
13. Wilderness, Spirituality and Biodiversity
in North America – tracing an environmental history

from Occidental roots to Earth Day
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1. Introduction

Exploring competing perceptions of wilderness, and disputes over places
said to be wilderness, opens an illuminating window into environmental
history. Understanding such cultural evolution requires special attention
to religion. My analysis begins with some generalizations about the idea
of wilderness in the Occidental world and then focuses on the history of
the nexus of wilderness and religion in North America from European
contact to the first Earth Day in 1970. This history demonstrates how
deeply the idea of wilderness and wilderness-related spirituality are relat-
ed to nature conservation movements in U.S. culture. It also reveals how
the idea of wilderness and the rationale for protecting it has shifted since
the Darwinian revolution, from the preservation of natural beauty and its
various spiritual values, to the notion that biological diversity is intrinsi-
cally valuable and sacred, and thus, worthy of reverence and defense.

2. “Wilderness” as idea and place in the Occidental World

In Forests : The Shadow of Civilization, Robert Pogue Harrison wrote:

From the family tree to the tree of knowledge, from the tree of life to the tree
of memory, forests have provided an indispensable resource of symbolization
in the cultural evolution of humankind (Harrison 1992, 8).

The same could be said for the term “wilderness.” Contemporary diction-
ary definitions generally agree that wilderness refers to environmental sys-
tems where natural processes occur with little or no significant influence
by human beings. Wilderness definitions often also generally indicate
that the place is uninhabited and uncultivated, and sometimes carry a
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connotation that such places are deserted, barren, wastelands. But the
term’s meaning is contested in ways that dictionaries do not reflect.
There is, for example, no consensus whether the places the term stands
for are sacred or profane; whether such places are needed for human
physical and spiritual health, or in contrast, are actually physically and
spiritually dangerous; whether such places reflect democratic values or
are a preserve of an imperial elite. For some, therefore, the meaning of
the term, and the purposes it has served, are troubling. Then there are
the places to which the word supposedly refers. These places are in
their own ways troubled, ever declining in size, biodiversity, and ecolog-
ical resilience. So while there is at least vague agreement about the term’s
meaning, ever since the first significant wave of Europeans began to ar-
rive in North America during the 16th century, the idea of wilderness and
the places to which the term refers have both been ideological, spiritual,
and physical battlegrounds. And by the late 20th century, with the spread
of American-style conservation to many countries around the world, es-
pecially through National Parks and wilderness reserves, contention over
the ideas and practices related to “wilderness” went global.

Before we can focus on wilderness ideas and places in North America
we must begin with antecedent notions in the Occidental world, for as
Roderick Nash explained in his seminal Wilderness in the American
Mind (and as many ethnographers have noted) there is no cognate for
the term wilderness in the languages of the peoples who were already in-
habiting the continent before Europeans arrived (Nash 2001 [1967],
xiii). Nash suggested that in English, “the root seems to have been
‘will’ with a descriptive meaning of self-willed, willful, or uncontrollable”,
adding that as expressed in early Teutonic and Norse languages, the term
was initially applied to human beings; only later, in Old English, was it
extended to other organisms and to wild, dangerous places and forested
lands (Nash 2001 [1967], 1–2). Peering back deeper into Occidental his-
tory involves more conjecture, but in The Idea of Wilderness (1991), Max
Oelschlaeger made a strong case that, while there are appreciative themes
toward perceived beauties of nature in Judaism, Christianity and Islam,
and ancient Western philosophy, the more nature-reverencing forms
were likely remnants from earlier foraging cultures, which tended, to
use contemporary terminology, to be animistic and pantheistic. Nash
and many other scholars have noted that in the Hebrew Bible (the textual
root of all Abrahamic traditions) wilderness (e. g. , the Sinai Peninsula)
was seen as a place to escape. Judaism, Christianity and Islam, therefore,
have favored agricultural places replete with “milk and honey,” and often
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derided wild habitats as deserts and wastelands, even if such habitats also
at times were seen as places of refuge from moral corruption and other
evils (Nash 1967, 13, 16, 18). The general scholarly picture painted by
Nash and Oelschlager was that Occidental agricultures, including the re-
ligions accompanying them, while sometimes expressing appreciation for
undomesticated habitats as places of spiritual trial and opportunity, and
other times as a reflection of the power and beneficence of God, generally
viewed the sacred not as the earthly world we inhabit but as somehow
above and beyond it.1

It is equally important to recognize that agriculture is the basis of civ-
ilization, and that the now dominant, so-called “world religions” lend it
spiritual and ethical legitimacy. As Harrison demonstrated during his ex-
amination of classical cultures as well as Christianity:

The governing institutions of the West – religion, law, family, city – origi-
nally established themselves in opposition to the forests, which in this respect
have been, from the beginning, the first and last victims of civic expansion
(Harrison 1992, ix).

The same could be said of wildlands of all kinds, including wetlands and
deserts.

It should not be missed that religion-infused agricultures are inher-
ently and necessarily expansionistic (not to mention often violently impe-
rial). Steven Stoll put it simply: “Agrarian societies also generated people
– more than hunting and gathering societies did – so they continually cre-
ated their own necessity for expansion, as sons and daughters sought to
reproduce the material world of their parents” (Stoll 2007, 56). Since
the land that agricultures need for expansion are almost always already
inhabited, agricultures have been imperial ; killing or displacing through
force already-present inhabitants or converting them, either through ex-
ample, persuasion, coercion, or threat, to their own agricultural and reli-
gious lifeways. This process, which began 10,000 years ago when humans
began to domesticate plants and animals, has thus precipitated the dra-

1 When reading this section, Laura Feldt noted that it is difficult to assess the role
that ancient Judaism, Christianity and Islam played in agricultural expansion and
bio-simplification. She added in her comment to me that the difficulty is com-
pounded by the differences between these religions and the distance in time and
perception between them and the Hebrew Bible that they share as a sacred text,
and the present time. As she noted, such interpretive difficulties should be kept
in mind when considering the historical background presented in this section,
which is necessarily brief and thus may involve some overgeneralization, in the
interest of setting the stage for a consideration of wilderness in North America.
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matic, global decline of both cultural and biological diversity (Marsh
1979 [1874]; Diamond 1987, 1997, Shepard 1992, 1998, Oelschaleger
1992, Mason 1993, Lockwood and McKinney 2001, Williams 2003, S.
Stoll 2007, Pointing 2007). Agricultures exercised little restraint in this
long process. Despite the expression of nature-related insights, such as
of the interdependence of all life, or of ethics enjoining compassion for
sentient creatures, by some religious figures in Occidental or Asian agri-
cultures, the necessity and inertia of expansion in agriculture has been a
powerful variable in producing biodiversity decline. Focusing on Europe,
Harrison put provocatively the general pattern:

The Christian church that sought to unify Europe under the sign of the cross
was essentially hostile toward the impassive frontier of unhumanized nature.
Bestiality, fallenness, errancy, perdition – these are the associations that ac-
crued around forests in the Christian mythology. In theological terms forests
represented the anarchy of matter itself, with all the deprived darkness that
went with this Neoplatonic concept adopted early on by the church fathers.
As the underside of the ordained world, forests represented for the church
last strongholds of pagan worship (Harrison 1992, 61).

But on the North American continent, in land that became the United
States of America, something remarkable happened in 1872: The United
States Congress created Yellowstone National Park. Commenting on its
significance, Steven Stoll wrote that this was “the first time that Congress
imposed legal limits on the spread of agricultural settlement. The park
created an entirely new category of land use – protected wilderness –
where no crops or domestic animals would be allowed” (Stoll 2007,
68–69). And as Donald Worster has argued, this wilderness was a dem-
ocratic space, owned by the public at large (Worster 2007). This was in
marked contrast to most countries where wildlands held back from agri-
cultural development were the reserves of the nobility, and commoners
were excluded. The remarkable contrary development in the United
States is inconceivable without the peculiar history of religion and nature
that unfolded in North America after first Europeans reached its shore.

3. “Wilderness” perceptions early in the colonial history
of North America

The imposition of legal limits to the spread of agriculture and the crea-
tion of wilderness areas owned by the public at large is not a development
that one would expect when considered in the light of the reaction to
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wildlands by the first Europeans who arrived in North America with the
intention of settling. This was significantly later than when Christopher
Columbus, who in 1492 landed in the Bahamas, and then several Carib-
bean Islands, thus inaugurating the period of European imperial explora-
tion of the Americas. It was also later than the next Spanish expeditions,
the next of which in North America began in 1508 with Juan Ponce de
Le�n, who claimed for the Spanish crown what later became the U.S.
state of Florida.2 During the 16th century, after gaining military advant-
age over the Spanish, the English began trolling the Atlantic coast, look-
ing for appropriate places to establish colonial settlements.

Like the Spanish and other colonial powers pursuing riches, power,
and Christian converts, in Eastern North America, the English found a
landscape domesticated by large numbers of Native Americans, who
had shaped the land to their benefit and liking through fire and agricul-
ture (especially corn cultivation).3 Nevertheless, the English conveniently
imagined the land as a little-populated wilderness. Such a perception,
while difficult to maintain initially due to the many aboriginal people
they encountered, became easier and more accurate a few decades after
initial contact, for the Europeans carried diseases for which the aboriginal
populations had no evolution-inherited immunities. This led to epidem-
ics that devastated Native American populations, by some estimates, up-
wards of 80 %.4 Some English colonists who noticed the diseases and the
following depopulation took the epidemics as evidence that it was God’s
will that they take possession of the land (Perreault 2007, 23). To such
individuals, the wilderness was God’s gift.

It was the kind of gift, however, about which they were both naturally
and culturally ambivalent. For anyone unaccustomed to large and dense
forests inhabited by dangerous animals, fear would be perfectly natural.

2 I sidestep, therefore, the earliest, Spanish, claims made in Florida, by Juan Ponce
de Le�n, in 1513, and the subsequent battles between the French, and later the
English, for control of the region, as well as discussion of the country’s first set-
tlement on Florida’s north Atlantic coast, named for St. Augustine in 1565. For a
number of reasons, Florida and the southeast was settled later than the rest of
North America, much of which remained what would typically be called wilder-
ness well into the 20th century, but this is not a story that can be told here. It is
also a story largely ignored by the standard wilderness histories.

3 On population estimates see Denevan 1992a, Thornton 1987, and on Native
American environmental impacts, Denevan 1992b.

4 This brief overview draws especially on Perreault 2007, Nash 1967, Denevan
1992b, Diamond 1997.
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The fear was also of the aboriginal inhabitants who were considered
“wild” or “savage” (Perreault 2007, 27–30). Such fears were magnified
by Christian religious beliefs that, while viewing wild habitats as places
of spiritual and commercial opportunity, also considered them to be pla-
ces of religious and moral peril. As recalled by William Bradford, who
arrived on the now-famous Mayflower in America in 1620, along with
several dozen Puritan dissidents who were seeking religious freedom
and economic opportunity, and who later became the second governor
of the Plymouth Colony, the continent was a terrifying, “hideous and
desolate wilderness, full of wild beasts and men” (Bradford, in Nash
23–24; Albanese 34; Perry 1956). As if that were not bad enough, for
many pious European Christians, including the Spanish explorers and
friars who founded missions and settlements in what would become Mex-
ico and the American Southwest, as well as Florida, the American wild-
lands were also a haunt of Satan (Taylor and Van Horn 2006, 167).

Given these dangers, to tame Satan and wilderness, both the land and
its people would need to be subjugated. The new arrivals generally be-
lieved that a religiously righteous culture could only be achieved by do-
mesticating wildlands and subduing their inhabitants. Steven Stoll put it
simply, “American expansion was agricultural expansion, and it came at
the expense of Indians and wilderness” (Stoll 2007, 55). According to
such historiography, the pattern resembled that of Europe, where the ex-
panding agriculture, which often displaced people and usually reduced
biological diversity, was deeply religious.

This sort of interpretation coheres with the history of the idea of wil-
derness in North America, which was famously advanced by Nash in
1967 (and reinforced by Oelschlaeger in 1991). Nash’s book became as
nearly canonical among scholars as histories can be, and in the main, it
has held up well. Much of what follows draws on it but Nash’s account
is supplemented by more recent scholarship that has qualified and chal-
lenged some of it.

4. Wilderness in the 17th and 18th centuries
in Europe & North America

For Nash and many of his scholarly progeny, European settlers had a two-
fold imperative to subjugate wilderness: First, because pioneer settlers
“lived too close to wilderness for appreciation” for it “constituted a formi-
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dable threat to his very survival.” Second, because these settlers felt ob-
liged to battle “wild country … in the name of nation, race, and God”
(Nash 1967, 24). Even when early European Americans expressed appre-
ciation for “nature” in early American history, “it was not for its wildness
but because it resembled a ‘Garden or Orchard in England’” (Nash 1967,
33). For Nash, John Bunyan’s Pilgrims Progress from this World to That
which is to come, which was published in London in 1681, well expressed
“the prevailing viewpoint of wilderness as the symbol of anarchy and evil
to which the Christian was unalterably opposed” (1967, 34). The Puri-
tans, moreover, contrasted the city on the hill they wished to build
with the wilderness, which first had to be transformed. Moreover,
“their Bibles contained all they needed to know in order to hate wilder-
ness,” which showed, according to Nash, that “the colonist’s conception
of the wilderness was more a product of the Old world than the New”
(Nash 1967, 35). One early puritan colonist even explicitly noted that
towns and churches were established precisely where the “wilderness
was subdued” and where previously there had been nothing but “Hea-
thenism, Idolatry, and Devil-worship” (in Nash 1967, 37; see also Miller
1956). Nash noted that these New England colonists called themselves
Christ’s soldiers and thought they were engaged in “in a war against wil-
derness” (1967, 37). Nash’s exposition analyzed the views of a variety of
literary figures and politicians, who in the 18th and 19th centuries extolled
agrarian civilization while contrasting it with untamed wilderness, includ-
ing most notably Thomas Jefferson, who drafted the Declaration of In-
dependence and became the republic’s third president.

Nash noted, however, that antipathy to wilderness was not universal
among the European arrivals : “A handful of mountain men and voya-
geurs were literally absorbed by the forest, … in some cases even joining
Indian tribes. These exceptions regarded civilization with the antipathy
most pioneers reserved for wilderness” (Nash 1967, 43).5 Moreover,
Nash also acknowledged that in the 18th century Jonathan Edwards,
the Reformed (Calvinist) theologian, and famous “fire and brimstone”
preacher, found “spiritual joy” and beauty in “natural objects such as
clouds, flowers, and fields” (Nash 1967,39). Nevertheless, Nash conclud-
ed, for Edwards, “wilderness was still beyond the pale,” and as evidence,
he quoted a passage from Edwards that considered wilderness an obstacle

5 Voyagers were the explorers, fur trappers, and guides who paddled interior water-
ways of present day Canada and the northern United States, often developing
commercial and sometimes intimate relations with native peoples.
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on the path to Heaven (Nash 1967, 39). Some other scholars, however,
have found greater appreciation for nature among the Puritans and with-
in the Reformed (Calvinist) Protestant tradition.

John Gatta and Mark Stoll, for example, have argued that the Re-
formed tradition was actually quite sympathetic to wild nature. As evi-
dence, they cited the reverent attitude toward nature as early as in the
17th century poetry of Anne Bradstreet (who is sometimes called Ameri-
ca’s first poet), as well as in other passages by Edwards (Stoll 2007, 39;
Gatta 2004, 40–48). To explain such views Stoll noted that if one be-
lieves God communicates with human beings through nature (which
fits with the Platonic doctrine of correspondence that has often been em-
bedded in Christian thought) then as John Calvin (the founder of the Re-
formed Tradition) once conceded, “the expression ‘Nature is God,’ may
be piously used, if dictated by a pious mind” (in Stoll 2007, 39). Stoll
buttressed his argument by citing a variety of wilderness proponents,
all the way up through the 20th century, who had deep roots in the re-
formed tradition. Stoll also contended that Catholics, non-Reformed tra-
dition Protestants such as Methodists and Baptists, new religious sects
such as the Mormons (properly known as members of the Church of Lat-
ter Day Saints), and some ethnic groups, such as African Americans, were
less prone to nature appreciation than those with roots in the Reformed
tradition. Stoll concluded, “particularly for children of the Reformed tra-
dition, wilderness has been irradiated with [positive] spiritual meaning”
(Stoll 2007, 50). In a similar way, Gatta also concluded that, after
their initial hostility and fear, the attitudes of some Puritans, and some
Christian sects, such as the Society of Friends (Quakers), began to shift
toward an appreciation of the American land as sacred. My own view
is that these revisionist efforts rely, however, on scant evidence; they
are based on cases that might more accurately be taken as exceptions
that prove the rule.

Nash concluded his analysis of Early America by agreeing with Alexis
de Tocqueville, who contended that those living in the wilds were biased
against them, for, with only “a few exceptions, American Frontiersmen
rarely judged wilderness with criteria other than the utilitarian or spoke
of their relation to it other than a military metaphor” (in Nash 1967:
43). According to Nash, it would be as subsequent generations of Euro-
pean Americans were “removed from a wilderness condition” that they
would begin “to sense its spiritual and aesthetic values… Appreciation
of the wilderness began in the cities. The literary gentleman wielding a
pen, not the pioneer with his axe, made the first gestures of resistance
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against the strong currents of antipathy” (Nash 1967, 43, 44). This is
surely an overstatement, as the ability to appreciate the beauties of nature
and the joys of existence within is part of the human emotional repertoire
and known to people of all ethnic, class, and cultural backgrounds. More-
over, as Karl Jacoby has shown with regard to rural people, and other
scholars are bringing forward with regard to African Americans, these
groups often have their own environmental appreciation and ethics
that are unknown or unseen by literary classes (Jacoby 2001, Glave
and Stoll 2006, Smith-Cavros 2007a, 2007b, Smith 2007, Ruffin
2010). Nevertheless, it is true that in environmental history, it is often
urban, not rural people, who have led conservationist battles. So there
is significant truth to Nash’s observation.

For Nash and other historians, and contrary to some of the views just
mentioned, an appreciation of wild nature did not really begin until Eu-
ropean Americans were primed for it by new intellectual trends in Eu-
rope, specifically, by “the flowering of Romanticism in the eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries” (Nash 1967, 45). And while the earlier
fearful if not hostile attitudes remained dominant, by the middle of
the eighteenth century, strong voices had emerged promoting an aesthetic
and spiritual appreciation for wilderness, even, an “association of God
and wilderness” (Nash 1967, 44). But the tributaries to it were not in or-
thodox Christianity, whether Protestant or Catholic. Nash saw this new
trend as beginning with Enlightenment science, which heightened a
sense of awe and wonder at the universe. Given the theistic cultural con-
text in which such perceptions emerged, these wonders were often be-
lieved to derive from God. In this century, two new trends emerged, nei-
ther of which squared with traditional theism – Deism, which saw God as
mysteriously ordering the universe in deep time, and Romanticism
which, as Nash noted, “resists definition, but in general implies an enthu-
siasm for the strange, remote, solitary, and mysterious” (Nash 1967, 47).
Romanticism also idealized wilderness and even primitivism, which ac-
cording to Nash, is a belief “that man’s happiness and well-being de-
creased in direct proportion to his greater degree of civilization” (Nash
1967, 47).

Both Deism and Romanticism, in their own ways, inculcated a per-
ception that nature, including wild nature, was beautiful if not also sub-
lime. Numerous books by theologians and philosophers began to appear
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that expressed the newfangled perceptions and beliefs.6 Among the most
important, which Nash duly noted, were Edmund Burke’s Philosophical
Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful
(1757), Immanuel Kant’s Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful
and the Sublime (1764), and most critically for Romanticism, Jean-Jac-
ques Rousseau’s writings, especially Emile (1762) and Julie ou La Nouvelle
Heloise (1761). Rousseau contended that agriculture was the original
human sin; that it led to private property, antagonism, and civilization,
and that it destroyed the good life enjoyed by foraging peoples. For Rous-
seau, happiness and wellbeing depended on finding a way back to a nat-
ural existence (Oelschlaeger 1991, 110–111).

Those inspired by Rousseau, including poets and other artists, would
soon travel to America to experience first hand the wild places and peo-
ples there, playing some role in the spread of Romanticism (Nash 1967,
49). Among the most prominent Romantic poets was the English noble-
man George Gordon “Lord” Byron (1788–1824). Byron was disen-
chanted with civilization but enchanted with nature, and even though
he never traveled to North America, his poetry was much loved and
cited by American nature enthusiasts, even many generations later. The
following poem is perhaps the most often quoted one. Nash quoted it
only partially, as do I, although I add two lines printed below that
were omitted by Nash because I think they add significantly to the affec-
tive feeling of this poem, and because they are typical of Romantic poetry
more generally.

THERE is a pleasure in the pathless woods,
There is a rapture on the lonely shore,
There is society, where none intrudes,
By the deep sea, and music in its roar:
I love not man the less, but Nature more,
To mingle with the Universe, and feel
What I can ne’er express, yet cannot all conceal.7

Here are the feelings of belonging and connection to nature, and percep-
tions of its sacredness, that characterize earth and nature-based religions
in diverse cultures and periods around the world (Taylor 2001a, 2001b,

6 By the late 18th century Romanticism was growing rapidly in Europe and finding
expression in philosophy, poetry, visual art, and music. There are too many fig-
ures to review here, given the focus her on American wilderness, but they include
Goethe, Shelling, Blake, and Wordsworth.

7 Lord Byron (George Gordon), from Childe Harold, Canto iv, Verse 178, avail-
able at http://www.theotherpages.org/poems/byron01.html
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2010). And while there have long been people with such spiritual senti-
ments, it is nevertheless true that there are some times and places that
provide fertile ground for the spread of such perceptions and nature-re-
vering practices. Romanticism emerged and spread influentially from Eu-
ropean soil, but American soil, especially during the 19th and 20th centu-
ries, provided even more fertile ground for it, playing a leading role in the
emergence of a unique wilderness protection movement. The movement
would eventually spread to over 100 other countries, in large part because
people in other parts of the world came to share the sentiments animating
it.

There were hints of this emerging nature appreciation during the late
18th century, as Philip Freneau, a hermit known as “the Philosopher of
the Forest,” began publishing essays in 1781, which criticized civilization
and celebrated wild forest life. Meanwhile, Daniel Boone, who was cele-
brated during his own time and, in the mid 20th century, became an icon
in American popular culture due to Disney films celebrating his life,
wrote an autobiography in 1784. In this book, Boone depicted himself
not only a mountain man engaged in settling the American wilderness,
but as a philosopher of nature and its beauties who was ambivalent
about the expansion of human settlements that he, ironically, had helped
make possible (Nash 1967, 63). Boone’s popularity may in part reflect an
aesthetic appreciation for wild places by the Americans who read him, as
well as a nascent ambivalence about the course of “progress” and its in-
creasingly obvious destructive impacts. His popularity might also be
one of the early signs that some Americans felt something important
about a man’s strength and character depended on his connection to wil-
derness. As wilderness shrunk a corresponding anxiety would grow.8

8 The foremost exemplar of this anxiety was Frederick Jackson Turner, whose
“Frontier Thesis” (1893) captured such anxiety, shortly after as the last of the
tribes resisting the European invasion were suppressed and the frontier was offi-
cially declared closed by the U.S. Census Bureau, as the European presence then
stretched coast to coast.
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5. Wilderness in the 19th and early 20th century
in North America

Possibly exemplifying this nascent trend of nature appreciation and anxi-
ety about the loss of human wildness was the Philadelphia physician Ben-
jamin Rush, who in 1800, “explicitly connected primitivism and wilder-
ness by observing that ‘man is naturally a wild animal, and … taken from
the woods, he is never happy … ’till he returns to them again’” (Nash
1967, 56). This recognition of human animality was a remarkable ac-
knowledgement for a person writing more than a half century before Dar-
win’s On the Origin of Species was published. Soon after Rush, in 1818,
the New Hampshire lawyer Estwick Evans put such feelings into practice.
Wearing clothes and moccasins made of buffalo and bearskin, he headed
west, writing, “I wish to acquire the simplicity, native feelings, and virtues
of savage life; to divest myself of the factitious habits, prejudices and im-
perfections of civilization … and to find amidst the solitude and gran-
deur of the western wilds, more correct views of human nature and the
true interest of man” (in Nash 1967, 56). Soon Evans would write
what Nash called a “Romantic paean” to wilderness:

How great are the advantages of solitude!
How sublime is the silence of nature’s ever-active energies !
There is something in the very name of wilderness, which charms the ear,
and soothes the spirit of man.
There is religion in it (Evans 1819, in Nash 1967, 56).

Nash accurately commented: “In the sweep of Western thought, this was
a relatively young idea, and one with revolutionary implications. If reli-
gion was identified with wilderness rather than opposed to it, as had tra-
ditionally been the case, the basis for appreciation, rather than hatred, was
created” (Nash 1967, 56). Evans’ statement also represents an example
and early recognition of “nature religion”, namely, the idea that nature
itself can be the wellspring of religious belief, perception, and reverence.9

It also represents the long stream in North American culture of appreci-
ation of Native Americans for their supposed connection to nature,

9 This paper is rooted in an approach to the study of religion that is unconcerned
with where the boundaries of “religion” lie, and more interested in what can be
learned about social phenomena that have traits and characteristics typically as-
sociated with the term. For more on this “family resemblance” approach to reli-
gion studies, see Taylor (2007 or 2010, 1–4).
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which often coexisted with fears and negative stereotypes (Pedersen 1995;
Krech 1999; Kalland 2005).

Poets and other writers proliferated, expressing feelings of being spi-
ritually connected to nature. William Cullen Bryant, for example, wrote
“A Forest Hymn” in 1825 about his conviction that the Creator’s hand
could be found in the very forests that most European Americans had
previously found perilous. Shortly afterward, James Fenimore Cooper
began publishing five “Leatherstocking tales” novels, beginning with
The Last of Mohicans in 1826. The tales focused on a Native American
named Leatherstocking (and Natty Bumpo), who was a liminal figure
navigating a perilous space between Native American, nature-revering
cultures, and the dominant, expanding, Euro-American empire. Readers
learned that good character depends on a rootedness in nature, nature is
holy, deforestation is a desecrating act, and America’s superiority over Eu-
rope is due to its wild nature (Nash 1967, 75–77). Cooper not only ex-
pressed reverence for the land but an appreciation for Native American
lifeways and what he considered to be their closeness to nature, a perspec-
tive that would become an important feature typical of much environ-
mentalist thinking. This perspective was also evident in the earliest
calls for nature preservation, such as in 1832 when George Catlin, “an
early student and painter of the American Indian,” became the first to
promote the idea of setting aside large national parks that would include
both wild natural beauty as well as Indians (Nash 1967, 100–101). This
would not be the course that the wilderness preservation movement
would take, as has now been pointed out by numerous critics ; Indian re-
moval, even if not always immediate or violent, became the official policy
in the management of National Parks and forests (Keller 1998, Spence
1999).

More dramatic expressions of Romanticism soon followed Cooper
and Catlin, this time, in the landscapes of a group that became known
as the Hudson River School painters. Led by Thomas Cole, who was di-
rectly influenced by Lord Byron, and whom Nash called a romantic pan-
theist, these artists generally depicted human beings as insignificant and
nature as sublime (Nash 1967, 78–79, 81). Cole’s famous “Course of
Empire” series, five paintings he produced in 1836, repeated the roman-
tic theme of a decline from a harmonious state of nature to a devastated
world wrought by civilization. Nevertheless, in the final painting, nature
was seen re-emerging, after the environmental apocalypse. Many environ-
mental artists would revisit such themes in the 20th century. Yet another
painter from the school, Edward Hicks, depicted “Noah’s Ark” in 1849,
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perhaps implicitly expressing an affinity for the earth’s biological diversity,
shortly before advocates for wilderness would begin to make the case ex-
plicitly. The fledgling Christian environmental movement, in the late 20th

century, used the painting when lobbying congress in the hopes of pro-
tecting endangered species (Kearns 1997).

The same year that Cole focused his paintings on empire, 1836, the
great transcendentalist Ralph Waldo Emerson published his now-famous
essay, Nature, arguing that all natural objects can awaken reverence,
“when the mind is open to their influence” (Emerson 2000 [1836]).
Emerson wrote in ways that sometimes sounded pantheistic, other
times animistic, speaking of spiritual truths conveyed by nonhuman or-
ganisms. He did not advocate protection of wilderness, however, very
likely because of his Platonic view (central to Transcendentalism) that na-
ture is more “the pathway to spiritual truth than … a spiritual end”; nev-
ertheless, he “contributed decisively to the dramatic rise in nature appre-
ciation in the latter decades of the nineteenth century” (Taylor and Van
Horn 2006, 169). It was an appreciation advanced famously in an often-
quoted passage by Emerson’s friend Walt Whitman, who wrote in Leaves
of Grass (1855), “This is what you shall do: love the earth and sun and
animals” (Whitman 2005 [1855], vi). Whitman seemed to be more clear-
ly speaking about here-and-now nature than did Emerson, however, and
he articulated a religious kinship ethic with non-human nature that easily
fits with the then nascent ethics that values wilderness for its biological
diversity.

One can certainly wonder whether Henry David Thoreau would have
become the 19th century’s most important philosopher promoting wilder-
ness (and wildness) had he not forged his thinking with Emerson as his
mentor and muse. But to do so, he had also to break decisively with
Emerson’s Platonic spiritualism in favor of a more naturalistic spirituality
in which wild nature, including a wild human nature, could become the
centerpiece. Indeed, Thoreau wrote of experiences and perceptions that
were pantheistic and animistic, and he spoke sympathetically of pagan-
ism. He rejected Christianity, doing so in a way that reflected his life-
long interest in Native Americans and their worldviews, once stating
that that he had much to learn from Indians (and implicitly their spiri-
tuality and life practices) but nothing to learn from missionaries or
even Christ.10 While in his most mature thinking he seemed to remain

10 “A snowstorm was more to him than Christ,” according to Walter Harding 1965,
464, in Gould 2005, 1635.
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convinced that there was some divine dimension to the universe, he also
eschewed metaphysical speculation, and instead, articulated an ecological
understanding of the interdependence, and mutual dependence, of all
life. Moreover, he confessed a strong faith in nature (which was idolatrous
in the eyes of the religious mainstream) and promoted kinship ethics and
concern for biodiversity, a century before the term was even coined.11 In-
deed as Lawrence Buell noticed, Emerson implicitly recognized Thoreau’s
ecocentrism when he paid “tribute to him as the attorney of the indige-
nous plants” (Buell 1966, 363).

With Thoreau, a decisive shift began, only rarely hinted at previously,
in which wilderness ecosystems would be understood holistically and val-
ued for the biological diversity they harbor. Before Thoreau, appreciation
for nature and wilderness, if present at all, was for anthropocentric rea-
sons, either for aesthetic pleasures, spiritual enlightenment, or for its abil-
ity to buttress the national self-esteem among the citizens of the relatively
young American republic by providing a positive, comparative reference
point to Europe. Increasingly from this time forward, and this accounts
for much of the material interests that drove wilderness protection move-
ments, wilderness would also be valued for its commercial value as a tou-
rist destination. All of these wilderness values would get wrapped up and
exceptionally complicated in the American conservation movement, in-
cluding among its wilderness advocates. But after Thoreau, there
would always be some for whom the protection of the country’s natural
heritage, and all of its diverse ecosystem types and species, was the central
objective (Taylor 2001a, 2001b, 2010).

The next seminal figure was John Muir, who was born in Scotland in
1838, and immigrated to rural Wisconsin as a youngster, after which he
helped to convert wild woods into a farm, as demanded by his severe and
ardently Christian father. In 1861 Muir enrolled at the University of
Wisconsin, where he developed an interest in natural science, but he
eventually drifted away on long journeys, first to the southeastern

11 David Takacs stated that while the importance of biological diversity had been
known and discussed for several generations, the term was not coined until
1986 by someone involved in the 1986 “National Forum on BioDiversity,”
which “was sponsored by the National Academy of Sciences and the Smithsonian
Institution” (Takacs 1996, 36). His book shows the strong, religion-resembling
love of nature among many biologists who work to defend biodiversity, some
of whom have also been ardent wilderness partisans, such as the conservation bi-
ologists Michael Soul� (see 1995) and Reed Noss (see 1994, 2002); see also
Meine, Soul� and Noss (2006).
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U.S., and eventually to California. Along the way, he rejected the anthro-
pocentric and anti-nature views of the Christianity he knew growing up.
He found such views to be incompatible with natural facts, especially, the
“conceit” that nature and all creatures were created just for humankind
(Muir 1997 [1911], 231]; see also Muir 1997[1916], Taylor 2010,
61–70). Although inspired early by the Transcendentalist writings of
Emerson, he was more drawn to the German explorer and naturalist
Alexander von Humboldt (1769–1859), whose path-breaking analyses
help account for Muir’s keen awareness of ecological interdependence,
notions reinforced by his reading of Thoreau. Muir became an adventur-
er, naturalist, writer, and eventually, the driving force behind the Sierra
Club, which he founded in 1892. His preservationist goals were incorpo-
rated into National Park Service’s management philosophy in the United
States, and later, the idea and model spread to over 100 countries beyond
the U.S.

Muir’s spirituality was rooted, first and foremost, in ecstatic experien-
ces in nature that variously involved both animistic and pantheistic per-
ceptions, as well as a deep understanding of ecological interdependence.
While some Christian writers consider Muir as one of their own (Cart-
wright 1987), the most comprehensive studies, as well as my own re-
search, portray Muir as more pagan than theistic (Fox 1981, Cohen
1984, Worster 1998, Taylor 2010, 61–70). Muir wrote in prose indebted
variously to Transcendentalism and Romanticism; nature as both beauti-
ful and “sublime” is woven into his descriptions of dramatic natural areas,
as well as were descriptions of intimate encounters with plants and ani-
mals, and expansive feelings of belonging to the universe. And while he
would sometimes use theistic language it is likely he did so because he
thought it was politically useful to use language that, he hoped, would
be compelling to the dominantly Christian public he sought to enlist
in the wilderness cause. Certainly Muir’s writing often viciously (and hu-
morously) attacked the Christian thinking prevalent in his day. Even
though the terms anthropocentrism or biocentrism had not been coined,
without any doubt, he had contempt for the former and affinity with the
latter. Indeed, Muir’s biocentric moral sentiments were more consistently
and clearly expressed than Thoreau’s.

Muir understood that the anthropocentric Christianity predominant
at his time was antithetical to wilderness preservation; but there were
forms more conducive. Gifford Pinchot, the utilitarian forester and
founder of the United States Forest Service, was influenced by the Social
Gospel movement that flourished at the turn of the 20th century, and
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placed a priority on providing for the poor and needy (Naylor 1999,
2005). With his utilitarian and progressive approach, Pinchot wanted
to conserve natural resources so that all people could benefit from
them, not just the wealthy. Pinchot succeeded in establishing a utilitarian,
“multiple use” management philosophy for most federal forests and other
wildlands. This approach seeks to allow the extraction of “natural resour-
ces,” as well as diverse forms of human recreation, so long as these resour-
ces would be taken in a way that would not deny them to future gener-
ations. In practice, however, the multiple use philosophy has seldom pre-
vented serious degradation of natural ecosystems, a fact that preservation-
ists are quick to point out. But preservationists have also, often, viewed
wildlands as sacred places that should remain inviolate, set off from
human extractive and commercial enterprise; anything less is desecration,
they often feel. Indeed, for those who consider wilderness and wildlife as
sacred, the terminology of “natural resources” was misleading and spiritu-
ally misguided. Muir certainly clearly felt this way: after a falling out with
Pinchot (who he had met and with whom he initially felt great affinity),
for pursuing dam building, unregulated grazing, and other commercial
enterprises, he likened him and his allies to temple destroyers. For just
one example, when in the early 20th century Pinchot sought to dam
the Tuolumne river at Hetch Hetchy valley in California’s Sierra Nevada
mountains, Muir compared him to “Satan,” and called him and his allies
“mischief makers and robbers” (in Fox 1981, 141) – and with the fervor
of a prophet, he declared “Dam Hetch Hetchy! As well dam for water-
tanks the people’s cathedrals and churches, for no holier temple has
ever been consecrated by the heart of man” (in Cohen 1984, 330).

This strategy, to label perceived opponents of wilderness as desecrat-
ing agents, has periodically been deployed by wilderness advocates ever
since Muir’s time. It has at times been effective because many Americans
have come to view their National Parks and wilderness areas as sacred pla-
ces that should be off limits to commercial incursions (Graber 1976,
Ross-Bryant 1990, Taylor 1995). Indeed, the breech between the anthro-
pocentric and utilitarian conservationism of Pinchot, and the biocentric
and spiritual preservationism of Muir, would, throughout the 20th and
into the 21st century, characterize much of the tension among conserva-
tion-minded Americans.

One more figure deserves mention at this point, even though he was
not as directly engaged in wilderness issues. John Burroughs was a con-
temporary of Muir and Pinchot, living and writing during the late 19th

and early 20th centuries. He became a prominent literary naturalist
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who is best known for the decisive role he played in spurring back-to-the-
land movements in North America. Even though he was rooted in a sec-
ular, evolutionary worldview, he was nevertheless an important voice for
appreciating the wonders of nature, and he often expressed this appreci-
ation using religious rhetoric, as in this remarkable statement, which cap-
tured a trend then well underway, and that fits many Americans in sub-
sequent generations: “The forms and creeds of religion change, but the
sentiment of religion – the wonder and reverence and love we feel in
the presence of the inscrutable universe-persists. Indeed, these seem to
be renewing their life today in this growing love for all natural objects
and in this increasing tenderness toward all forms of life. If we do not
go to church so much as did our fathers, we go to the woods much
more, and are much more inclined to make a temple of them than
they were” (Burroughs 2001 [1912], 246). The very effort to establish
and protect wilderness areas can be understood to be a way of establishing
such places as sacred spaces, as temples for those who have left behind
conventional religions.

6. From the early 20th century to the Wilderness Act of 1964

The religious dimension of the diverse figures and movements that un-
derstand nature as sacred in some way, and that think all life deserves re-
spect and reverent care, has not always been as obvious as they were in
Burroughs’ words. Over time, as increasing numbers of Americans
came to see themselves as secular naturalists (either agnostics or atheists),
the religious (or religion-resembling) perceptions and feelings that lead to
passionate wilderness advocacy sometimes became more subtle. With the
right lenses, however, these perceptions can be brought into view.

Just as Thoreau is properly considered the greatest environmental
philosopher in North America during the 19th century, Aldo Leopold
(1887–1948) deserves a similar title in the 20th. One of the country’s
first foresters with the United States Forest Service, and later, while a pro-
fessor of game management at the University of Wisconsin, in 1935,
Leopold co-founded the Wilderness Society. These experiences, as well
as a great deal of time spent in close observation of natural systems,
went into A Sand County Almanac, which was published posthumously
in 1949, shortly after Leopold’s untimely death. In this text, Leopold sub-
tly expressed a deep emotional connection to and reverence for the earth,
which has resonated with a great many readers. He also articulated an or-
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ganicist understanding of ecological interdependence that presaged James
Lovelock’s Gaia theory (1979), and most importantly, set forth his “land
ethic,” which many consider to be the foremost expression of an ecocen-
tric land ethic.12 The Almanac has become a sacred text for many environ-
mentalists and wilderness lovers, who commonly cite certain passages in-
cluding:

The land is one organism … . If the land mechanism as a whole is good,
then every part is good, whether we understand it or not… . All ethics so
far evolved rest upon a single premise: that the individual is a member of
a community of interdependent parts… . The land ethic simply enlarges
the boundaries of the community to include soils, waters, plants, and ani-
mals, or collectively: the land… . A thing is right when it tends to preserve
the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community (Leopold 1949,
190, 239, 262).

Less well known is the influence on Leopold’s thought by the Russian
mystic Pyotr Demianovich Ouspensky, who was in turn influenced by
other Russian mystical thinkers, including Georges Ivanovitch Gurdjieff,
as well as by Theosophy. Leopold’s holism, some scholars think, can be
traced to these influences (Pecotic 2005; Pryor 2011). Like Thoreau
and Muir, however, far more decisive for Leopold was his long personal
observation of nature. Indeed, although Leopold was reticent to talk pub-
licly about spiritual matters, he did confide to family members that his
own religion came from nature, and that if he had to characterize it,
he would probably say that he was pantheistic. His offspring were certain
that he did not believe in a personal God, but nevertheless, felt that that
the living world was sacred to him, and that he considered it to be val-
uable apart from human needs (Meine 1988, 506–07).

Although it took some time for Leopold’s book to find its audience,
Muir’s Sierra Club, and the Wilderness Society Leopold helped to shape,
and a host of environmental groups that would follow, drew Romantics
who found wild habitats aesthetically pleasing and spiritually meaningful.
Generally speaking and increasingly, such feelings were fused with ecolog-
ical understandings of the interdependence, and corresponding values
that put a premium on the retention of all of the living things that con-
stitute and contribute to the resilience of environmental systems. Wilder-

12 Biocentrism and ecocentrism are often understood to be synonyms, but there are
differences ; the former refers to life-centered values, the latter to ecosystem-cen-
tered value priorities, which are more focused on the health of environmental sys-
tems than on individual species, and is thus a more holistic ethics than is biocen-
trism.
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ness “purists”, as the geographer Linda Graber (1976) labeled them in an
early book about their perception of wilderness areas as sacred, ranged
from those deeply suspicious of or hostile to civilization, to those who
valued civilization but thought it must be constrained.

A good example of an individual who valued civilization but fought
tenaciously to protect wilderness from it was the Minnesotan canoe out-
fitter, teacher, and writer, Sigurd Olson. Olson is best known for a series
of books promoting wilderness as essential for human spiritual health and
wellbeing, and also, for playing a major role in the protection of the
multi-lake wilderness of north-eastern Minnesota, which eventually was
designated the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (Backes
1997). Olson was also one of the first persons to join the Wilderness So-
ciety, and he not only eventually served on its governing board and as its
President, he also served as the President of the National Parks Associa-
tion. His writings expressed many of the themes common among wilder-
ness partisans, a deep feeling of belonging and connection to nature, ani-
mistic perceptions, and feelings of kinship with non-human organisms.
Like John Muir, Olson had rejected the severe form of Christianity
that he knew from his passionately evangelical father, partly because he
so often had to battle such Christians in his efforts to save wilderness.
Olson nevertheless seemed to retain a sense that God was in nature, or
responsible somehow for it (Olson 2001). Unlike Leopold, however,
the protection of biodiversity never seemed to be a central rationale be-
hind Olson’s wilderness advocacy. This shows, then as now, that there
are many motivations animating wilderness activists.

One incident David Backes mentioned in his excellent biography of
Olson is worth special mention. In 1963, John Carver, an assistant secre-
tary in the U.S. Department of the Interior, which supervises the Nation-
al Park Service, gave a blistering speech that offended many of the assem-
bled National Park superintendents. He charged, “When all else fails the
Park Service seems always able to fall back upon mysticism.” Then, refer-
ring to a Park Service memorandum, Carver declared that it had “the
mystic, quasi-religious sound of a manual for the Hitler Youth Move-
ment”! He underscored that the Park Service was a branch of the U.S.
government and insisted, “it isn’t a religion, and it should not be thought
of as such” (in Backes 1997, 303). Here, Carver gave voice to a critique of
the wilderness preservation movement that would within a few decades
become common, that wilderness fanatics were a spiritual and political

Bron Taylor312

Brought to you by | De Gruyter / TCS
Authenticated | 173.9.48.25

Download Date | 12/17/12 5:03 PM



danger; some went so far as to label environmental and wilderness advo-
cates “ecofascists.”13

Just as revealing, Olson saved the conference and the morale of its
employees with a rousing defense of the spiritual dimension of their con-
servationist mission. According to Backes, he exhorted these Parks em-
ployees to be unashamed about their devotion to the cause of conserva-
tion because their ultimate sentiment in so doing was love, and a desire
to protect the “silent sanctuaries and the eternal perspectives” that the
Parks provide (in Backes 1997, 304). In essence, Olson was affirming
that indeed, federal employees charged with protecting wilderness had
a sacred calling and that they should stand firm and be proud of it.

Carver’s frustrated critique was the earliest expression of what became
a common criticism by critics of wilderness and of wilderness advocates,
that they consider wilderness sacred and are motivated by religious (or at
least religion-resembling) sentiments. Sometimes, to such criticisms are
added charges that these are idolatrous and spiritually perilous beliefs
that worship or trust in nature rather than God. Other times the charge
has been that the U.S. Park or Forest Service, or at least some of its em-
ployees, publications, interpretive displays, films, and presentations, and
even management decisions, promote nature-venerating religion in a way
that violates the non-establishment clause of the United States constitu-
tion.14 Some scholarly studies also have also noticed that Interior Depart-
ment agencies (or personnel) sometimes promote nature spiritualities or
otherwise take sides in religion-related public land disputes (Burton
2002; Mitchell 2007, Glass 2005, Taylor and Geffen 2003). A book edit-
ed by scholars associated with the Forest Service, including and especially
the Foreword written by Jack Ward Thomas, Chief of the United States
Forest Service during much of the 1990 s, titled Nature and the Human

13 For arguments that environmentalism has fascist tendencies see Bramwell 1989,
Ferry 1995, Biehl 1995; for more nuanced assessments, see Zimmerman 1994,
1995, Clark 1996, 2005, Taylor 1998, 2004.

14 In October 1999 there was even a lawsuit filed by loggers against the U.S. Forest
service and two environmental groups claiming they were in cahoots with envi-
ronmental organizations to establish “deep ecology religion” on the public lands
by restricting logging. Although the case was dismissed, and some of the legal
premises were absurd, the notion that some Americans consider wilderness sacred
and want to protect it for that reason was not. For a discussion, see Taylor and
Geffen 2003, and for the case, Associated Contract Loggers, Inc. and Olson Logging,
Inc, Plaintiffs, versus United States Forest Service, Superior Wilderness Action Net-
work, and Forest Guardians, Case No.99–1485 JMR/RLE, United States District
Court, District Of Minnesota.
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Spirit, provides compelling evidence in this regard (Thomas 1996; see
also Taylor and Geffen 2003). All this shows how deeply wilderness,
and wilderness spirituality, has become rooted in U.S. culture, so much
so that for the most part, Americans absorb and resonate with the subtle
nature spirituality expressed by their resource agency rangers and other
personnel; generally speaking, only the most astute individuals even no-
tice, and only the most religiously conservative of those who do notice,
object (Taylor 2010, 203–07).

It was only a year after the incident in which Carver expressed frus-
tration with the religious sentiments animating and promoted in the Na-
tional Parks, in 1964, that the U.S. Congress passed the Wilderness Act.15

In its own words, the Act established procedures

to assure that an increasing population, accompanied by expanding settle-
ment and growing mechanization, does not occupy and modify all areas
within the United States and its possessions, leaving no lands designated
for preservation and protection in their natural condition.

Like the establishment of the National Park and Forest Service lands, this
was another stunningly unusual, if not unique, example of restraint by a
nation, given the previous 10,000 years of agricultural history. The Act
then stated, “It is hereby declared to be the policy of the Congress to se-
cure for the American people of present and future generations the ben-
efits of an enduring resource of wilderness.” It also provided a historically
important definition of wilderness, as

an area where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man,
where man himself is a visitor who does not remain … land retaining its pri-
meval character and influence, without permanent improvements or human
habitation, which is protected and managed so as to preserve its natural con-
ditions and which (1) generally appears to have been affected primarily by
the forces of nature, with the imprint of man’s work substantially unnotice-
able; (2) has outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and un-
confined type of recreation; (3) has … land … of sufficient size as to
make practicable its preservation and use in an unimpaired condition; and
(4) may also contain ecological, geological, or other features of scientific, ed-
ucational, scenic, or historical value.

It is noteworthy that, while the preservation of natural conditions and
forces, and the protection of features that contain ecological value are
mentioned, the preservation of biological diversity, which includes ecosys-

15 See http://www.wilderness.net/index.cfm?fuse=NWPS&sec=legisAct for the
text of the Act.
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tem variety and the genetic and species diversity of all organisms, was not
mentioned, either as a rationale for the Act or as a central objective of it.
That concern was not enshrined in law until the US Congress passed, and
President Richard Nixon signed, the Endangered Species Act of 1973.

7. After the Wilderness and Endangered Species Acts

Space constraints preclude a detailed review of the cultural history of wil-
derness after the Wilderness Act, but let me briefly highlight key issues
and trends.

In 1967, the historian Lynn White Jr. published a now-famous article
blaming monotheistic religions, and Christianity especially, for promot-
ing anthropocentric values and indifference if not also hostility toward
nature. Such views were nothing new and had been expressed in various
ways by Thoreau, Muir, and Leopold. But White’s article was published
at the dawning of the environmental age in the widely read journal Sci-
ence ; consequently it made sense to many readers and became higly influ-
ential. Moreover, for generations, many in the U.S. had been drawn to or
developing spiritualities that were divorced from organized religions and
rooted in nature. So White’s critique fell on fertile cultural ground.
Meanwhile, while some Christians dismissed his argument, others took
it to heart, calling for an enriched appreciation and care for God’s created
order. Individuals from many other religious traditions, awakening to an
increasingly obvious global environmental crisis, looked to their own tra-
ditions for spiritual resources to respond, sometimes being quite innova-
tive in so doing, after finding not much in them that provided such re-
sources. This is a process that has now been going on nearly a half cen-
tury. Scholars have both participated in such revisioning and have been
tracking it.16 Some have mustered evidence and argued that the world’s
predominant religions are beginning to turn green (Tucker 2003, Gard-
ner 2006, Gottlieb 2006a). I have contended that the most dramatic
greening of religion has been outside of long-established religious tradi-
tions in “dark green religions,” in which people feel a deep sense of be-
longing and connection to nature and a sense of its sacredness, which
is accompanied by feelings of kinship with other organisms and a corre-

16 For a brief review, see Taylor 2005a. See also Gottlieb (2006a), and journals
Worldviews and the Journal for the Study of Religion, Nature and Culture, where
much of this ferment is recorded.
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sponding belief in their intrinsic value, all of which redound in a passion-
ate concern to protect the biological diversity of the planet, which gener-
ally depends on preserving all ecosystem types (Taylor 2010). I have also
noted that at least some in the world’s predominant religions are develop-
ing their own dark green forms. Since wilderness is seen as a good way to
describe the large, relatively undisturbed habitats that are needed to en-
sure that all ecosystems and species survive, such religious evolution is
providing at least some modest support for the preservation of wilderness
areas today.

The truth is, however, that the cultural gestalt shifts that lead to re-
ligious wilderness activism are relatively new, and the future of such ef-
forts, and these places themselves, remains obscure. We do not know
with any confidence whether and to what extent the world’s predominant
religions are greening, nor do we know what impact unconventional na-
ture religions will have, including with regard to wilderness preservation.
Much more research is needed to more fully understand currently unfold-
ing trends (Taylor 2011).17 What is clear is that the rationale for preserv-
ing large scale habitats, which used to be first and foremost for the spi-
ritual benefit and aesthetic pleasures of the human species, has taken a
dramatic turn, and the arguments increasingly turn on preserving wilder-
ness, both terrestrial and marine, because these are the habitats upon
which biodiversity, and even the evolutionary process itself, depends. It
is important to note, however, that even as the rationales for wilderness

17 While in the cited article I emphasized how little we know about the influence of
the religion variable and call for further research, I think that, with regard to wil-
derness protection movements, that the weight of current evidence is that religion
has been an important and even a decisive variable for some individuals and
groups. My views about religion and environmental action in general are indebt-
ed both to Emile Durkheim and Max Weber. Durkheim saw religion as a reflec-
tion of society, and I think most environmental concern among religious individ-
uals and groups, when it exists, reflects cultural trends rather than does a natural
outgrowth from these traditions. Weber also understood religion as a reflection of
the society in which it was situated, but he also postulated that sometimes, reli-
gious innovation shapes a culture in important and even decisive ways. My view
is that it is in the naturalistic nature spiritualities that I discuss in Dark Green
Religion where the most significant, culture-influencing, and environment-valu-
ing, religious innovation is unfolding (Taylor 2010). Many of the figures and
movements promoting wilderness preservation have been a part of this innova-
tive religious (or religion-resembling) productivity, and so at least with regard
to these forms, if my current view is correct, we could also conclude that some-
times religion significantly contributes to environmental concern and action, and
may continue to do so for the foreseeable future.
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turn more scientific, and even when the arguments insist, as Leopold ar-
gued, that saving all parts of nature is the essence of prudence, these argu-
ments are usually infused with religious, or at least, religion-resembling
sentiment.

8. Conclusions

Understandings of wilderness, and the places the term refers to, are
diverse and contested, as are the policies that emerged that have designat-
ed wilderness areas, as are the agencies that have been established to pro-
tect them.18 In the decades since the passage of the Wilderness Act, the
criticisms of the idea of wilderness and the management of places so des-
ignated have proliferated. Put briefly:

• Some say the wilderness ideal is inherently dualistic and assumes that
people are somehow not a part of nature, and that this leads them to
care only for places they think, falsely, they can remove themselves
from and leave unimpacted. The result is that the places people rou-
tinely inhabit, and the everyday practices that people need to change
if they are to create environmentally sustainable livelihoods and life-
ways, receive too little attention, even from environmentally con-
cerned people.

• Others contend that the wilderness idea has been and remains elitist
and exclusionary, that only affluent white Americans really benefit
from it. They cite the deracination of indigenous and other long-
term inhabitants from their lands when Parks and wilderness reserves
are established, both in the United States and other countries, and
conclude that the model is thus fundamentally unjust.

18 The sort of oversimplified binaries that fail to consider the wide range of wilder-
ness-related ideas, spiritualities, and practices, as well as the diverse cultural and
environmental habitats from which they emerge, have become all to prevalent in
scholarly discourse about wilderness. Moreover, there has been a tendency to reify
beliefs and practices about wilderness, as though criticisms and resistance to cer-
tain wilderness-related ideas and practices have had no effect on such ideas and
practices. The articles in this volume, including the perceptive introduction by its
editor, importantly call for much greater nuance in the study of “wilderness,” its
various cognates, and the bio-cultural changes influenced by it. Hopefully, more
such scholarship will follow.
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• Still others insist that wilderness preservation is rooted in a spiritually
perilous paganism, or a politically dangerous authoritarianism and an
economically pernicious collectivist or socialist impulse.19

Defenders of the idea of wilderness acknowledge that while some wilder-
ness defenders may be guilty of dualistic myopia, only caring about the
wildest of habitats, but they rejoinder that properly understood wilder-
ness is precious because all life and environmental systems are intercon-
nected, so a desire to protect wilderness should by no means lead to a
lack of effort to transform human political systems and everyday practi-
ces. Indeed, one cannot save wilderness or the city without reforming
human cultures in a very comprehensive way, the most astute of wilder-
ness advocates would argue.

Historically-informed defenders of wilderness certainly recognize
shortcomings among those who have advanced the ideal, as well as injus-
tices in the way such areas have been established and managed. This does
not, they would nevertheless respond, indicate that the ideal should be
abandoned, but rather, that the model should adapt and change in re-
sponse to compelling criticisms. One such adaptation is that wilderness
advocates speak of biosphere and wilderness reserves, and acknowledge
that some human habitation can be compatible with the preservation
of the spiritual and biological values found in the earth’s wildest places.

Defenders of wilderness could also accurately note that as America
has become more religiously plural, people of many religious faiths, in-
cluding some theologically conservative Christians, have come to value
wilderness. So have people of other faiths, and no religious faith.

Finally, defenders of wilderness point out that by understanding en-
vironmental systems scientifically, we can come to value biological diver-
sity by recognizing its importance to the flourishing of ecosystems and all
who depend on them, including our own species. This in turn, provides a
strong basis to argue for minimizing human impacts on every type of eco-
system, so we have them as a baseline for understanding how such systems
work. This sort of scientific rationale has the potential to provide a pru-
dence-based consensus for establishing and protecting significant areas of
the earth as wild habitats. It may be, however, that by understanding such

19 Space constraints preclude reviewing the contending arguments here, but the
most influential perspectives appear in these (mostly edited) works: Noss
1994, Noss and Cooperrider 1994; Soul� and Lease 1995, Cronon 1995, Calli-
cott and Nelson 1998, Rothenberg and Ulvaeus 2001, Butler 2002, Meine, Soul�
and Noss 2006, Smith 2007, Nelson and Callicott 2008.

Bron Taylor318

Brought to you by | De Gruyter / TCS
Authenticated | 173.9.48.25

Download Date | 12/17/12 5:03 PM



efforts as ways that moderns have been establishing new sacred places,
that those involved in efforts to celebrate and protect such places will
find more compelling ways to do so. Perhaps greater attention to the
ways that ritual focuses on that which is considered sacred, for example,
could help biodiversity advocates to construct experiences that will shape
people’s desire to care for the world’s remaining, relatively intact and wild
habitats.

In 2009, a multi-part documentary aired on public television in the
United States that was titled “The National Parks: America’s best idea.”20

The establishment of National Parks and wilderness reserves in the Unit-
ed States was certainly not the first time that human beings have set bio-
logical systems aside, by labeling them sacred, and requiring special and
reverent behavior of humans when present. There has, however, been a
strong religious dimension to the wilderness and biodiversity preservation
movements that have promoted the establishment and preservation of
such reserves. These efforts on a large scale first bore fruit in the United
States. The wilderness and biodiversity reverence movements might just
prove to be ecologically and culturally adaptive, helping human beings
to finally learn their planetary manners.
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