside over urban life. This criticism of the urban finds its roots in the rapid 

expansion of the population of Britain, the increase in mechanisation and industry, and 

the rise of the city. This is in contrast with the preceding Renaissance period, where the 

art, literature and scientific endeavours of the 14th to the 16th centuries had equated the 

city with civility, manners, taste and sophistication. The rise of the city in this period 

had engendered a love of urbanisation and modernisation. (Thomas 1984, 243). After 

this period however, the popularity of the myth of the countryside reflected the rapid 

social changes being effected; as cities rapidly expanded they became associated with 

overcrowding, moral degeneracy, industry and its attendant pollution, disease and 

poverty. 

In common with America therefore, it was a rejection of the urban that fostered an 

appreciation of wilderness. As was explored in the previous chapter, it was from the 

east coast of America and from the cities that an appreciation of nature and wilderness 

began. And it was with aesthetic representations, through poetry and painting, that an 

American myth of wilderness was developed and made accessible to the population. In 

Britain also the rural myth was engendered in the arts, specifically poetry. However, the 
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fundamental difference between the two nations is that while America's wilderness 

myth was part of the quest for a new identity, a break from the cultural inheritance of 

Europe, Britain's rural myth came to be located in the desire for a return to the pastoral 

idyll, a retrogressive desire. 

The appeal of the countryside was in part negative, in that it was a reaction to the urban 

and an escape from the cities. The countryside as a myth was a place of plenty, of 

recreation, of a legitimised society and an organic community, whereas in reality there 

was overwhelming poverty and its associated social implications. The myth of the 

countryside was further reinforced not only by the separation of the urban from the 

rural, but also the de-ruralisation of towns and cities themselves (Thomas 1984, 250). 

The loss of orchards, green spaces, gardens, trees and grazing rights due to population 

pressures in towns and cities played a part in the growth of an authentic longing for 

wilder nature. In the myth of the countryside we can identify the beginnings of the 

creation of the myth of the wild; from the concept of the countryside representing a 

nostalgic past, and as a result of the Enlightenment and Romanticism, there develops 

the modem constructed concept of wilderness in Britain which is considered in the 

following section. 

Beyond the pastoral idyll: Romanticism and the Sublime 

The mythology of the original state of nature is 'ambivalent' (Macnaghten & Urry 

1998, 11), in that it incorporates the concept of nature as innocent and the concept of 

nature as savage, wild and untouched. In this ambivalence it is reflected by both the 
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Enlightenment and Romanticism. The Enlightenment views nature as existing outside 

of Eden; the concept of nature is constructed within the principle of dualism, as has 

previously been discussed in this thesis, and from the agricultural and the industrial 

revolutions and the subsequent concept of an achievable mastery over nature comes a 

sense of separation between the human and the natural. Romanticism on the other hand 

views nature as Eden itself, and the myth of the countryside and the rise in popularity of 

the natural sciences meant a tradition of celebrating wild areas in Britain became more 

widespread. 

Romanticism was a critique of mastery over nature and the negative impacts of 

industrialisation. Through the 16th and 1 i h centuries agricultural improvement and 

exploitation was not only economically viable, it was also a moral imperative where 

wilderness was viewed as wasteland and productive land reflected the ancient classical 

ideal of beauty being related to fertility (Thomas 1984, 255). The 18th century saw the 

celebration of wilderness, where agriculture increasingly came to be seen as an assault 

on wilderness (Short 1991, 38), and thus reflected a development beyond the myth of 

the countryside. I do not mean by this to suggest that this rural countryside myth no 

longer had relevance. The rural myth is still evident today, and its validity can be traced 

through its influence in literature, as will be explored later in this chapter. But the 

Romantic movement of the 18th century allowed there to be a celebration of the wild, 

where before there had been fear: 

Early modem travellers usually found mountainous country unpleasant and 

dangerous ... in 1697 Ralph Thoresby found both the Border country and the 

Lake District full of horrors: dreadful fells, hideous wastes, horrid waterfalls, 
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terrible rocks and ghastly precipices. In the same spirit Dr Johnson wrote of the 

Scottish Highlands that 'an eye accustomed to flowery pastures and waving 

harvests is astonished and repelled by this wide extent of hopeless sterility'. 

(Thomas 1984,258) 

Wordsworth was one of the most significant writers influencing the Romantic 

movement. Through his poetry and travel writings the sublime, which was an emotional 

reaction to landscape, the aesthetic appreciation of the more terrifying aspects of nature, 

was incorporated into Romanticism. Nature was understood as scenery, views and 

perceptual sensation, and the Lake District was the most famous focus of his attention, 

where previously the Lake District had been referred to by Defoe as 'most barren and 

frightful' (Macnaghten and Urry 1998, 114). 

Here we begin to observe the concept of a managed wilderness. Wordsworth 

campaigned for the wilderness of the Lake District to be conserved (Macnaghten and 

Urry 1998, 14), and the use of mountains and wild areas as recreation was a celebration 

of the sublime in a society that saw advances in transportation and an increase in 

available leisure time. This trait was reflected for example in the rising popularity of 

climbing, and the formation of the Alpine Club in 1857 saw the celebration of British 

and European mountain regions reflected in the recreational and aesthetic appreciation 

of wilderness (Thomas 1984,261). 

Through the influence of Romanticism, the celebration of the sublime, the increasing 

aesthetic and recreational use of wild areas of Europe, and more specifically Britain, we 

can see the multiplicity of cultural influences at play in the construction of the concept 
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of wilderness. The social and economiC were essential; increased leisure time, 

transportation and education were all fundamental to a wider section of the population 

having access to the wilder areas of Britain. But the association of mountains with 

spiritual renewal and the aesthetic dimension of wilderness that came to be celebrated 

also contributed to a more complex construction of wilderness. These aesthetic and 

spiritual dimensions occur in addition to, rather than instead of, considerations of 

hierarchy, economics and gender. A multiplicity of reasons for the desire for wilderness 

experience means that no one single view of wilderness can include the range of 

definitions and impulses that form the complexity of our social and cultural response to 

nature and the wild. As was explored in the previous case study of America, the desire 

for wilderness experience was fostered by a multitude of reasons, some recreational, 

some spiritual, some connected with the search for a new cultural identity (or in the 

case of Britain the search for a connection with a rural idyllic past). And in common 

with America, the rise of recreational time and higher incomes in the modem era has 

led to a wider range of people being able to access a wilderness experience. 

As well as the social and economic impulses at home which fostered the desire for a 

new relationship with wilderness, the issue of wilderness as 'other' and the issue of our 

responsibilities towards wilderness were also influenced by the social and cultural 

complexities of colonialism. The expansion of the British Empire from the 1 i h century 

influenced the cultural conceptualisation of wilderness, both overseas and at home, and 

therefore contributed to the development of the conception of British wilderness. 

The wilderness is not, in fact, a type of landscape at all, but a congruence of 

feelings about man and nature of varying import to different epochs, cultures 

252 



and individuals. For Elizabethans, the wilderness was barren, chaotic, frightful, 

'howling'; for contemporary Europeans it is often associated with primitive and 

romantic tribes in distant lands; for many Americans, it is an entity distinct from 

the workaday world, an oasis where the laws of nature still apply. (Lowenthal 

1972, 55) 

Colonialism and the wilderness as 'other' 

The expansion of the empire was the overseas expansion of British commercial and 

political interests from the 1 i h century. Wilderness was found in a variety of ecologies 

overseas, and the concept of wilderness and the attendant trait of domination sustained 

and legitimised the colonial adventure (Short 1991, 58). Wilderness in its various forms 

as it was explored overseas was on a scale and incorporated unknowns to such a degree 

that the wilderness of Britain ceased to have the impact of the' other', of the terrifying 

or the dangerous. Wilderness therefore increasingly came to be identified as that which 

existed overseas, in inhospitable lands, with savage native inhabitants and unknown and 

terrifying animals. By identifying wilderness as being overseas, colonialism helped 

formulate the concept of a justifiable domination of a separate entity, that which needed 

subjugation in order to serve the needs of the Empire. This was also of course 

profoundly racist in its ideology; by the identification of native populations with the 

newly 'discovered' lands, people could be claimed alongside the flora and fauna for 

manipulation and exploitation, as was previously discussed in terms of the early 

European settlement of America. 
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There is no singular nature as such, only natures. And such natures are 

historically, geographically and socially constituted. Hence there are no simple 

natural limits as such. They are not fixed and eternal but depend on particular 

historical and geographical determinations, as well as on the very processes by 

which nature and the natural is culturally constructed and sustained, particularly 

by reference by what is taken to be the' other'. (Macnaghten and Urry 1998, 15) 

Overseas exploration therefore embedded the concept of wilderness as 'other' in a way 

that firstly allowed for the domination and exploitation of such wilderness, and that 

also, in the locating of this concept as existing overseas in its most wild manifestations, 

allowed for the abdication of responsibilities of attending to wilderness in Britain. I 

believe this is still a definable trait, and that by focusing on the wilderness of the 

Amazonian rainforest, for example, there has been a recognisable tendency to avoid the 

responsibility one has to as yet unexploited nature within western nations themselves. It 

is essential to recognise wilderness existing within each nation, in whatever scale and 

however defined, in order to accept responsibility for the range of ecological issues 

confronting the human/nature relationship today. The movement identified as 

Romanticism is, I believe, fundamental to a growing acknowledgement and 

appreciation of wilderness in Britain. Wilderness is of course simultaneously important 

at home, no matter how much the identification of wilderness as the 'other' is located 

overseas. And wilderness in all its various forms, as will be explored later in this 

chapter, is vital to an ecologically sustainable relationship with nature in general. 

Without the concept of wilderness in Britain, located in Britain, there would be no 

construction of a cultural identity that included the desire to locate wilderness overseas. 

Therefore, no matter how important the role of the colonial experience of wilderness, it 
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is the contribution that this experience made to the tendency to avoid responsibility to 

wilderness at home that has been an important element in the construction of a cultural 

response to wilderness. 

Romanticism: the Poetic and the Wild 

In terms of a British sensibility therefore, wilderness as both a territorial concept and an 

environmental ideology has from the 18th century been increasingly situated overseas. 

This period thus heralded a shift in emphasis in terms of exactly where wilderness as 

the 'other' was to be found, largely separating the concept of wilderness from Britain 

and supplanting it with the pastoral. The rise of Romanticism developed the concept of 

the British countryside and the concept of the pastoral idyll. It is however possible to 

identify the traits of nature reverence within this pastoral idyll that celebrated the wild 

within Britain; Romanticism and colonialism did not entirely banish the concept of 

wilderness from Britain, wilder areas were celebrated alongside the rural, and 

Romanticism allowed for an appreciation of the wild that did not require the pastoral to 

be the only form of aesthetic or spiritual nature appreciation. Romanticism is therefore 

of great importance in retaining the concept of wilderness in Britain in an era when the 

pastoral idyll could well have predominated. The complexity of reverence for nature as 

both pastoral and wilderness is therefore a complex cultural response to nature, and 

reflects an ongoing relationship with the wild that incorporates a variety of responses 

and conceptions. It demonstrates the need to acknowledge the importance of the role of 

spirituality, of aesthetic responses, and of the complexity of a cultural inheritance as 

much it is important to recognise the social, economic and the mechanistic in an 
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exploration of the concept of wilderness. The landowner's response towards nature and 

wilderness may be one based on a utilitarian appreciation, tied in with an understanding 

of a custodial responsibility towards the landscape of Britain, for example in the 

maintenance of hunting areas such as forest chases or grouse moors. Romanticism also 

allowed for areas of wilderness that had utilitarian value to be valued in terms of the 

aesthetic, an aesthetic furthermore that was outside of the normal remit of pastoral 

appreciation. 

William Wordsworth (1770-1850) 'exuded a reverence for nature' (Simmons 1993a, 

102). With Samuel Taylor Coleridge he produced the joint publication Lyrical Ballads 

(1798), which was an important work in the Romantic movement. One of Wordsworth's 

most famous poems, Tintern Abbey, was published in the work, along with Coleridge's 

Ancient Mariner. 

Therefore am I still 

A lover of the meadows and the woods, 

And mountains; and of all that we behold 

From this green earth; of all the mighty world 

Of eye and ear, both what they half-create, 

And what perceive; well pleased to recognize 

In nature and the language of the sense, 

The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse, 

The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul 

Of all my moral being. 
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Lines Written a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey 

On Revisiting the Banks of the Wye During a Tour, July 13, 1798 

William Wordsworth (1770-1850) 

Here Wordsworth finds no contradiction in celebrating the wild alongside the pastoral, 

with his love of the meadows and the mountains, this in an era when the mountainous 

regions of Britain were still largely inaccessible to most, thus allowing for a continuing 

complex relationship with nature that incorporates differing ecological realities and 

measures of human intervention. This poem also contributes to the previously discussed 

approach suggested by perspectival anthropocentrism, in that it is the personal response 

of the poet that guides his response towards nature, it is his cultural existence that 

predisposes him towards certain human responses and measurements of value of 

scenery and landscape. It is also true to say that his response can be seen as spiritual 

and atavistic, that in the locating of morality within nature we see an ecocentric position 

being demonstrated. I would suggest however that this ecocentrism is filtered through a 

perspectival anthropocentric approach, as it is through the response of the human eye 

and ear that the poet is allowed to respond spiritually, and however valid his spiritual 

response it is always measured through the complex constructed language of poetry. 

The relationship with nature that allows for different ecological realities is important 

when considering the modern concept of wilderness in Britain, which allows for the 

wild to be defined and protected even within such small spatial entities as the 

hedgerow. This modern complex construction of wilderness will be returned to later in 

the chapter, here I wish to continue to explore the notion of wilderness in the Romantic 

era, particularly with reference to the concept of the sublime and the development of a 

national identity that encompasses a relationship with wilderness. 
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As a Romantic poet, Wordsworth explored the notion of the sublime, of finding the 

essence of spiritual renewal in wilderness. After climbing Kirkstone Pass in a storm, 

Coleridge wrote 'the farther I ascend from animated nature, from men and cattle and 

the common birds of woods and fields, the greater becomes in me the feeling of life ... 

'God is everywhere' ... I exclaimed' (citied in Thomas 1984, 261). This reverence for 

the wild is evident in the work of the' outstanding nature poet' John Clare (1793-1864) 

(Simmons 1993a, 101), from rural Northamptonshire, whose work reflected 

environmental and social change and thus included the social and cultural aspect of 

wilderness appreciation. John Clare, as Wordsworth, saw the destruction of a familiar 

landscape by owners who were seeking greater agricultural efficiency in order to 

increase profits. They protested in poetry, and furthermore linked nature and the wild 

with patriotism and Englishness, a crucially important development in the relationship 

with wilderness and the cultural importance of wild areas to the national character. 

There is a Yew-tree, pride of Lorton Vale, 

Which to this day stands single, in the midst 

Of its own darkness, as it stood of yore: 

Not loth to furnish weapons for the bands 

Of Umfraville or Percy ere they marched 

To Scotland's heaths; or those that crossed the sea 

And drew their sounding bows at Azincour, 

Perhaps at earlier Crecy, or Poictiers. 

Of vast circumference and gloom profound 

This solitary Tree! a living thing 

Produced too slowly ever to decay; 
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Of fonn and aspect too magnificent 

To be destroyed. 

Yew Trees 

William Wordsworth (1770-1850) 

These traits of nationalism were linked to the treatment of the land, and the ongoing 

processes of enclosure, mechanisation and gentrification of country estates. Clare, in 

common with Wordsworth and Cowper (1731-1800), demonstrates a close and 

complex relationship with nature, which is both valid and powerful in identifying the 

poet as a rightful possessor of the land due to local knowledge and spiritual experience. 

Thus by excluding the commercial and exploitative relationship with the land of the 

traditional landed gentry, the poets place freedom, both political and spiritual, within 

the land and the uncultivated wilderness (Fulford 1995). 

I long for scenes where man has never trod; 

A place where woman never smil'd or wept; 

There to abide with my creator, God, 

And sleep as I in childhood sweetly slept: 

Untroubling and untroubled where I lie; 

The grass below--above the vaulted sky. 

lam! 

John Clare (1793-1864) 

15 
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We can therefore identify the social, economIC, and spiritual forces at work in 

producing a relationship with wilderness in Britain, for as much as wilderness as the 

'other' was sited overseas, the wilder areas within Britain increasingly came to exude a 

cultural significance for the political and spiritual wellbeing of the individual and the 

collective population. 

The colonial period had the effect of increasing the concept of wilderness to include 

other societies, other cultures, and other ecologies. This significance of the recognition 

of the global is important in that it does not preclude the concept of wilderness still 

existing in Britain, and furthermore it allows for a realisation of global responsibility; 

just as colonialism had allowed for domination of other lands in the name of the 

Empire, so colonial responsibility for those lands precluded an ecological awareness 

and the notion of an ecological responsibility on a global scale. 

What would the world be, once bereft 

Of wet and of wildness? Let them be left, 

o let them be left, wildness and wet; 

Long live the weeds and the wilderness yet. 

Inversnaid 

Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844-1889) 

(published 1918) 

25 

Thus, it seems clear that there are historical and culturally specific reasons why the 

wilderness 'elsewhere' is perceived as worthy of attention and preservation while local 
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nature may well be neglected. What becomes clear, then, is that views of nature and 

wilderness have, as was stated earlier, both a conceptual and a geographical aspect and 

without taking these into account we cannot fully understand either our own myths or 

those of others. Equally, if this is so, then we risk the inappropriate imposition of one 

(in this case British) myth on other cultures, which has been in large part the critique of 

the dominant western world view from developing countries. These myths, of course, 

are not ethically neutral, they contain a sense of how we should behave towards nature 

given the values attributed culturally to the landscapes that are incorporated into the 

myths themselves. In this sense the representation of wilderness has both ethical and 

political implications which reach much further than the myths themselves might 

suggest. As Simmons argues: 

From such a set of roots has grown the basis of the modem western attitude to 

wilderness ... not the replacement of wilderness with 'useful' and' productive' 

land, but its preservation in order to retain the cultural values inherent within it 

and to contribute to some perceived ecological equilibrium on a global scale. 

(Simmons 1993b, 167) 

A cultural constructivist perspective is therefore a more inclusive approach, as it can 

acknowledge the complexity of inputs, the political, the cultural, and the social, in the 

construction of the concepts of nature and wilderness. This approach will more fully 

address the need to understand this constructed conceptualisation as, briefly, unlike 

social ecology it can recognise and validate the spiritual and aesthetic dimension, and 

unlike deep ecology it can similarly do the same with the economic and social pressures 

and forces that change and modify the cultural expression of a relationship with 
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wilderness. To further examine the use of cultural references to wilderness, I will now 

address the issues arising from the colonial and the rural regarding a relationship with 

nature and wilderness in the novel, in order to more fully explore the complexity of our 

relationship with nature and wilderness and thus indicate the plurality of influences, 

political, cultural, and social, that demand a similarly pluralistic non-prescriptive 

approach. 

Wilderness and the Novel 

One of the earliest examples of the novel is Robinson Crusoe (Daniel Defoe 1660-

1731). Its entire narrative is a metaphor for civilising the wilderness. It celebrates and 

equates the spiritual with material progress, and uses the language of colonialism. 

(Short 1991, 161). Robinson Crusoe's central theme is that of retreat and withdrawal 

from civilisation, renewal in the wilderness, and ultimately reunion with society. The 

island that Crusoe inhabits is a physical wilderness that is also symbolic of a spiritual 

wilderness. Crusoe then recaptures his spiritual wholeness through material progress on 

the island and the creation of a replica civilisation (complete with a class system in the 

slave figure of Man Friday). 

The theme of wilderness in relation to the spiritual as represented by a tropical island 

recurs in Coral Island (R.M. Ballantyne 1825-1894), and again in Lord of the Flies 

(William Golding 1911-1993). Coral Island concerns the three boys who are 

shipwrecked on the island. The island becomes a place of spiritual purity for the boys, 

and wilderness brings out the best in human nature. They arrange themselves quite 

naturally into a socially functioning group with distinct strata. In this respect the 
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novel's treatment of wilderness is similar to Robinson Crusoe. The wilderness is 

approached from the perspective of the Enlightenment, and is firmly identified as the 

'other'. The subjugation and manipulation of the wilderness are seen as being social 

and moral necessities, and the duty of the civilised man to command the wilderness, 

and the native inhabitants of that wilderness, is validated and justified. 

The wilderness in Lord of the Flies by comparison is a novel where the relationship 

with the wilderness produces barbarism in the boys who are stranded on the island. It is 

not so much a comment on wilderness, but an indictment of civilisation. The social 

structure that the boys bring to the island is not sustainable in a wilderness situation. 

Away from the social structure of civilisation, they cannot cope with the pressures of 

their social positioning and the roles they are expected to play. Civilisation is therefore 

perceived as fragile and is a flawed social construct. Wilderness is not a place of 

spiritual renewal for these characters, but neither is it in itself a corrupter of morality. It 

is a moral vacuum and a place where the fragility of social convention has no place 

(Short 1991, 164). Lord of the Flies does not embody wilderness with the 

anthropomorphic values of society, and in this respect the novel reflects those 

characteristics of a relationship with wilderness that can be traced back to 

Romanticism. Romanticism identifies wilderness as existing within an Edenic state, and 

so equates wilderness with the essential basis of human nature. Similarly Lord of the 

Flies identifies the essential state of man with wilderness, and argues that without 

social convention a more natural state is arrived at. The difference of this novel from 

Romanticism is that it identifies the natural human state to be barbaric rather than 

morally pure, but this is not a criticism of wilderness per se, and in terms of this thesis 

what is important to identify is that it shows an acceptance of wilderness within the 

human. By such an identification, an acceptance of the responsibility to address 
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wilderness as a concept that cannot be separated and delineated away from human 

society is demonstrated. 

The role of society in the human relationship with wilderness and nature is explored 

throughout the work of Thomas Hardy (1840-1928), who wrote of change and conflict 

within a rural setting. Far from the Madding Crowd, Tess of the D 'Urbervilles, The 

Woodlanders and others are all set in their local physical environment and show 

evidence of a deeply felt sense of place. Egdon Heath in Return of the Native is so 

prevalent, so powerful a presence, that it is a character in its own right. The novels are 

furthermore a social commentary in that they picture the countryside in a state of 

transition, from an authentic rural society to the homogenisation and standardisation of 

an urban metropolitan society. Hardy recognises that with this move towards increasing 

urbanisation comes a recognition of wilderness appreciation. 

Haggard Egdon appealed to a subtler and scarcer instinct, to a more recently 

learnt emotion, than that which responds to the sort of beauty called charming 

and fair.... The time seems near, if it has not actually arrived, when the 

chastened sublimity of a moor, a sea, or a mountain will be all of nature that is 

absolutely in keeping with the moods of the more thinking among mankind. 

And ultimately, to the commonest tourist, spots like Iceland may become what 

the vineyards and myrtle gardens of South Europe are to him now; and 

Heidelberg and Baden be passed unheeded as he hastens from the Alps to the 

sand dunes of Scheveningen. (Hardy 1878, 5) 
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Hardy however here demonstrates the fear of the loss of the sublime, the implication 

being that what is now wild may in the future be easily visited, easily consumed, and 

therefore may be absorbed into a more social and less natural experience. By 

referencing tourism, and by acknowledging technological change in terms of transport, 

speed, and ease of access, Hardy is anticipating the recreational use and appreciation of 

nature to spread beyond the cultivated to include the wild. He also anticipates the 'more 

thinking among mankind' to be at the vanguard of wilderness appreciation, spreading to 

'the commonest tourist'. In this he acknowledges the traits identified in this chapter and 

the previous chapter, insofar as it was the educated, urban and wealthy who first 

fostered an aesthetic appreciation of wilderness. This elitism reflects the social and 

economic realities which dictate that leisure time and disposable income that allow for 

travel and for wilderness experience, particularly the wilderness experiences abroad 

that Hardy refers to, will first of all be experienced by the social elite before such 

experiences are made available to the rest of the population. Furthermore, that Egdon 

Heath appeals to a 'more recently learnt emotion' implies that the development of an 

appreciation of wilderness is culturally driven, that it is not a return to an atavistic 

relationship with wilder nature. In this respect, Hardy's identification of wilderness 

appreciation being a modem development, dependant on an aesthetic response and with 

attendant social restraints, can be located within a culturally constructed framework. 

This socialisation of the wild and the natural is also a trait that can be identified in the 

rise in popularity of garden and landscape design. It is a socialisation that has the 

potential to deny the wild within nature, for while the rigid identification of wilderness 

as the 'other' can sanction the tendency to absolve human responsibility towards 

interaction with and treatment of nature, and so contribute to a pattern of domination, 
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the socialisation of nature also encourages domination and validates the manipulation 

of nature and wilderness. It is only through an approach that can recognise the plurality 

of influences and the potential for plural cultural responses towards nature and 

wilderness that any considered sustainable mediation of human activity can be reached. 

Landscape Design and the Wild 

The manipulation of the wild that we see in landscape and garden design is not unique 

in terms of human relationships with wilderness and nature. From a western perspective 

we commonly regard areas of the world as wilderness without regard to human 

inhabitants, though such areas may have been, or still be, home to traditional pre­

modern societies. This myth of the uninhabited wilderness that has actually been home 

to humans and has seen human intervention and manipulation in nature has been 

referenced in the previous chapter, with regard to the notion of the Pleistocene overkill 

hypothesis in North America. In fact there is evidence to suggest that humans have 

been permanently influencing the ecology around them throughout human history. The 

aboriginal inhabitants of Australia developed land management techniques thousands of 

years ago that meant the lighting of bush fires to assist hunting, favour certain flora, and 

influence the fauna of an area (Simmons 1993b, 5). 

Considering that the transformation of nature is not a recent development in human 

history leads us to the notion of a designed landscape, particularly the garden, which 

has a long history in human society. With the spread of Islamic culture westwards after 

the fall of the Roman empire, gardening was encouraged as well as philosophy, 
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learning, and the arts. This referred back to Greek and Roman traditions of learning, 

and the horticultural traditions of the early Christian world, where the gardens of Persia 

were thought to be representations of an earthly paradise. Such horticultural influences 

found their way into western Europe through the Arabic conquests of Spain and the 

Mediterranean, and Christianity also played a role in the subsequent establishment of 

the formal mediaeval garden, with religious orders who not only were important 

landowners but also created gardens for culinary, contemplative and healing purposes. 

The formal style predominated in western landscape and garden design through the 

Tudor era, the influence of Renaissance Italy, and French royal gardens of the 1 i h 

century. The 18th century however saw a fundamental change in landscape design and 

gardening, both in terms of aesthetic emphasis, but also reflecting issues of social and 

economic power and a reaction to advances in agricultural practices. Increasing 

cultivation of the land and progress in agriculture engendered a self-conscious reaction, 

and the developments in landscape gardening at this time are indicative of a growing 

reaction against an increasingly mechanised and intensively farmed country. 

Agriculture in Britain, particularly England, was much more intensive than in many 

other countries in Europe. It is hardly surprising therefore that the major changes in 

landscape gardening that are synonymous with English gardening design styles today 

arose in Britain in the 18th century. 

The 18th century, the era of the Enlightenment, was a period of changing attitudes 

towards nature and countryside, and influences included classical ruins, big landscapes, 

and European travel, which meant the adoption of influences from the ruins of ancient 

Greece and Rome. Charles Bridgeman (1690-1738) began to adapt the formal gardens 
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of large houses and learnt to borrow the surrounding landscape. He was the first to use 

the ha-ha, basically a trench at the end of the formal area of the garden, hidden from 

view, that allowed for an uninterrupted vista stretching into the surrounding fields and 

woods but which prevented livestock from straying onto the lawns of the house. 

William Kent (1685-1748) dressed up gardens with design features like classical 

temples. At Rousham House he built a ruin of a classical temple on a hillside far from 

but visible from the house, thus borrowing the landscape, intimating that the 

countryside from the garden to the ruin on the hill was owned (which it was not) by 

Rousham House. 

One of the most renowned designers of the period was Lancelot Brown (1716-1783), 

known as Capability Brown due to his habit of extolling the capabilities or the potential 

of landscapes. His design formula was to bring the landscape right up to the walls of the 

house, and to create vistas by planting swathes of trees that neither he nor his patrons 

would live to see mature. The designs that Brown and others created were for the 

landed aristocracy, and the elitism inherent in the commissioning of the designs meant 

that seclusion, but also exclusion, were at the core of their creation. On occasions this 

meant Capability Brown moved entire villages that were in the way of his grand vistas, 

and as such the scope of such landscape design exercised not only aesthetic but also 

social and economic power (Short 1991, 70). As such, landscape design was the 

preserve of the wealthy; elevated social and economic positions meant the ability to 

participate in wilderness appreciation (Thomas 1984, 264), and in this it mirrors the 

experience of America, where those who lived in the east developed the notion of 
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wilderness appreciation, rather than the settlers or others involved in subsistence living 

at the frontier. 

This informal landscape garden (which might have as adjunct a walled garden 

for produce) seems to allow the resurgence of nature (albeit under control) at a 

time when it must have seemed that the triumph, actual or potential, of mankind 

over nature was about to be realized. (Simmons 1993b, 27) 

The reasons for the move towards a greater appreciation of wild nature in landscape 

design are more than aesthetic. There were aesthetic reactions against the uniformity of 

agriculture and artificial garden designs, but there was also a reflection of 

Romanticism, a growmg feeling that wilderness could give meaning to human 

existence, that open spaces meant human freedom and that the pull of wild nature was 

no longer an anti-social emotion. 

A designed landscape or a garden is a transformation of nature; it will almost invariably 

involve non-native species in the planting, which with elements of hard landscaping 

will impose cultural preconceptions on an area of land. Gardens convert nature into 

'something at once more agreeable and intelligible than a wilderness' (Passmore 1974, 

37), though this perspective can be criticised in its aesthetic bias: 

The informal garden praised by Passmore is restful to the eye and the spirit, a 

nice place to go to relieve city stress, but it is still a human-made distraction; it 

is calculated to please, and thus it is not so capable as wilderness of posing a 
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challenge or providing an alternative to civilisation or to our self-conception. 

(Thompson 1995,304) 

The aesthetic is not the only response, or the only reason indeed to preserve wilderness. 

Wilderness is still an environment not of our own making, and as such is a refuge from 

the human environment. The human environment is not only the urban, the material, 

and the mechanical, but also the moral and spiritual dimension inherent in this 

relationship. Thus the argument for challenging our notion of self conception made by 

Thompson gains validity; it is through the challenge to our constructed selves that 

wilderness exercises its spiritual and emotional resonance. The introduction of a wild 

element into landscape design and gardening may be an artificial recreation, and it may 

well favour economic and social power, but in its reaction to formality and structure it 

indicates the change in the relationship with nature and wilderness that was heralded by 

the Enlightenment and by Romanticism. 

The debate between Passmore and Thompson shows, again, that there is a plurality of 

views and that none of these can be said to be entirely wrong or entirely right. Such a 

debate acts as a microcosm of a broader perspective, which suggests that one outcome 

of creating plural and differing landscapes is that we have plural views of what nature 

and wilderness are, and what human purposes may be served by them. Furthermore, in 

such a densely populated and recreationally consumed nation as Britain, the 

introduction of the wild into the garden is arguably an important consideration in the 

perpetuation of wilderness in Britain. When considering definitions and matters of 

scale, the grandeur of American wilderness is not necessarily the benchmark by which 

wilderness in Britain should be recognised and acknowledged. It is the wilderness that 
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exists in species rich hedgerows that is more akin to the notion of the wild in Britain 

today. This aspect of wilderness of course refers back to the previously discussed 

concept of the rural idyll, for just as ecological realities such as hedgerows are species­

rich repositories of ecological diversity, so they are emblematic of the rural myth; the 

flora and fauna, as well as the visual impact of such ecologies, are culturally embedded 

in our society and represent a nostalgic past as much as they do a sustainable ecological 

future. 

Conservation, Access and the Right to Roam 

The rural myth as it exists today is more than the search for a return to a nostalgic past, 

as was represented in the poetry of Wordsworth and Coleridge, it represents the right to 

participate in the British countryside in terms of access, and in this reflects the concerns 

of Wordsworth in terms of accessing the healing and spiritual properties of nature and 

wilderness. This is a continuing theme of a democratic and nationalistic right to 

participate in the wild and the rural, not only as a spiritual or aesthetic response, but 

also in terms of preservation, conservation, and the social arena explored through the 

issue of access and the right to roam debate. 

The right to roam debate has been present in some form or another since the enclosures 

of public and wild land in Britain, and instead of being prescriptive in its intentions, it 

is instead an arena in which individuals can participate in a very plural sense in the 

wilderness and rural myths. The development of a modem understanding of the 

wilderness and rural myths in Britain incorporates changes in ideologies as regards 
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land-use in Britain, and the modem era has seen a more inclusive attitude being adopted 

in terms of the scope ofland included in the land-use planning system. 

The 1947 Town and Country Planning Act introduced the modem land-use planning 

system, with the intent to retain 'nature as a refuge from modem life', with the focus on 

the recreational and aesthetic. Crucially agriculture and forestry were not included in 

this act, in fact they were not brought under such planning legislative controls until the 

1981 Wildlife and Countryside Act. Their omission was as a result of post-war policy 

which was geared towards food production, in order to ensure the self-sufficiency 

which had been absent during W orId War II, and this omission of agriculture and 

forestry reflects a dualism in the legislative treatment of the countryside and wild nature 

in Britain. 

National Parks were designated under the National Parks and Access to the Countryside 

Act 1949 for the twin purposes of preserving and enhancing their natural beauty and of 

promoting their enjoyment by the pUblic. The definition of a National Park is: 

an extensive area of beautiful and relatively wild country in which, for the 

nation's benefit and by appropriate national decision and action: 

The characteristic landscape beauty is strictly preserved 

Access and facilities for open-air enjoyment are amply provided 

Wildlife and buildings and places of architectural and historic interest are 

suitably protected 

Established farming use is effectively maintained 

(http://www. nationalparks.gov. uk) 
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(The reference to the effective maintenance of established farming use is for 

agricultural use of land within the National Parks, not for agriculture in general III 

Britain). 

The National Parks Authorities are charged with conserving and enhancing the natural 

beauty, wildlife and cultural heritage of the National Parks, and taking into account the 

economic and social needs of local communities. This acceptance of the long standing 

human habitation of the British Isles does not preclude a sensibility to wilderness and 

nature: 

The Parks are made up of countryside that has been shaped over 5000 years by 

people at work. With well-managed sustainable development strategies in place 

we can make sure that these landscapes are here for future generations. 

(http://www.nationalparks.gov. uk) 

Although the concept of wilderness as it exists in similar legislation in America is not 

comparable to Britain, it is this acceptance of the plural range of needs of society, of the 

economic and social needs of the community as well as a responsibility towards the 

sensitive management of ecologies, that would indicate an acceptance of the 

complexity of a relationship with wilderness, however managed that wilderness may 

be, within Britain. The complex cultural construction of such a relationship can be seen 

in the changing attitudes towards farming within Britain, as the post-war drive for 

increased food production has had to give way to a more ecologically sensitive 

appreciation of the rural and the wild. 
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In the issues surrounding the Right to Roam debate, the rights of the British public to 

gain access to land, both the rural and the wild, has been asserted in the face of the 

rights assumed by landowners as stewards of British countryside and of British nature. 

In this the concept of wilderness in Britain is defined in such a way as to include the 

human element, and to validate the participation and enj oyment of wild areas of Britain 

by all, not just the landed elite, albeit in a monitored and responsible manner. 

It is not only recreation but a tradition of social action that has been instrumental in 

creating the legislation in Britain that is concerned with nature, and wild nature. The 

Clarion Clubs of the 1890s combined socialism and environmentalism, and encouraged 

participation in the British countryside for health and recreation, for fresh air and 

exercise for those that lived in the towns. By the 1930s more than 3 million people were 

registered unemployed in Britain, northern cities were highly industrialised and 

experienced high levels of poverty and pollution, fascism was on the rise across 

Europe, and yet large tracts of land across Britain were reserved for the recreation of 

the elite, for hunting, shooting and fishing. A group of young politicised walkers from 

Manchester and Sheffield organised the now legendary mass trespass of Kinder Scout 

in Derbyshire in 1932 by around 500 people. Benny Rothman, a young Jewish 

Communist mechanic from Manchester, addressed the gathered mass of walkers: 

I gave them an outline of the history of the Enclosures, the injustice of it all ... 

the common people were turfed off the land. This sacred 'private property' is 

stolen property, stolen from the common people. I told the meeting that we 

could only get access to mountains by mass action, and the mass trespass was 

our first blow. 
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(quoted in The Independent Magazine 20 April 2002, 20) 

As a result of the mass trespass, six people, including Benny Rothman, were sent to jail, 

causing a national outcry and raising the awareness of the campaign for the freedom to 

roam. The 1939 Access to Mountains Act restricted walkers' rights and made trespass a 

criminal offence in certain circumstances. It was opposed by the Ramblers Association 

and was later repealed. The 1949 National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act 

defined open country as mountain, moor, heath, down, cliff and foreshore, and local 

authorities were required to survey open countryside, assess the level of access 

provided and to secure further access by means of agreements, orders or by purchasing 

the land. Finally, in 1997 the new Labour government was elected on a manifesto that 

included a commitment to introduce legislation allowing the public the freedom to 

roam on mountain, moor, heath and down. The Countryside and Rights of Way Act 

2000 eventually allowed for this right of access, and was applied across the whole of 

England by the end of 2005 (http://www.ramblers.org.uklfreedomlhistory.html). 

In common with the case of the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge in America and the 

myth of the frontier and undiscovered wilderness, the debate surrounding the issue of 

public access is intrinsically related to the common myth of the British countryside. 

Landowners and farmers were seen, and still are to a certain extent, as the guardians of 

Britain's rural landscape, including the managed land of moors and heaths. This was as 

a result of the ongoing process of the enclosure of public land, which meant that open 

public wilderness that is not under the jurisdiction of a landowner has not existed in 

Britain for a long time. Furthermore, as Britain is a largely rural landscape, it has been 

through agricultural practices and intervention that cultural definitions of countryside 
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and the wild have been formulated. In viewing the landowners as guardians of the 

countryside and of wild Britain, the echoes are of Hardy's Wessex, of a rural and 

pastoral idyll, where the national identity and cultural conceptualisation of wild Britain 

are located. 

Using the same ideology are those who have campaigned for greater public access. The 

right to personally experience wilderness and nature in Britain recalls the Romanticism 

of Wordsworth and Coleridge, though in this case opposition to access is less about the 

desire to retain wilderness as largely free from human intervention, but is about the 

rights of seclusion of farmers and landowners. In common with the Arctic National 

Wildlife Refuge however, we can see differing points of view that stem from the same 

cultural suppositions regarding nature and wilderness. That the construction of each 

culture is complex is the reason behind the plural approaches arising from such 

complexity. And, as with the Arctic Refuge, it is the weight of cultural pressure that 

seems to have swayed the balance in the decision making processes. 

An increased awareness of an issue, and an increased ability to participate in the 

debates surrounding that issue seem, in the cases of the Arctic Refuge and the right to 

roam debate, to have allowed a greater plurality of opinion to exist, and for the decision 

making process to have been forced to include a variety of standpoints. An 

acknowledgement of the cultural complexity of a society, and an awareness of the 

constructed essence of that culture, can mean that validity is given to the variety of 

cultural references and suppositions so arising. These cultural inputs include the 

economic and the social, but also give resonance to the emotional and spiritual aspects 

of cultural identity, and therefore lead to a more inclusive decision making process. 
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This does not mean that the weight of public opinion is always brought to bear, or 

indeed that the results of this decision making process do not vary widely over time. 

The Lea Valley regeneration project 

An example of the way in which the ecological is taking its place alongside the 

economic and the social is in the regeneration of the Lower Lea Valley in East London 

as a result of the successful bid for the 2012 Olympics. Part of the success of the bid 

was attributed to the environmental concerns demonstrated by the project, and a key 

aspect of the regeneration of this area concerns the environmental alongside the 

economIc: 

Firstly, the Games will bring great environmental benefits by reclaiming 

contaminated land. The Lower Lea Valley has great potential as an 

environmental zone, with its unique network of waterways and marshland. At 

the moment, the area is described as a 'brownfield site'. This expression is used 

to define areas which are underdeveloped, derelict, contaminated or vacant. As 

well as becoming home to the proposed Olympic Village, this area will be the 

biggest new park London has seen since Victorian times. 

Secondly, the Olympic and Paralympic Games will also provide the chance to 

implement environmentally friendly policies. All construction projects before 

and after the Games, and the Games themselves, will minimise waste, pollution 

and the impact on London's wildlife habitats. The Games organisers will adopt 
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and promote sustainable procurement and design practices, and use every 

opportunity to educate Londoners, and especially young people, about the 

importance of sustainable development ... 

... Finally, nothing will be built permanently on London's green spaces like 

Hackney Marshes and London Fields (known as 'greenfield sites'). 

(http://www .london. gov. uk/mayor/ 01 ympics/benefits-environment.j sp) 

Alongside the creation of a new urban park and the creation of new housing and local 

amenities, the project promises the creation of three hectares of new wetland habitat, 

'and the park will be planted with native species, including oak, ash, birch, hazel, holly, 

blackthorn and hawthorn, providing a home for wildlife in the middle of the 

city' (http://www.london20 12.org/en/bidlgreengames/a+valley+reborn.htm). This plural 

approach to ecological need and the needs of Britain's wildlife indicates a more holistic 

approach to a regeneration project that acknowledges the cultural importance of 

wildlife and wilderness within an urban setting. The area in question has traditionally 

been home to heavy and light industry, has been contaminated by them, remains highly 

polluted, and consists of large areas of industrial dereliction. This is not to say that the 

creation of wetland habitats will not destroy areas of wilderness that have managed to 

exist in this area: 

Emma Harrington, head of operations at the Lea Rivers Trust, which manages 

parts of the valley as a nature reserve, is cautious. 'We're very keen on 

regeneration but the proposals coming from the bid are quite destructive to what 
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already exists,' she says. According to the bid planners, recovering the area is 

impossible without an overall plan to clean up contaminated land and 

waterways. 'The ultimate prize is restoring the riverine ecology of the Lea, and 

while there will be some short-term losses, that goal is worth going for,' says 

Jason Prior, who is coordinating the planning team. 

(The Guardian 16 February 2005) 

Cultural constructivism approaches issues with the understanding of plural inputs and 

an acceptance of some measure of compromise in the outcomes. So to take the single 

issue of wetland habitats within the Lea Valley project is to understand, as quoted 

above, that some measure of loss will be involved in order to answer the plurality of 

demands made upon the project, which in this case will ultimately create a larger and 

ecologically more healthy area of habitat, with lower levels of pollution and industrial 

waste within the system. In an attempt to ensure that a more inclusive approach was 

considered, plural inputs into the decision making process were sought and the Olympic 

bid body, London 2012, consulted expert opinion from environmental groups such as 

the World Wildlife Fund and the BioRegional Development Group in the formulation 

of plans for the site. The issue of the ecology of the area is just one aspect of the issues 

surrounding regeneration, and integration into a social and political whole is part of the 

process that development processes need to take into consideration in Britain. Indeed, 

the Lea Valley Regional Park Authority has within its remit the statement that the park, 

including its wetland habitats, is 'to be an area of enhanced and protected natural 

biodiversity for the enjoyment of all.' (http://www.leevalleypark.org.uk).This 

acceptance of the social needs of the community alongside the ecological needs of the 

flora and fauna is, I suggest, a more practical way of approaching the issue of 
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wilderness survival within such a densely populated nation as Britain. The issues of 

social inclusion and economic revival are important to consider in any approach that 

accepts a perspectival anthropocentrism, and to integrate wildlife conservation within 

such projects is to include a measure of wilderness in the everyday experience of local 

people. 

To incorporate the lofty ambitions of political, social, economIC and ecological 

improvements must realistically involve some element of compromise. But in the 

awareness that long-term improvements to the local economy and local quality of 

human life are linked with the ecological good health of an area is a major realisation 

not only of the risks to health attendant with pollution, for example, but the social and 

cultural needs of a community that can respond to and participate in wildlife and 

wilderness appreciation. 

Conclusion 

In modem Britain, it appears that a human dilemma has arisen as regards finding a 

balance between the physical requirements of human habitation of a densely populated 

country, and the existence of wilderness and wild nature in Britain. An increasing belief 

in the balance of nature, and the ecological dependency of different species in an 

interconnected series of ecosystems, was engendered in the modem era by the 

Enlightenment, and the rise in popularity of natural sciences. With the spiritual 

dimension that Romanticism encouraged and the development of the pastoral and rural 
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myth of British countryside, we can identify a culturally complex set of responses to 

nature and wilderness that have arisen as a result of this plurality of outlooks. 

It is only through a cultural constructivist approach that the full extent of these 

influences can be realised. The mythic element of our relationship with nature and 

wilderness is culturally and socially located; it is in part atavistic, but it is also a 

response to the mechanistic and material in terms of increasing urbanisation, and has 

resonance with a nostalgic past. A cultural constructivist perspective can address the 

social and economic, and through a perspectival anthropocentric approach, as was 

explored previously in this thesis, a more benign and less rapacious attitude towards 

wilderness and nature can be developed. But in the recognition of the importance of 

myth to the social and cultural relationship between humans and nature, as has been 

explored in this chapter in relation to such representations and uses of nature, the 

cultural constructivist perspective can address the essentially anthropocentric nature of 

myth itself. The role of myth in the construction of a social and cultural national 

identity is fundamental, and in a society that is continually reinventing its relationship 

with wilderness and nature, a pluralistic approach is essential if any moderation to 

human behaviour is to be considered. 

Since World War II, modem agriculture has meant not only increasing mechanisation 

but also increasing use of chemicals in the form of pesticides and herbicides. Wild 

Britain has increasingly been confined to smaller and smaller areas, but it has also 

found new homes. Railway cuttings, derelict inner city sites, canal banks and paths, and 

churchyards have become home to wild nature that could not survive in an intensively 

farmed modem agricultural setting. Wilderness in Britain is on a different scale to that 
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of the previous case study of America. I claim that although a different relationship 

with wilderness has developed in Britain, it is no less valid for the matters of scale and 

habitation arising from the issues surrounding such a densely populated nation. 

Communication, transport, technology, and the subsequent loss of fear in the 

wilderness of Britain can imply that an increasing trend to ruralisation has taken the 

wild out of nature. Furthermore, the exploration of the rest of the world that has 

continued in the modem era since colonialism has allowed societies to share experience 

and knowledge of one another and of different ecologies and environments across the 

globe. Experiencing or communicating knowledge about the rest of the world's 

environments has engendered new fear and awe of wilderness that is separate from the 

wilderness of Britain. Wilderness definition however is desperately complex, and I 

believe that British countryside and the changing relationship between humans and 

wilderness within the British countryside has always had an element of wild nature 

within it. 

The deeply cultural response to wild nature that is evident in a relationship between 

humans and nature in western society is indicative of the complex network of social, 

economic and mythic needs of such a society. In Britain, the ability to address those 

needs, by recognising the wilderness in matters of smaller scale of geography and 

ecology, has meant that there is a more holistic approach to our relationship with nature 

that seems to be gaining ground. The recent changes to agricultural practice which draw 

on a history of stewardship are addressing an ecological crisis in our countryside in 

terms of loss of species and habitats, and therefore loss of elements of wilderness, but it 

is also addressing the deeply located cultural needs of a society that identifies itself in 

part by its relationship with wilderness, both overseas and at home. 
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It is only by addressing the ecological crisis in an holistic way, in terms of the local and 

the global, that any amelioration of the ecological crisis can be achieved. With an 

increasing awareness of global ecological concerns in the public arena, and the 

democratisation of participation in those concerns through the work of such movements 

as Greenpeace, the global and the local are being integrated in an holistic and 

comprehensive manner. 

This is not to suggest that there is no consideration of the economic in such a future. 

The example of the Lea Valley Regeneration Project support, among other things, the 

integrations of political, social, economic and ecological needs. A measure of 

compromise will be inevitable but, though a perspectival anthropocentric approach, this 

compromise should be more measured and less rapacious. This paves the way for a 

modem interpretation of nature which acknowledges the needs of economics and 

science, the aesthetic response, and the issue of amenity recreational enjoyment, but 

which also considers the wider issue of life support, and life support of the ecosphere in 

its entirety. 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter I assert that an anthropocentric stance towards nature has been pervasive 

in western society, and although, as I have identified in this thesis, an anthropocentric 

outlook is unavoidable, I suggest that this does not necessarily preclude a more benign 

relationship with nature. To this end I propose that perspectival anthropocentrism is 

considered, which allows for the acceptance of approaches such as ecocentrism and 

biocentrism, but moderates these by claiming the existence of cultural filters through 

which human societies interpret their relationship with nature and wilderness. 

Through an understanding of the cultural complexity of our relationship with nature 

and wilderness we can arrive at a more informed and measured approach to our 

interpretations of and behaviour towards nature. Only through a cultural constructivist 

approach, with an acknowledgement of a perspectival anthropocentric outlook, can we 

more fully comprehend and validate the varied component parts of our cultural 

inheritance and therefore the basis for our beliefs and understandings that underpin our 

behaviour. To this end I have established that other approaches do not fully address the 

cultural complexity of human societies in their relationship with nature, and that 

furthermore they are prescriptive and hence limited in their efficacy when addressing 

the issue of human behaviour in relation to the global ecological crisis. I propose that a 

pluralistic approach is one that will more readily address the needs of human society 

while simultaneously acknowledging the complexity of the ecosphere and the 

responsibility we have to address the outcomes of our behaviour. 
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This thesis is concerned with examining the role that culture, specifically western 

English-speaking culture, has played in constructing attitudes towards nature and 

wilderness. I am not in this thesis concerned directly with the search for a new 

environmental ethic. I am however fully mindful of the fact that any environmental 

discussion will inevitably involve an ethical dimension. Our response to nature and 

wilderness is subjective and often emotional, and our decisions are similarly influenced: 

The new strategy to save the world's fauna and flora begins, as in all human 

affairs, with ethics. Moral reasoning... is and always has been the vital glue of 

society, the means by which transactions are made and honoured to ensure 

survival. (Wilson 2002, 151). 

In any search for a new environmental ethic, that is, the basis of modification and 

mitigation of our understanding and behaviour, it is essential that we first understand the 

ways in which we conceptualise our environment. One problem with the search for any 

new ethic is the value-laden aspects of viewpoints that are culturally constructed, and an 

acknowledgement of the complexity of these constructions is essential if a more holistic, 

less reflexive, and ultimately sustainable outcome is to be reached. 

Callicott writes that an environmental ethic must acknowledge the intellectual and 

moral atmosphere that we operate within as individuals and societies, must retain 

continuity with the ideals and ideas of the past, and will constitute an ideal of human 

behaviour (Callicott 1994, 2). Seen in this light, an environmental ethic has direct 

relevance to how humans relate to the natural world; cultures throughout human history 

have existed with culturally evolved and integrated ethics that have enable them to live 
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with nature. This has direct relevance to the issues surrounding the creation of myth, as 

it is through myth that we formulate our understandings and interpretations of our 

experience, and through myth that we communicate this experience and the moral and 

ethical strictures that lie behind our subsequent behaviour. 

Seeing ourselves as part of a story in which we playa role guides our actions; 

the storyline often tells the actor what to do or conversely allows an individual 

to rebel and follow a different story ... there are a multiplicity of perspectives 

imbedded in (the stories) through which people define themselves, their place, 

and their active roles ... (the stories) have a diversity of cultural representations 

that reveal the many ways in which people have been socially and culturally 

formed. (Merchant 2003, 202) 

Myth is symbolic, and the content can be applied to socially defined expenence 

(Wright 1975, 11). In myth, the content is always socially specific, and a myth 

therefore relates a story that the members of a society can understand. In this respect, a 

myth is a story that the individual can relate to as a social and historical being. Human 

experience is social and cultural, and hence the ordering concepts by which an 

individual acts will be reflected in the myths of that person's society. 

A myth is a communication from a society to its members: the social concepts 

and attitudes determined by the history and institutions of a society are 

communicated to its members through its myths. (Wright 1975, 16) 
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Myth is therefore a symbolic strategy that can communicate experience and codify 

behaviour. White asserted that every culture, whether it is overtly religious or not, is 

shaped primarily by its religion (White 1968). Although we have in the modem era 

developed a separation between religious belief and secular life, human history has 

undoubtedly been sustained in complex patterns of societal relationships through the 

structure of religious belief systems, and the influence of the Judaeo-Christian belief 

system(s) was explored in this thesis as the foundation for a western response to nature 

and wilderness. White related the pursuit of science and technology (to the detriment of 

the environment), to the value structures of Christian tradition: 

The consistency with which scientists during the long formative centuries of 

Western science said that the task and the reward of the scientist were "to think 

God's thoughts after him" leads one to believe that this was their real motivation. 

If so, then modem Western science was cast in a matrix of Christian theology. The 

dynamism of religious devotion, shaped by the Judeo-Christian dogma of creation, 

gave it impetus. (White 1968, 89) 

In more recent times there has been a desire to site an emerging environmental ethic 

within Eastern philosophy. Deep ecology has an eco-centrism at heart that is not 

conventionally western in its approach. However, Eastern philosophies are not at the 

heart of the canon of western philosophy and art that has formed the backbone of the 

cultural inheritance of our society. As I have discussed in this thesis, I do not disregard 

the importance that the influence of other philosophical traditions and cultures may 

have for western society, in what is increasingly a more culturally integrated world. 

Soper feels that to do so would be to 'limit ... the possibilities of human culture' (Soper 
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1995, 34). I do however acknowledge that a western cultural inheritance, our 

interpretations of nature and our understanding of that relationship, have influenced our 

belief structures and therefore our behaviour towards and relationship with wilderness 

and nature. 

Bearing this in mind I have explored the foundations of western cultural conceptions of 

the environment, with the intention of identifying traits of thought and behaviour that, 

while accepted as true and immutable, are in fact products of ascribing norms to the 

non-human world. If Wilson and Merchant (above) are right, then when we speak of a 

global ecological crisis we speak of a moral and social crisis as much as we speak of an 

ecological one; this has been a central part of the argument of this thesis. Furthermore, 

this spatial dimension is crucial because, even if it were ever possible to speak of a 

homogeneous cultural view of nature within western societies (and this is by no means 

clear) it is certainly not the case in a global sense. As such, an appreciation of the 

diversity of the moral and ethical guidelines that might bind together us is an essential 

first step to understanding how ethics of human relationships with nature might 

develop. My argument here has been that one important, and understated, aspect of the 

way in which we can relate to one another in terms of moral and ethical guidelines, is 

the myths by which we make sense of our relationship with nature. 

Through the historical references to the development of the relationship between 

humans and nature, and through its examination of cultural responses to nature, this 

thesis has sought to show the basis of the modem western attitude to wilderness. The 

general approach to wilderness has moved away from desiring its conversion to useful 

and productive land, to the more prevalent western attitude desiring, to some extent or 
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another, the preservation of wilderness. Broadly speaking, the preservation of 

wilderness reflects not only the desire to contribute to the ecological well being of the 

ecosphere, but also the desire to retain the cultural values inherent within and evident in 

the relationship with wilderness. 

We have a broad range of utilitarian and non-utilitarian reasons for wilderness 

preservation. Scientifically it is in the human interest to preserve wilderness if for no 

other reason than as a pool of biodiversity and potentially useful organisms. 

Economically the preservation of wilderness is connected to the scientific, and also 

includes the benefits to communities and the wider economy from recreational use and 

eco-tourism. This leads us to a consideration of the cultural and social aspects of 

wilderness preservation, to those that include the preservation of aesthetic values and 

the conservation of a cultural heritage. This in tum is connected with the more spiritual 

or ethical aspects, which ensure that in the western approach we value wilderness for 

what might be termed a neo-religious experience, wilderness as a cultural repository of 

all that is removed from the stress and artificiality of the developed and the urban. My 

approach has been to suggest that, rather than see these things as separate and unrelated 

and, furthermore, to rely strongly on anyone aspect in particular for our interpretation 

of nature, it is important instead to value and give voice to the full scope of cultural 

possibilities. Thus we can ensure that, however nature and wilderness might be viewed 

culturally, we take a non-prescriptive approach which does not allocate the ends to 

discourse before the dialogue has begun. This, I suggest, is the problem of most 

contemporary western approaches to environmental ethics. 
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The western worldview has incorporated the religious inheritance of Puritan settlement 

of America, the belief in wilderness as a source of purification, and the myths arising 

from the emergence of a new nation, but it has also incorporated the advances of 

science and technology which have made wilderness less fearful and less dangerous, 

making way for a more benevolent attitude towards it. As wilderness has become more 

scarce it has become more valuable as a resource; economic, cultural, scientific and 

spiritual. But as we have preserved wilderness we have also confined it within 

designated areas, and this is the fundamental difference in the western attitude to 

wilderness from that of other cultures. The western attitude has been exported as the 

predominant worldview, and it is essentially about control; wilderness areas are 

demarcated, wilderness exists where we have allowed it to exist. Our relationship with 

wilderness is essentially paternalistic, the Biblical concepts of dominion and 

stewardship have been prevalent, sometimes opposing one another and sometimes 

integrated, throughout the western relationship with nature and with wilderness. We 

may have fear of natural disasters on a local level, and we may increasingly be 

concerned about the health of the biosphere and the influence our actions have on that 

health, but in essence we have created a cultural existence for ourselves that allows us 

to behave in a generally rapacious way towards nature. As Passmore argues: 'from 

wilderness ... we are always in some measure alienated' (Passmore 1974, 37). 

And yet we inhabit the natural world, and in order for us to realistically mitigate against 

our behaviour and actions that have led us to a global ecological crisis, we have to 

critically appraise our relationship with nature and wilderness. In this respect I find that 

the attitudes towards wilderness in Britain have a great deal to offer to the debate. If we 

restrict our understanding of wilderness to that which involves human activity as little 
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as possible, then wilderness is separate from us, and there exists an implication that 

interaction with wilderness is to be restricted and monitored, limited to an elite few 

(whether this elite is determined by economic, educational or ecocentric means). This is 

inherent in a classification of wilderness that only includes areas of a certain magnitude 

of certain scale, or of a remoteness from human civilisation. Such restriction in our 

understanding of wilderness can absolve us from the responsibility to attend to the 

wilderness complexities that exist around us, and to nature that exists in the rural and 

the urban, as well as the wild. In Britain wilderness is often about relatively tiny areas 

of land, we have television programmes about wildlife in the garden, farming subsidies 

encourage set-aside areas and species diversity, and hedgerows, waterways and 

coppices are recognised as repositories not only of the myth of the countryside but also 

as ecological good health. In a consideration of a western worldview, I would suggest 

that a broad scope of definitions that include the acknowledgment of wilderness in such 

forms is a good basis, both for considering the complexities of wilderness and 

mitigating against our more destructive behaviour, and also for retaining an element of 

that which is mythic and culturally essential to our sense of self within the natural 

world. In this sense, the more plural the definitions of wilderness, the more diverse the 

cultural views of nature, the plausible it becomes that culturally appropriate and 

sensitive understandings will prevail in the diverse spatial settings in which responses 

to ecological problems might arise. It is, then, no less prescriptive to export definitions 

of wilderness, than it is to export the values which might regulate our treatment of it. 

The concept of myth in terms of an understanding that is broader than that of folklore 

or an atavistic response, and instead includes the concept of a constructed reality and 

the structuring of cultural identity, is a fundamental theme of this thesis. The 
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approaches suggested by theories in the field tend to downplay the centrality of myth in 

western culture while at the same time emphasising instead the cultural influence of 

science and technology. Myth is not considered to take a central role, as it is either an 

unacceptably anthropocentric understanding of nature and wilderness, or it is an 

atavistic trait that is to be respected only in terms of the cultural needs of pre-modem 

societies. I suggest that myth is in fact a prevalent part of our cultural experience. It is a 

key part of how we name and understand the world, and underpins our sense of 

morality and consequently our decision making processes. The myth of wilderness 

differs between countries, and the cultural life of each nation has led to a complex set of 

myths and understandings of nature and wilderness that have cultural resonance within 

each society, and it is this sense of mass resonance that it is important to address when 

considering the theoretical approach to be taken. 

In a consideration of contemporary theories of ecology I found much that was insightful 

and which would form the basis of any comprehensive view of how we meaningfully 

understand our relationship with nature and wilderness. Considerations of the value of 

nature to culture will always be indispensable; acknowledging the potential in spiritual 

responses to nature and the deleterious effects of social hierarchy and patriarchy are 

critiques of contemporary western views which cannot be ignored. 

The central claim, however, that was made in my consideration of these theories was 

that they were incomplete, particularly in terms of their treatment of culture. It was 

argued that denying the dualism of human/nature relations was futile but that this need 

not lead to an aggressive, harsh anthropocentrism witnessed in resourcism and so 

maligned by deep ecologists. Rather, if part of this perspectival anthropocentrism was 
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an acknowledgement of the authenticity and validity of plural views of nature and 

wilderness, then a more benign social and ecological disposition could result from such 

an approach. 

Equally, however, to focus strongly on social hierarchy, gender or capitalism to the 

exclusion of culture was to miss, as was said above, one of the crucial means by which 

we learn and understand our emotional and ethical responses to nature and wilderness. 

In this sense, the tendency of contemporary theories to focus their cultural attention on 

the effects of science in the western ethical tradition only told part of the cultural story. 

I suggested that another part must include the myths through which we make sense of 

our relationship with nature. As I said in the Introduction I do not claim that the 

inclusion of myth exhausts the possible cultural influences which affect our experience 

and perception, my claim is simply that an account of experience and perception which 

does not include myth is incomplete. Similarly, accounts of how ecological problems 

might be resolved which do not give voice to cultural dispositions rest their arguments 

very strongly on the suggestion that other, structural changes (to social hierarchies, 

economic organisation and so on) will lead to cultural change and hence, cultural 

disposition can in some sense be over-ridden. It was argued that a more plausible and 

ethically defensible position would be to take these pluralities as a starting point from 

which to balance cultural voices and avoid the predominance of one voice over all 

others. 

In this sense then, a consideration of culture is essential to the development of an 

understanding of our interpretations and behaviour towards nature and wilderness: 
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If we wish to understand the values and motivations that shape our own actions 

toward the natural world, if we hope for an environmentalism capable of 

explaining why people use and abuse the earth as they do, then the nature we 

study must become less natural and more cultural. (Cronon 1996, 35-6) 

A framework that allows an examination of the diversity of cultural perspectives of 

nature is essential if a pluralistic viewpoint is to be approached, and a pluralistic 

approach is necessary to avoid prescriptive decision making processes that do not 

address the wider needs of humanity and of nature, however those needs are interpreted 

or perceived. By developing a more pluralistic cultural perspective, those needs can be 

more fully addressed in terms of social validity and ecological sustainability. Any 

theory with universalistic aspirations must embrace the plural and accommodate 

diverse and diverging points of view, agendas, and ethics. 

The case studies in Chapters Four and Five were designed to illustrate the importance 

of culture in our perception and experience of nature. The effect is, of course, 

notoriously difficult to measure, but it became clear that American views of the frontier 

and what this frontier says about the American disposition towards the nation and 

towards nature are indispensable insights into how, for example, the United States 

comes to decide on what parts of nature it protects, how such protection comes about, 

and what this means for Americans as such. The example of the exploration for oil in 

Alaska was a timely reminder of how complex, yet how important, cultural 

considerations are in explaining and interpreting political events. The same may be 

said of the British disposition towards countryside and wild places. We can explain 

easily enough the imperative to farm and produce wealth from the land, but it is very 
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difficult the explain to need to preserve, enjoy and experience nature without some 

account of cultural inheritance. Wilderness was chosen as the paradigm example of 

nature because it is through our relationship with wilderness that we have developed 

our responses towards nature: 

We need nature, and particularly its wilderness strongholds. It is the alien world 

that gave rise to our species, and the home to which we can safely return. It 

offer choices our spirit was designed to enjoy. (Wilson 2002, 148) 

In an understanding of wilderness, it seems essential that our interpretation includes all 

matters of scale, from British hedgerows to the grandeur of American national parks, 

for we cannot prescribe what wilderness is any more than we can prescribe what nature 

is. As I said earlier, it is important that wilderness is viewed from within its cultural 

context and the differences between the British and American experience of wilderness 

illustrate this point very well 

The implications of a call for plurality in our perceptions of nature are wide-ranging. 

We need to look harder at the world, as environmental scientist would have us do, we 

need to empathise more determinedly with it, as deep ecologists would have us do, and 

we must also investigate the presuppositions of human values and knowledge, as social 

theorists would have us do (Hayward 1995, 86). Thus we need to apply a framework 

that is inclusive and pluralistic, rather than limited in its issue-base, and prescriptive in 

its proposed solutions. 
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By using the approach of cultural constructivism, based in an understanding of a 

perspectival anthropocentrism, the resulting search for a new ethic, or framework for 

understanding our interpretations and behaviour, would ultimately be more inclusive 

and pluralistic. Such an outcome can be demonstrated by the formulation of certain 

ethics which, I would suggest, indicate themselves a greater sense of pluralism. For 

example, Carolyn Merchant proposes a partnership ethic (Merchant 2003), one that 

understands the mutual dependence of human and non-human communities: 

A partnership ethic ... goes beyond egocentric and homocentric ethics ... to a 

new ethic which entails the good of both the human and the more-than-human 

communities. In some cases the needs of the more-than-human community will 

take precedence, as in preservation of wild areas, while in others, the needs of 

the human community will be paramount, as in sustainable agriculture and 

sustainable cities. (Merchant 2003, 229) 

While, as I have previously stated, it is not within the remit of this thesis to propose a 

new environmental ethic, it is important to realise that such ethics as are being proposed 

are moving towards an understanding of the cultural complexity that creates the wide 

variety of responses towards nature and wilderness in western societies. 

There is, for example, a debate within green political theory around the issue of 

deliberative or discursive democracy (Dobson 1996; Dryzek 1995). The central 

argument here is that dialogue without preconceptions concerning political outcomes is 

essential if the ethical basis of the dialogue is to be maintained (that is, if outcomes are 

not to be prescribed in advance). The argument continues in a way similar to that 
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which has been implicit in much of the argument of this thesis; we cannot say in 

advance that one (cultural) view of nature is better or worse than another, we may only 

say that a balance of voices will ameliorate the tendency for one voice to dominate, a 

voice which appears to have produced destructive ecological tendencies. In this sense, 

a deliberative forum is one in which the prescription is confined largely to the 

requirement that views are expressed within that particular institutional process and 

according to the rules agreed by the participants. The ends of the process come about 

through the deliberation (discursion, dialogue) of those involved. In such a model there 

are no guarantees that the process will, for example, preserve wilderness, but such 

empirical evidence as does exist suggests that the outcomes of such deliberation tends 

to be more sensitive to 'other' points of view for precisely the reasons this thesis has 

suggested (Fishkin and Luskin 2000); that a plurality of views, cultural or otherwise, 

are able to be expressed and hence it is more difficult for one voice to predominate. 

Ethical considerations, then, emerge from within the deliberation and are not prescribed 

in advance. The accusation of ethical or cultural imperialism is therefore more difficult 

to sustain in an open and negotiated framework. Of course, prescribing a process does 

not allow us to avoid the accusation of prescription completely, but prescription that is 

provisional and not absolute can hopefully produce a framework which will 

accommodate the complexity of views on culture and nature. 

This complexity, as indeed Merchant recognIses, will also entail a measure of 

compromIse, and the mechanistic and the economic will also have a role to play in 

decision making processes concerning nature and wilderness, but it is through the 

understanding of the mythic within our interpretations of wilderness that we will more 
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readily arrive at an understanding and hence a modifying rein on our behaviour towards 

nature. 

Ultimately we need to be broad-based in our approach towards nature and the 

ecological damage of which we are capable. The daily impact of human existence on 

nature can be small scale, and can also reach to designated wilderness areas. In some 

cases we will need to modify our behaviour and our anthropocentrism, and accept that 

some areas should remain inaccessible, we should be able to accept that it is not our 

intrinsic right to use wild open spaces as recreation, or lakes and rivers for recreation if 

ecosystems are fragile. Wilderness needs to be understood within all levels of human 

interaction with nature, and for this to be achieved we have to reco gnise the cultural 

impact that the experience and understanding of wilderness has had on the formation of 

western society. We need to recognise our constructed nature, including the influence 

of myth, as only by doing this can we develop a way of being that will have resonance 

with and relevance to our society and our culture. Only by acknowledging the 

complexity of our culturally constructed behaviour will we be able to formulate any 

socially sustainable modification of this behaviour, address our collective futures in the 

natural world, and so, it is hoped, approach solutions to the global ecological crisis. 
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