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ideas are as good as any other’s, how can we defend some uses (and non-uses)
of nature over others? How can we protect the environment if everything is up
for grabs? The answer, of course, is that not everything is up for grabs, and not
all ideas or uses of nature are equally defensible. There are very real material
constraints on our ideas and actions, and if we fail to take these into account,
we are doomed to frustration if not outright failure. The material narure we
inhabit and the ideal nature we carry in our heads exist always in complex rela-
tionship with each other, and we will misunderstand both ourselves and the
world if we fail to explore that relationship in all its rich and contradictory
complexity. The essays in this book try to suggest some of the things we can
learn if we teflect as much on nature as an idea as we do on nature as material
reality. They suggest that environmentalism is as much a cultural prospect as a
“natural” one.

There is perhaps one final reason why this book has provoked some readers
into regarding it as an anti-environmental tract. We live in a time when politi-
cal discussion favors extreme positions and sound bites. In the struggle to
attract attention and support for one’s own views, the tempration is very great
to caricature those of one’s adversaries. The result is a rhetorical landscape of
polariries, in which stark oppositions arise and cartoons become our most com-
mon sway of conducting what passes for reasoned debate. In such a world,
you're either for the environment or against it, and any inquiry that points
toward more challenging or difficult ways of framing the discussion can seem
threatening. The crucial task of self-criticism is all too easily avoided because it
can seem to lend aid and comfort to the enemy.

Such aversion to criticism is understandable, but ultimately disastrous.
There is no question that our purpose in writing Uncommon Ground was to ask
hard questions that would encourage environmentalists and others to rethink
some of their own most basic assumptions abour nature and its meanings.
Confronting such questions is never easy, and we do not claim to have answered
them adequately in the pages of this book. We nonetheless regard this kind of
self-criticism as crucial to the furure of environmentalism, and to the human
project of living on the earth in a responsible way. The struggle to live rightly in
the world is finally not just about right actions, but about the ideas that lie
behind those actions. At a time when threats to the environment have never
been greater, it may be tempting to believe that people need to be mounting the
barricades rather than asking abstract questions about the human place in
nature. Yet without confronting such questions, it will be hard to know which
batricades to mount, and harder still to persuade large numbers of people to
mount them with us. To protect the nature that is all around us, we must think
long and hard about the narure we carry inside our heads.

William Cronon

Madison, Wisconsin
June 1996

BEGINNINGS

Introduction:

In Search of Nature

William Cronon

IT wAS HARD NOT TO BE PREOCCUPIED BY THE FIRES. NIGHT HAD ALREADY
fallen by the time the jet started its approach into Oliange County. As the
lights of Los Angeles began to glow on the far horizon, I_found my§elf
gazing toward them with unaccustomed watchfulness and anxiety, searching
for places that might be brighter, less orderly, more flickering than the rest.
For several days we had been reading about the wildfires that were ravaging
the hillsides of southern California, and we had even considered canceling
our gathering when it looked for a time as if the campus of the University
of California at Irvine might lie in their path. The news of the past twenty-
four hours had been good, however, so I and more than a dozen colleagues
were now flying into the city with reasonable assurance thjat we would not
get swept up in the holocaust. I nonetheless scanned the hlllS'ldeS, and Twll
never forget the lone mountaintop that still blazed on the city’s margins.
From afar it looked like nothing so much as a volcano, the flames massed
into a single enormous blaze, which made it seem that an entire fgrest was
burning at once. Seen from the comfortable seat of a Boeing 727, it loo.ked
otherworldly, as if a wayward band of giants had made camp for the night
and were sull heaping fuel on their fire. The orange light filled the valley
below as our plane continued its descent, and I craned my neck backward
for as long as I could to watch the flames leaping toward heaver}. It s not
often that one looks down from the sky to see a city or a mountain burning
in the night. o

I did not know it at the time, but we had come to California to ponder the
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meaning of those flames. It was October 1993, and the ostensible purpose of
our meeting was the prosaic one of planning an academic seminar. Two
years earlier I had been approached by Mark Rose, then director of the
University of California’s Humanites Research Institute in Irvine, about
organizing a residential seminar that would explore contemporary environ-
mental problems from a broadly humanistic interdisciplinary perspective.
The offer he dangled before me proved irresistible: I could focus the seminar
on any questuons that seemed worthy of our attention, and I could collect
whichever scholars seemed best suited 1o grapple with those questions. The
nstitute would raise the funds to cover our expenses, and we would live
rogether on the campus of the University of California at Irvine for the
spring semester of 1994 to conduct our research. We would have only two
primary responsibilities: we were 1o hold daylong weekly meetings at which
we would struggle 1o advance our understanding of the questions we posed,
and we were to produce a book at the end of our time together that would
share with the rest of the world what we learned from each other. It was an
extraordinary opportunity, one that would almost surely never come our
way again, which 1s why T and virtually every scholar I approached leapt at
the chance to participate.’

Most of us had never met each other as we gathered in the smoke-filled
arr and the furnace-like heat of the Santa Ana winds for that first October
meeting. True to our interdisciplinary mandate, we were an eclectic bunch,
representing academic fields ranging from history to geography, from ecol-
ogy to literary criucism, from landscape architecture to environmental stud-
1es, from critical theory to law. We had come together under the rubric
“Reinvenung Nature,” and the task we had set ourselves was nothing less
than to rethink the meaning of nature in the modern world. Lest this seem
too grandiose, we took as our point of departure two key insights that have
emerged from the work of scholars and scientists over the past quarter cen-
tury. Let me discuss them in turn.

First, recent scholarship has clearly demonstrated that the natural world is
far more dynamic, far more changeable, and far more entangled with human
history than popular beliefs about “the balance of nature” have typically
acknowledged. Many popular ideas about the environment are premised on
the conviction that nature is a stable, holistic, homeostatic community capa-
ble of preserving its natural balance more or less indefinitely if only humans
can avoid “disturbing” 1t. This is in fact a deeply problematic assumption.
The first generatioh of American ecologists, led at the start of the twentieth
century by the Nebraska scientist Frederic Clements, believed that every
ecosystern tended to develop toward a natural climax community much as

an infant matures into an adult. This climax, according to Clements and
his followers, was capable of perpetuating iself forever unless something
interfered with its natural balance.

Popular ideas of the natural world still reflect a fairly naive version of this
belief, even though professional ecologists began to abandon Clementsian
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good, and unnatural things, which are bad. Much of the moral authority
that has made environmentalism so compelling as a popular movement flows
from 1ts appeal to nature as a stable external source of nonhuman values
against which human actions can be judged without much ambiguity. Tf it
now turns out that the nature to which we appeal as the source of our own
values has in fact been contaminated or even invented by those values, this
would seem to have serious implications for the moral and political author-
ity people ascribe to their own environmental concerns.

Here, then, were the chief questions our seminar sought to tackle: How
should popular conceptions of nature and the environment change in the
face of these insights? What would a more historically and culturally minded
way of understanding nature look like, which would take seriously not just
the natural world but the human cultures that lend meaning and moral
mmperatives to that world? Can our concern for the environment survive
our realization that its authority flows as much from human values as from
anything in nature that might ground those values? And if the answer to this
last question 1s yes—as surely it must be—then how can a more self-critical
understanding of what we mean by nature enhance our efforts to protect the
environment in ways that are both sustainable and humane?

Our own conviction in writing this book is that however threatening such
questions might seem, they cannot be evaded. We know that by asking
them, our essays may be perceived by some as hostile to environmentalism,
part of a general backlash against the movement. And yet nothing could be
turther from the truth. Indeed, it 1s precisely because we sympathize so
strongly with the environmentalist agenda—with the task of rethinking and
reconstructing human relationships with the natural world to make them
more just and accountable—that we believe these questions must be con-
fronted. To ignore them is to proceed on intellectual foundations that may
ulumately prove unsustainable. We believe that any movement that merits
the most passionate support of its followers—as environmentalism surely
does—also deserves their most thoughtful and soul-searching criticism.
Troubling as such criticism can sometimes seem, its goal in the end must be
to deepen and enrich our understanding of the problems we struggle to
solve, by helping us see the unexamined, sometimes contradictory, assump-
tions at the core of our own beliefs—assumptions that can distract and
defeat us if we embrace or act on them unthinkingly. Our goal in writing
this book 1s to contribute to an ongoing dialogue among all who care about
the environment. The outcome of that dialogue, we hope, will be a renewed
environmentalism that will enter the twenty-first century more aware of its
own history and cultural assumptions, and thereby renewed in its mission of
protecting the natural world by helping people live more responsibly in it.

Stated so broadly, our central questions may strike the reader as being all
too abstract and academic, the kind of impressive-sounding but ultimately
irrelevant wvory-tower trivialities with which professors so often distract
themselves while more practical folk get on with the real work of the world.

Introduction / 27

From the beginning, the members of our group were conscious that our
project might be viewed in this way, and we worked hard not to fall into
disembodied academic abstraction. In fact, one of our secondary agendas in
this book has been to try to demonstrate the practical relevance for practical
problem solving of humanistic disciplines that are rarely even consulted by
policymakers and activists wlio devote themselves to environmental protec-
tion. People often appeal to the natural and social sciences in trying to
understand environmental problems; we hope that after reading this book
they will appeal to the humanities as well.

The challenge we faced was how to make this case as persuasively as possi-
ble. At that first October meeting, I repeatedly reminded my colleagues that
we would be writing a book together and that it should speak not just to us
or to our academic peers but to the much broader public—people who care
about the environment and wish to understand why they relate to it as they
do. As we cast about for ways to show such readers that the real-world
problems of everyday life raise fascinating questions about the human place
in nature and how people think of it, Donna Haraway proposed that we
begin by discussing what she called “found objects”: texts, photographs,
advertisements, paintings, anything that would exemplify as concretely and
vividly as possible the ideas of nature we wished to explore. Each of us, she
suggested, should bring in an image or a text that would force the group to
think about nature in new and unexpected ways. The resulung gallery of
“found objects” would give us a rich and wonderfully playful tool for
launching our discussions and getting to know one another’s different per-
spectives at the same time.

Like so many of Donna’s contributions to the group, it was a brilliant
proposal. When we regathered in Irvine three months later, we arrived with
an odd collection of found objects that would shape our discussions for the
rest of our time together. Some were as quirky as a box of Heritage O’s
breakfast cereal—manufactured by a Canadian company called Nature’s
Path Foods, Inc.—or an advertisement for the computer game SimCity
2000, “the ultimate city simulator.” Others were as serious as a discussion
of ecological sustainability in a scientific journal or a New York Times article
on the problems faced by native peoples in the Amazon rain forest. Each
provoked lively discussion, and a few became so central to our thinking that
we kept returning to them throughout the semester.

Probably the group’s favorite found object was a collection of newspaper
articles and tourist brochures that Richard White distributed on the Rocky
Mountain Arsenal, in Denver, Colorado. Built during World War II and
once a major Department of Defense manufacturing facility, the 17,000-acre
site was used for nearly forty years to produce a long list of extraordinarily
toxic substances: aldrin, dieldrin, atrazine, chlordane, mustard gas, phos-
gene, methyl parathion, napalm, and many others. Along the way, hun-
dreds of millions of gallons of highly poisonous chemicals were deposited
in landfills and waste basins on the site. As a result, the Rocky Mountain
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Arsenal is now among the worst toxic waste dumps in the United States.
But that is not all it is. Partly because the site is 5o toxic that most people
have avoided it for decades, it has emerged as one of the West’s most
remarkable wildlife refuges. Its wildlife populations are more diverse and
abundant than those anywhere else in the central Rockies, so the arsenal
staff now devotes considerable energy not just to cleaning up toxic waste
but to promoting environmental education at the site. More and more visi-
tors come 1o the arsenal t0 enjoy its “natural” wonders, leading some to dub
it the “Nation’s Most Ironic Narure Park "

The paradoxes of such a place are endlessly fascinating. Here we have one
of the nation’s most polluted landscapes, which is also among its richest
wildlife preserves. In trying to figure out what o do with it, we face the
dilemma of deciding whether to clean up its waste dumps even if doing so
might endanger the creatures that now make their homes there. How do we
choose between the animals that seem to be thriving at the arsenal and the
people who fear that it threatens the value of their homes and the health of
families?> There is nothing natural, surely, about the arsenal’s toxicity—and
yet that toxicity is itself one of the most important things supporting the
wild nature for which the place is now celebrated. The familiar categories of
environmentalist thinking don’t seem to work here, since we have no clear
ndication of what would be “narural” or “unnartural” 1o do in such a case.
Instead, it leaves us with an all too familiar riddle: How can we act in an
uncertain world where our famjljar compass bearings don’t work as wel] as
we once thought they did, and how must we change the way we think in
order 1o reorient ourselves and act responsibly?

The ability to blur the boundaries between “natural” and “unnarural” i
precisely what makes the Rocky Mountain Arsenal and other found objects
so useful for encouraging us to question our assumptions about whar nature
means and how we should relate to it. In the pages that follow, we have
gathered a number of our most provocative found objects into what we call
“albums,” located at the end of each major part of the book. Qur original
found objects about the Rocky Mountain Arsenal, for instance, appear in
an album following this introduction, so you can read for yourself about
the site and think about the dilemmas and paradoxes it poses. Although
the found objects in most of these albums are only rarely addressed in our
individual essays, our hope is that you will soon perceive their direct rele-
vance to the themes we discuss throughout the book. Indeed, once you have
become accustomed to the quirky eclecticism of these texts and images, we
hope you will begin to collect others for yourself, for you will find, as we
did, that they are all around us. Virtually every newspaper, magazine, and
television newscast offers equally vivid examples, as do the landscapes and
environments in which we make our homes. All can serve as grist for daily
reflection about the many meanings of nature in our ordinary lives.

That was certainly what happened to us in Irvine. Tt is nor too much to
say that for many of us, southern Californja became the most vivid found
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object of all, continually echoing and reflecting the ideas we discussed Il{n
our weekly meetings. Just before we arrived, a 6.8 magnitude earthquake

shook the area around Northridge, severely damaging many neighborhoods
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THE CALIFORNIA DREAM:
EARTHQUAKES
FIRES
FLOODS
MUDSLIDES
RIOTS
RECESSION
CROWDING
TRAFFIC JAMS
SMOG
WERE GOING HOME TO TEXAS!

Since we too were pulling a U-Haul, we introduce_d ou.rselves to th(; farpxly
responsible for this sign and asked what part of California they were leaving.
1 wer: Irvine. . '
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might argue for quite a while about which people to hold responsible for
such things). Often when we label a problem as “natural,” we imply that
there’s not much we can do about it. It’s just the way things are, and we’d
better get used to it. Although the engineers of southern California have
devoted immense energy to designing structures capable of withstanding
large earth movements, and although Californians for the most part seem
mnclined to trust the engineers’ assurances that these structures are safe,
many people make their peace with the shaking earth by fatalistically
accepting its inevitability. All one can do in the end is hope that when the
Big One comes, the house that collapses won’t be one’s own. Earthquakes
are natural and can be tolerated as such, at least until an experience at the
upper end of the Richter scale shakes one’s faith in fatalism.

But interesting problems lurk beneath the surface here. It is not at all
clear, for instance, that even earthquakes are as natural as the previous para-
graph would suggest. The Northridge quake affected different neighbor-
hoods and structures in very different ways. Sometimes this was because of
underlying strata and fault systems that concentrated the shaking motion in
unexpected places like Santa Monica. But neither the underlying geology
nor anything else in nature explains why some of the most severely damaged
buildings were apartment complexes with unreinforced garages on their first
floors. Such architecture is the product of economy and culture, not nature.
Likewise, no feature of the natural environment can explain why some
neighborhoods—Balboa Boulevard in Granada Hills, for instance—were
able to rebuild so quickly following the quake, while others—Hollywood
Boulevard near Western Avenue, for instance—became virtual ghost towns.
These differences in the way the earthquake affected the built environment
reflect differences in the social environment, not the natural one.® Most sug-
gestive of all, perhaps, is the reminder that some of the worst effects of the
quake occurred in places where people had consciously chosen to ignore
key features of the local landscape. In the San Francisco quakes of 1906 and
1989, some of the most severe damage happened where people had built
houses and highways on landfills in old wetlands. In the Northridge quake
of 1994, no single effect was more disruptive to the lives of more people
than the closing of the heavily trafficked Santa Monica Freeway. And yet
the only place where that highway collapsed was a stretch of ground that
bears the place-name La Cienaga—“swamp” in Spanish.” Although it may
be perfectly natural in an earthquake for wetlands to shake more violently
than drier ground, there is nothing natural—common though it may be—
about building highways or houses in such places.

The cardboard sign on that U-Haul trailer did not specifically blame
nature for its authors’ flight from California. Instead, it mocked what it
called the California Dream with a litany of disasters that for more than just
this one family had turned the dream into a nightmare. The sign made no
distinction between natural and unnatural hazards, and this surely says
something important about the way people often think about the environ-
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ment in general. Problems like smog, which represent the mingled effects of
complex natural and human causes, are so diffuse in their origins and so
normal a feature of life in the Los Angeles Basin that they might as well be
natural. After a while they become second nature to us, and we do our best
to ignore them. For someone who fears being trapped inside it, even a traffic
Jam or a riot can seem like a force of nature—vast and inescapable, some-
thing we can accept or flee but not change. Treating such things as normal
and inevitable in effect naturalizes them, placing them beyond our control
and excusing us from having to take responsibility for them, making it easier
to pretend that they have little or nothing to do with our own actions.

Here one is reminded of another California nightmare listed on that sign:
wildfires like the ones still burning as we gathered in Irvine for our first
meeting that October. When we walked over to look at the apartments in
which most of us would live, we tried not to think about the blackened,
smoldering hillsides we couldn’t help seeing on a horizon that was far too
close for comfort. Several months later our resident ecologist, Michael Bar-
bour, would take us on an extraordinary field trip to the site of the Laguna
Canyon fire, which had burned nearly 14,000 acres and devastated dozens
of homes before dying out less than a mile from the Irvine campus. Such
fires are, of course, a natural feature of California’s coastal chaparral ecosys-
tems, which conrtain some of the most flammable vegetation on earth. Stand-
ing amid the ruins of once beautiful houses, surrounded by plants that were
already sending up vigorous green shoots from the ashes, we could see all
too easily why the buildings had gone up in smoke. Indeed, we were able to
pmpoint the area where the next chaparral fire is almost certain to occur,
given the age of the vegetation and the accumulated fuel load. It too will
destroy many homes. If the rains cooperate in just the wrong way, such a
ﬁre will be followed by devastating mudslides like the ones we saw at Mal-
ibu, producing landscapes without so much as a blade of grass. At Malibu,
the mud flowed down in knee-deep rivers through the posh beachhouses
that blocked its path to the sea. California Dream indeed!

The irony is that the people who build in exposed locations like these—
the locations most susceptible to the fire and mud—are often those with the
greatest ability noz to do so. Hillside real estate with ocean vistas commands
prices in Los Angeles that only the wealthiest homeowners can afford. The
engineering and architectural feats that permit houses to stand with elabo-
rate props on slopes that would make even a mountain goat think twice
before ascending are nothing less than astonishing for anyone accustomed
to h'\fing on flatter ground. To spend millions of dollars to live suspended
in midair above fire-prone vegetation on soil with only the most tenuous
commitment to remaining in place, all within a few dozen miles of the San
Andreas Fault, would seem to make no sense at all. And yet even while
standing in the ashes with scenes of devastation in all directions, one can
easily see why people build here anyway. The views from these places are
breathtaking. The sight of such a landscape each time you step out your
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Foundations of burned houses overlooking Laguna Canyon fire area. (Photograph by
William Cronon)

front door is a reminder of what it means to be alive—even if that reminder
ultimately kills you. Since World War 11, roughly 75,000 upper-income
homes have been built on hillside lots by people seeking a room with a
view.® They presumably have at least some inkling of the attendant dangers,
though it is surprisingly easy to forget the quakes and the fires and the mud
while gazing out on the intoxicating blue of the Pacific. Why do they do ir?
They put themselves and their families at risk for the simple reason that they
want to be close to nature.

This is the chief paradox of southern California, the feature of its environ-
ment that makes it such a perfect place for meditating on the complex and
contradictory ideas of nature so typical of modernity. Many of the vices for
which the region is most infamous—indeed, virtually every item on that U-
Haul sign—are simply the mirror opposites of the virtues for which 1t once
was, or stull is, famous. Without the faults and the quakes, the landscape
would never have acquired its astonishing physical relief, the mounrains that
climb so abruptly out of that stunning ocean. The slapes that offer such
breathtaking views also tilr the shatrered bedrock and unconsolidated soil
well past their angle of repose, tempting them to head downslope at the least
invitation. The vegetation keeps the sight lines open, without cluttering the
horizon with trees, and is often the only thing holding the soil in place—
but it is also very fond of burning. The glorious climate, with its endless
sunny days, rarely provides the rainfall that might clear the air of smog, or
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the water this metropolis needs to quench its insatiable thirst. The automo-
biles that produce the smog and jam the highways are also the means for
fulfilling the ultimate suburban dream, enabling their owners to put a great
distance between workplace and home, and permitting them on weekends
to head out to the beach or the freedom of the hills. The crowding is but an
ronic measure of the city’s success, for the people who come in pursuit of
the dream are all too often seduced into thinking they can leave behind the
very problems they bring with them. As for the riots, they are a grim
reminder, like so many other features of this favored landscape, that the
troubles we ignore always come back to haunt us. Not even going home to
Texas—that land of droughts and floods and hurricanes and tornadoes, to
say nothing of urban sprawl and racial strife and the boom-and-bust econ-
omy—will save us in the end.

What better place than southern California, in short, to explore the con-
tradictory meanings of nature in the modern world—not because southern
California 1s unique but because it perfectly exemplifies so many tendencies
of modern American culture. As our group proceeded with its work, we
soon discovered that certain themes and motifs kept recurring in our discus-
sions, each attached to some significant way of thinking about nature, and
each also having important physical analogues in the landscapes around us.
The individual essays in this book address these themes and motifs in far
greater detail than this introduction can, but perhaps it would be useful
here to offer a quick guided tour of the several versions of nature that most
concerned us. The list I offer is anything but comprehensive, but it certainly
identifies some of the most important ways that contemporary Americans
think about nature. Perhaps the most important lesson to remember while
reading this list, as I noted at the beginning, is that none of these natures is
natural: all are cultural constructions that reflect human judgments, human
values, human choices. We could choose to think about nature differently,
and it is surely worth pondering what would happen if we did.

To make this provocative claim is, of course, to fly in the face of what
people commonly mean when they speak of “nature,” because one of the
most important implications of that word is that the thing it describes is not
of our own making. This is the view of nature the essays in this book most
explicitly seek to critique. We might call it nature as naive realiry. It is in
fact one of the oldest meanings that the word “nature” carries in the English
language: the sense that when we speak of the nature of something, we are
describing its fundamental essence, what it really and truly i5.° Indispensable
as the usage may be, it is dangerous for what it tempts us to assume: the
very thing it seeks to label is too often obscured beneath the presumption of
naturalness, When we refer to “the nature of x,” we usually imply that there
is no further need to analyze or worry about that nature. We need not ask
where it came from or on what contingencies it depends, for it is simply the
way x is. Its meaning is transparent and uncomplicated, so we can take it
for granted as a given: that is its nature.
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A central tener of modern humanistic scholarship is that everything we
humans do—our speech, our work, our play, our social life, our ideas of
ourselves and the natural world—exists in a context that 1s historically, geo-
graphically, and culturally particular, and cannot be understood apart from
that context. If we wish really to make sense of a document like the Declara-
tion of Independence, for instance, we dare not assume that the people who
wrote it used words or conceived of the world precisely as we do. Unless
we are willing to make the imaginative leap backward to immerse ourselves
in the cultural universe of their time and place, we will make grievous errors
in understanding what they meant. Moreover, we cannot assume that the
people who subsequently read that document understood it as its authors
did: the Declaration of Independence no doubt meant something very dif-
ferent to Jefferson Davis and Abraham Lincoln in 1861 from what it meant
to Thomas Jefferson in 1776 or to Martin Luther King, Jr., in 1963. And so
we take on the immensely challenging burden of trying to understand the
changing meanings and different cultural contexts that have characterized
human life and thought in all their infinite parucularity.

This is why humanists are often so suspicious of arguments that appeal to
something called “human nature.” That term compresses such diverse and
complex phenomena into such a flat, colorless cartoon that it erases most of
the things scholars wish to understand. It assumes as an uncontested fact
that humanity can be captured in a single, monolithic description, when the
burden of proof for actually demonstrating such a claim would for all but
the crudest assertions be so immense as to be practically impossible. The
same can be said for the concept of nature itself. Our ways of thinking about
the natural world are powerfully shaped by our time, our place, and our
culture. When people use the word “nature” to refer to the whole of cre-
ation, they are echoing a long semantic history that tracks backward to the
medieval church and even to classical antiquity, implying without much
reflection that nature is One Thing with One Name, a monolith that can be
described holistically in much the same way as God. Nature in Western
culture is the product of a monotheistic religious tradition; 1t is often unrec-
ognizable for people whose cultures have not raught them to worship a
lone deity.'®

This 1s not the place to offer a comprehensive history of nature in Western
thought. For the purposes of this book, I simply wish to argue that the
burden of proof should be with those who assert the universal nature of
nature, for the evidence against such a view is enormous. Ideas of nature
never exist outside a cultural context, and the meanings we assign to nature
cannot help reflecting that context. The main reason this gets us into trouble
1s that nature as essence, nature as naive reality, wants us to see nature as if
it had no culwural context, as if it were everywhere and always the same.
And so the very word we use to label this phenomenon encourages us to
ignore the context that defines it. If we wish to understand why we think of
nature as we do—for instance, even so basic a matter as why the object of
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this sentence is expressed as a singular noun—then we cannot afford to fall
into the trap that this word has laid for us. If we wish to understand the
values and motivations that shape our own actions toward the naturall
world, if we hope for an environmentalism capable of explaining why peo-
ple use and abuse the earth as they do, then the nature we study must

become less natural and more cultural,

The appeal 10 nature as naive reality is often linked to a second major

ideas that surround this word: nature as moral tmperative. One
need not travel a very great distance in speaking of “the nature of x” 10 get
“this is way x onght to be.” The great -

cluster of
from “this is the way x really is” to

attraction of nature for those who wish to ground their mor

natural way of doing things,”

against which there can be no defense, at least nort as |

authority is in large measure a
no means all people in history have sought to ground their beliefs in this

particular way. Indeed, it would have been far more common in the past for
people in Western traditions to cite God as the authority for their beliefs. -

The fact that so many now cite Nature instead (implicitly capitalizing it as
they once might have capitalized God) suggests the extent to which Nature
has become a secular deity in this post-romantic age.

Because the values that people artach to nature as moral imperative are so
dependent on cultural context, 1t makes little sense to discuss this phenome-
non in the abstract. Nature as moral imperative always implies a very partic-
ular vision of what ideal narture is supposed to be. For some modern
Americans, ideal nature is clearly a pristine wilderness, as [ argue elsewhere
in this book. For others, as Kenneth Olwig notes in his essay, ideal nature
is the pastoral countryside or the small town, while others still would cele-
brate the suburb or even the city as the natural home of humankind. It
hardly needs saying that nothing in physical nature can help us adjudicate
among these different visions, for in all cases nature merely serves as the
mirror onto which societies project the ideal reflections they wish to see.

The Judeo-Christian tradition nonetheless has one core myth thar is so
deeply embedded in Western thought that it crops up almost anytume people
speak of nature. It is so widespread in modern environmental thinking that
it deserves to be labeled as a separate cluster of ideas in its own right: nature
as Eden. Candace Slater, Carolyn Merchant, and Kenneth Olwig were
responsible for introducing this concept to our seminar in Irvine, and their
essays explore it in detail. Ir quickly became one of the most fertile topics

al vision in
external reality is precisely its capacity to take disputed values and make
them seem innate, essential, eternal, nonnegotiable. When we speak of “the
we implicitly suggest that there can be no
other way, and that all alternatives, being unnatural, should have no claim
on our sympathies. Nature in such arguments becomes a kind of trump card
ong as our opponents
share our values—and how could they not, if those values are as natural as
we claim? Only a fool or an incorrigible sinner could fail to respond to so
compelling a moral imperative. This habit of appealing to nature for moral
product of the European Enlightenment. By
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scussed. Candace in particular argued thata grfaat many envirqnmeqtal
versies revolve around whar she calls “Edenic narratives,” in wh;}ch
inal pristine nature is lost through some culpable human act t [;“
s in environmental degradation and moral jeopardy. The tale may be
one of paradise lost or paradise r§ga1ned, but the role of the narr:;ulve 1;
Iways to project onto actual physical nature one of the most powerfu Zn
ne-laden fables in the Western intellectugl tradition. The myth ode hen
ibes a perfect landscape, a place so benign and bea'utlful an(li ggo ; at
imperative to preserve or restore it could be questioned only by those
0 ally themselves with evil, ‘ )
Nature as Eden encourages us to celebrate a particular landscape as L e
tate garden of the world. In her essay, Candace Slater demonstrate.s t }?t
Amazon rain forest now plays this role for a great many people in the

nited States and Europe who have never actually seen that .forest for them-
Slves. Kenneth Olwig points to the ways in which Yosemite offered mnecf1
senth-century Americans an ideal comblrllatlon of pristine Wl@demessdafn
oral garden, turning it into a namonahst‘ symbol of paradise. An 1 or
fany of us in the Reinventing Nature group, it also seemed that Eden, albeit
tproblematic Eden, existed right on our doorsteps, in Irvm'e and southern
Balifornia generally. The awe-inspiring views of the Pac1ﬁc'fthat Femp;
thy homeowners into the path of the fires are only one mani estapfon o
Jove affair with nature that is so near the core of southern Cali or;llxa
re. Los Angeles has fewer public.parks per capita than most o;l eé'
merican cities, but it possesses nearly eighty mllgs of beachfrgnt unequale
ay other city in the world."! Marketgd even in the late nineteenth ce‘n}-1
v as the ultimate garden suburb, a city with no dovyntown ;)ut ;vn
es in grassy yards everywhere, Los Angeles and its nelghbors“\);;fle ong
articipated in the Edenic myth. As Reyner Banham has written, : at}fl:ver
has done subsequently to the climate and environment o Sout elzin
‘California, it remains one of the ecological wpnders of the habltflbl.e worb.
Given water to pour on its light and.otherwxse :f,lfxzxost desert soil, it can be
made to produce a reasonable facsimile of Eden.

r business well. The real estate section of the Los Angeles sze; Is
guestionably the largest and most colorful T have ever seen. Each Sun lay
éught a sheaf of promotional literature for the subd1v1§1ons whos; explo-
--growth we could monitor every time we.took a d{'l‘»"e. The a veruse(;
nts promised not only the social attractions of living in ; glarinek
nmunity—the reassuring safety of gated entrances staffed round the ¢ <ilc

‘security guards, the convenience of nearby schools and ShO[L?mg malls,
¢ recreational opportunities of adjacent country clubs and golf courses—
also the natural attractions of a community whose planners really ca;::,
tell us, about protecting the environment. Irvine bills itself as - e
gest planned community in the nation and has served as the .protofq;pev or
any of its neighbors. Dove Canyon, on the eastern outskirts of Irvine,
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offers would-be buyers “the more perfect world you’ve promised yourself,
and 1t’s time you made it your home.”"? The developers of Rancho Santa
Margarita—“where the west begins. Again”—explain, “It all started years
ago with a vast rancho rich in history and natural beauty. And then came a
dream. To develop the land into a master-planned community while care-
fully protecting all that makes the land so wonderful and beautiful.” Even
though this “may look like a vacation destination, it isn’t. It’s a home-
town.”!'* Just so are we able to regain paradise if only we can afford the
down payment.

Like the original garden, these new Edens are not without their problems.
Conflicts often erupt over the particular vision of nature—God’s or
Satan’s—they are meant to express. While we were living in Irvine, an
Edenic controversy swirled around a small bird called the gnatcatcher. It
hadbeen proposed as an endangered species so that environmentalists could
avail themselves of the federal courts to prevent further development of the
bird’s coastal sage scrub habitat—the very habirat most at risk to be turned
into spanking new versions of Eden by the developers. In May 1994 a fed-
eral judge overturned the bird’s listing under the Endangered Species Act,
thereby throwing open the remaining chaparral to development. For the
environmentalists this was tantamount to casting it into Satan’s hands; for
the developers it assured that the subdivided paradises of Orange County
could conuinue to expand. As one environmentalist declared, “This is abso-
lutely a step in the wrong direction, one that could have a devastating impact
on the habitat protection program” of the entire Orange County landscape.
Developers, on the other hand, celebrated the court’s rejection of what they
saw as environmentalist efforts “to illegitimately twist the Endangered Spe-
cles Act into a tool for stopping development in general.”'® The point here
1s not the particular merits of either argument but the fact that a single small
animal has for peculiar legal and cultural reasons been made to bear the
entire burden of defending or delimiting Eden. In the gnatcatcher case, both
sides appealed t0 a common moral tradition—both employed Edenic lan-
guage to defend their case—even though the natures they sought to protect
on the coastal hills could hardly have been more different.

This is not unusual. Consider the case of the homeowners association in
Laguna Niguel that decided after a closed meeting to resolve a long-standing
dispute among its members by cutting down two hundred of the town’s

eucalyptus trees, most of them located in the middle of people’s yards. Whar

problem jusufied such drastic intervention? Residents living high up on the

community’s slopes were having their views of the ocean blocked by the
fast-growing trees. They naturally felt that their quality of life and the value

of their houses were being jeopardized, since the premium prices they had
paid for their properties had been predicated on the open view. Homeown-

ers farther down the slope, on the other hand, not having the same views or|
property values to protect, just as naturally prized the trees for the cool
shade they offered on the hot hillsides. Feelings ran so high that the tree

o

Polarized, black-and-white myth onto the ambiguous wor
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cutters were at one point threatened with a shotgun, and several homeown-
ers wept openly as their trees came down. One woman who had lost four-
teen eucalyptuses on her property said that before their removal, “it was like
hvmg in a park setting. I hope this is illegal what they have done, because if
not, it’s definitely immoral. »1¢ ,

Here.: again there is no clear right or wrong: both sides were merel
d.efendmg their corner of Eden, trying to protect the nature they valued 5()),
h}ghly. The violence of their disagreement testifies to how important our
views of nature can be in defining who we think we are and the kinds of
hves. we wish to lead. In the United States, and especially in southern Cali-
fornia, Eden is never far beneath the surface in shaping what we imagine to
be 'the Perfect home in the perfect natural setting. Ever since the Puritans
arrived in Boston to build their fabled city on a hill to serve as a beacon
for all _the world, Americans have hankered after the Protestant mission of
reforming an old world and a faded dream by starting over again. In this
!and_of new beginnings, the place to which people most wish to I;etum is
inevitably some version or another of the original garden, the paradise that
would have been ours if only we hadn’t lost our way. ’ f

Nowhere in the United States are these impulses more powerfull
expressed than in California. Continent’s end has long been the final restiny
stop on the great frontier migration, the last best place for starting over Igt
would be hard to buy property in Orange County without being inﬂuenéed
by the real estate literature that promises paradise for the price of a2 mort-
gage. And there is nothing necessarily wrong with this. Most of us, I sus-

- pect, have some notion of where we would most like to live if we could have

the home of our heart’s desire. Trouble surfaces only when, as so often
happens, one person’s Eden comes into conflict with another’s, much as
God’s plans for paradise collided with Satan’s. Then the Ede,nic myth
.becomés.the vehicle for casting our adversaries into the heart of darkneyss
ge.momzmg them as allies of the dark angel who so long ago seduced us intc;
this, our present exile in a fallen world. Even those whg dDo not subscribe to
e Judeo-Christian imagery can fall victim to its moral dualism, because
hat 1s.how Eden tempts us. Itis a place of absolute good and abso]ute evil
actions that are unambiguously right and wrong. When we project it;
Id of gr
it we actuaﬂy inhabit, the power of its imagery sparks our }%azlic?:sgé?;
: kens our vision. It buys clarity at the expense of understanding by tempt-
§ Us 1o reenact its most ancient of stories rather than listen for whether
there might be some other tale to rell

* linitally introduced Eden as a special case of nature as moral imperative
n. - i
But these disputes and the work of the real estate developers suggest that

.den can point in another direction as well: narure as artifice, nature as

! {f—comaou; cultural construction. What is so striking about the southern

.a.hforma landscape is the extent to which it has been transformed into a
¥ision of nature utterly different from the ecosystems that once character-
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ized the region. In this, it represents a more extreme example of the careful
manipulation of natural systems that Anne Whiston Spirn describes Freder-
ick Law Olmsted performing as he helped found the profession of landscape
architecture. Olmsted sought to design with nature, and the paradox of his
success is that many of his most important creations are no longer even
recognized as such: people look at them now and see nature, not Olmsted.
In less sensitive hands than Olmsted’s, artifice can triumph even more com-
pletely. Once we believe we know what nature oxghr to look like—once
our vision of its ideal form becomes a moral or cultural imperative—we can
remake it so completely that we become altogether indifferent or even hos-
tile toward 1ts prior condition. Taken far enough, the result can be a land-
scape in which nature and arufice, despite their apparent symbolic
opposition, become indistinguishable because they finally merge into one
another.

One mught go so far as to say that the replacement of nature by self-
conscious artifice is a key defining quality of the modern landscape. If so,
Irvine is a near-perfect example of the genre. Like many planned communi-
ties in southern California, ir takes its inspiration in part from that amazing
planned environment in Anaheim a few miles to the north: Disneyland.
There, Disney’s imagineers succeeded in replicating on a very small plot of
land a jungle, a Louisana bayou, a desert, a coral reef, a miniaturized
English countryside, even the most famous mountain in the Alps. The land-
scaping of Disneyland is rarely less than brilliant, with each different habitat
and playground screened from its neighbors with carefully controlled sight
lines, plantings, and sound baffles. The animals in these landscapes always
perform perfectly on cue as the tourists pass by, because most are machines
that reproduce the appearances of nature without its bothersome misbehav-
iors. The streets are constantly swept by uniformed attendants so that no
litter ever lingers for long, and are also steam-cleaned each night to make
sure they are ever immaculate. Social problems are carefully excluded from
the theme park, along with the people who might inflict those problems on
this land where fantasy and commercial profit reign supreme. It is in all
ways an extraordinary place, a triumph of artifice over nature.

The same might be said of Orange County itself. Here’s how the Califor-
nia Office of Tourism sells the place to visitors:

It’s a theme park—a seven-hundred-and-eighty-six square mile theme park—and the
theme is “you can have anything you want.”
It’s the most California-looking of the Californias: the most like the movies, the
most like the stories, the most like the dream. ,
Orange County is Tomorrowland and Frontierland, merged and inseparable. 18th
century mission. 1930s art colony. 1980s corporate headquarters. . . .

The temperature today will be in the low 80’s. There’s a slight offshore breeze.
Another just-like-yesterday day in paradise.

Come 1o Orange County. It’s no place like home.'”
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Campus Park, the Commons, and Library Administration Building,
shortly after construction. (Sweeney/Rubin 4nszl
eum of Photography, University of California at

‘Ansel Adams,
Universiry of California at Irvine,
‘Adams Fiat Lux Collection, California Mus
Riverside)

Like Disneyland, Orange County 15 2 place where Planners, designers, and
real estate developers have remade nature to make it conform to their O"ltjn
leal. One has only to look at Ansel Adams’s photographs of the first build-
California at Irvine to see how completely the_land—
ape has been transformed. As recently as the late 1960s, the university sat
ually alone in a vast empty grassland, the dryness and openness of tl}-lle
vegetation visible in all directions. Today one has to walk to the edge o;' the
impus to see any remnants of this grassland, which ha.ve been set a; e as
a nature preserve—a preserve that incidem‘ally' could easily serve as t ;colr(—i
‘ or for bringing wildfire to this community if the Santa Ana wmds s olu
blow in the wrong direction on a day when the hills are burning. E s}(j—
here the original vegetation has given way to the S.UCCUlent'\CE plam,ht e
‘:cy-smelling eucalyptus, and all the other non-nanve plantings that have

s at the University of
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turned this semiarid land into a subtropical paradise. As Banham says, water
1s all it takes to build Eden in this place. '

What most struck many of us after living in Irvine for a time was not just
the transformation of the local ecosystem but the way its idealized nature
reflects underlying assumptions about order and community. Tt is a city
where everything has been given its proper place so that nothing need ever
interfere with anything else. Everything is well under control. The major
city streets are carefully designed so that each block has only a single point
of access, with the result that cars can travel at fifty-five miles per hourhon
streets that in any other city would be posted at [east fifteen to twenty rml.es
per hour lower. Traffic flow is almost as brilliantly rpanaged here as in Dis-
neyland: the bumper-to-bumper cars so characterisgc of Los /.\ngeles ofte'n
disappear when freeways reach the margins of Irvine. The highway engi-
neers have finally made their peace with U-turns, so much so that they
become the chief device permitting high-speed movement on limited-access
streets. Bike lanes are everywhere, often completely separated from cars on
roads designed solely for two-wheeled vehicles. Parks wind their way along
the major drainage channels, so those who wish to bike or stroll beside the
cement-lined creeks can easily do so to take in the view.

The only problem is that all this meticulously arranged openness some-
how never quite becomes public: private space rarely seems to become pub-
lic place. One experiences the parkland of Irvine, hkAe thg freeways,
privately, as an individual, without any real sense t}}at one is domg so as the
member of a community. The same is true of the ubiquitous shoPplng malls,
the parks, even the UC-Irvine campus. Many of us .in the seminar had the
feeling months after our arrival that we were still trying to ﬁnd Irvme:. even
now, I couldn’t tell you where to locate the downtown—it was designed
not to have one—nor could I give you directions for finding any but a §mall
handful of places. For all the care lavished on this pla.nned. community—
maybe even because of that care—it is an extraordinanl)f difficule place to
navigate. I once asked a woman at the checkout counter in my local super-
market how to get to another store less than a mile away. Even though she
had lived in the city for several years, she just shook her head and said she
wasn’t sure. “I used to drive a cab,” she remarked, “and I always tried to
say no when they wanted me to pick up someone in Orange Cpunty. Noth-
ing makes sense here. I'm still always getting lost.” The curving streets are
undoubtedly part of the problem, but so is the planner’s impulse 1o keep
everything neatly segregated from everything else. The localh geography
seems designed to reveal itself on a strictly need-to-know basis. One can
search in vain to find an address on any of the major streets, a problem one
typically solves by getting directions in advance, always starting from the
nearest shopping mall. Like the walls and gates behind w.hlch so many peo-
ple live here, this 1s perhaps just another way of protecting privacy. It cer-
tainly prevents one from having any clear sense of relationship to a larger

community.
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For me the most powerful symbol of this impressively planned, well-
controlled, elegantly designed landscape was right in our own yard. T have
never lived in a house with a more immaculate garden. There was no grass
anywhere in sight, and nothing we needed to mow. Instead, the garden was
filled with palms and ferns and mosses whose succulent leaves and deep
green hues bespoke an unfailing supply of water. Each night, at odd inter-
vals we could never predict in advance, a computer in our garage turned on
the sprinklers and gave our lovely plants the drink they so needed after their
long hot day in the California sun. The water that quenched their thirst (and
our own) probably traveled hundreds of miles from the Owens Valley or
the Colorado River to make our private backyard Eden possible—though it
is a token of this strange land that I will never know for sure which discant
river was sacrificed to make our green space possible (and to be fair, the
garden was maintained with gray water recycled from other uses). Despite
the luxuriance and richness of the garden, we never raised a finger to take
care of it. That work was done by Mexican American gardeners who arrived
at discreetly chosen times when their activities would not disturb the calm
of our pastoral retreat.

It was all so peaceful, so Edenic and natural, that one would surely have
thought it would be easy to get used to. And yet somehow I never did. I
admired the beauty and the ingenious contraptions that made it possible,
and I was grateful for the hard work I did not have to do. But I never quite
felt at home. For some perverse reason the garden memory that remains
most vivid in my mind is of the snails that slithered across our walkway each
night after the sprinklers had done their work. We could never see them as
we made our way home in the evening, so almost every night we winced as
their shells crunched loudly beneath our feet, forcing us to clean mashed
snail slime from our shoes before going inside. (Worse still were the morn-
ings, when I occasionally stepped on them barefoot while groping for the
morning paper in the dark.) The snails were the one element of this garden
that had somehow escaped automation and control, the one example of
nature doing its own thing instead of what the planners had prescribed.
Never mind that the snails could hardly have been native to the place and
depended just as much as our succulent plants on the artificial rain that our
computer delivered each night. Because they didn’t fit the plan, they some-
how seemed more natural.

I will return to those snails in a moment. Orange County is a place so
constructed that it verges on becoming still another form of nature- nature
as virtual reality. This was a theme that Katherine Hayles and Donna Hara-
way introduced to our discussions in Irvine, and I think we were all sur-
prised by how influential the idea became for the rest of us. We live in a time
when the proliferation of nerworked computers, the power of morphing and
fractal geometry, the ever more persuasive illusions of Industrial Light and
Magic, the anarchic world of the Internet, and so many other features of the
electronic universe make it increasingly possible to inhabit a cultural space
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‘ : : ‘whose analogues in nature seem ever more tenuous. Katherine shared with
. : b Gw ‘ - our group numerous examples of computer simulations and graphics that
: 3 : ‘eame close to constructing an alternative reality. We speculated together
about the possibility that computer viruses might serve as the models for
siew silicon-based life forms that would live out their lives in electronic
ace. Some computer scientists now believe that the most effective way to
ate artificial intelligence will be 1o devise small self-replicating programs
apable of mutating and undergoing evolution inside our machines, the idea
g that they will eventually develop the complexity, self-referenuality,
autonomy needed to produce a consciousness akin to our own. At first
ce the idea seemed bizarre to all of us, but the more we considered i,
more plausible it became.
“The fascinating thing about virtual reality is that although it initially
sears to be the least natural of human creations, the most disembodied
d abstracted expression of modernity’s alienation from nature, it can in
tserve as a powerful and rather troubling test of whether we really know
3 5 what we're talking about when we speak of nature. One would think thar
: ' virtual would stand in pure opposition to the real, but when you put
next to each other this is not nearly so obvious. Yes, a person using
mputerized sensory apparatus to move through virtual space could hardly
be more isolated from the surrounding environment. And yet the better the
nulation, the more difficulty we begin to have in distinguishing it from
e real. The more engaged we become with experiencing it, the more plau-
e it begins to seem as an alternarive to the world we know—indeed, an
rnative with real advantages. Even more than the planned landscape of
ange County, virtual reality seems to hold out the seductive promise of
control, an environment we can manipulate to our heart’s content
cause it apparently offers no resistance to our fantasies. Some go so far as
5 imagine that it will ultimately enable us to escape the confines of our
n bodies, so that the information in our neurons and synapses can be
downloaded into a computer where our mind, our consciousness, our very
Being can shed its husk of flesh and finally enable us to fulfill the age-old
am of becoming, like the gods, immortal. This is not just science fiction;
£45 a plausible description of a future in which virtuality will become as real
natural to us as nature is today.
Jany of us no doubt recoil from such a vision, but as the members of our
roup learned in Irvine, it is easier to recoil than to explain why we do so.
atural though they may seem, virtual consciousness and virtual reality
late many more features of the “natural” world than one might at first
me. Katherine Hayles takes up some of these issues in her essay for this
and I will not try to reproduce the intricacies of her argument here.
ead, I will offer just two observations. First, the dream of complete
ol is no more assured in a virtual world than in this supposedly more
al one. Among the many surprising features of virtuality is the fact that
& closer it comes to emulating real life, the more chaotic and unpredicrable

Snails on garden walkway, University Hills, Irvine, California. (Photograph by Wil-
liam Cronon)
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it seems to become. Programs designed to do one thing often turn out to do
another, evolving in ways their original authors could not have anucipated.
The more complex the systems become, the more they emulate the kinds of
behaviors we so often see in nature. As in the real world, these often prove
much harder to control, much more capable of taking us by surprise, than
we could ever have imagined.

Just as strikingly, the real world we now inhabit already contains many
elements in which the natural and the virtual mingle in such subtle ways that
it can be surprisingly difficult to distinguish between them. This is among
the lessons of Disneyland, in which plasuc trees and mechanical animals
mimic quite amazingly their counterparts in nature. Susan Davis took our
group on a field trip to Sea World, where we watched Shamu™, the killer
whale, perform its tricks—or rather its “behaviors,” as the Sea World staff
mnsists on calling them—in a great tank of water with an enormous television
screen standing behind to magnify the performance for the delighted audi-
ence. The images on the screen, backed by the resonant narration of James
Earl Jones, were as important to the performance as the live animal and its
trainers. Susan’s essay in this book discusses the complex ways in which this
corporate theme park manipulates visitors” experience of its creatures, rais-
ing the question of what is natural and what is virtual in such a place.

Sea World implicitly exemplifies one of the most powerful cultural con-
structions that shapes modern American attitudes toward nature: nature as
commodity, a thing capable of being bought and sold in the marketplace
quite apart from any autonomous values that may inhere in it. Market
exchange and commodified relations with nature have been transforming the
landscape of America, indeed, of the entire planet, for centuries. Few cul-
tural concepuons have had greater ecological impact. Whether one ooks at

the destrucuon of the great herds of bison or flocks of passenger pigeons
in the nineteenth century, the extirpation from North America of whole
ecosystems like the tallgrass prairie, or the increasing assaults on biodiver=
sity worldwide, the immense power of a political economy based on cultur=
ally commodified nature is everywhere apparent, producing an alienation
from the natural world—and from the effects human actions have thereon—

that 1s all too characteristic of modernity. Looking at the environment

this way comes so easily to members of modern Western cultures that it i§
virtually second nature. Itis present in the trading pits of the Chicago Board

of Trade, where all manner of natural resources become commodities,

1t is no less present in places like Sea World, where nature itself—or rathes
a particular idea of nature—is bought and sold as a consumable experience

The peculiar tendency of many cultures in the modern capiralist world @

view nature in this way Is yet another kind of virtual reality, a constructiah

so comfortable that it seems utterly commonsensical, universal, and nat
to those who inhabit it—no matter how problematic its consequences

be.

Jenniter Price gives another example of commodified nature in her
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because the phenomenon being predicted is so complex, because its conse-
quences could be so catastrophic, and because we have no better way to
investigate it, we have no choice but 1o rely on these flawed tools. In a very
real sense, global warming is the ultimate example of a virtual crisis in virtual
nature—which is far from saying that it is unreal. Instead, it is proof that
the virtual and the natural can converge in surprising ways.

None of this is very reassuring for environmentalists and others who look
to nature as the ultimate foundation for their moral vision. In the face of
culturally constructed landscapes and increasingly virtual experiences of the
world, many of us would not be at all unhappy if nature would reassert its
own authority over all this human unreality. This may be one reason why
environmentalists so often seem drawn to prophecies of ecological doom
thart offer elaborate descriptions of the disasters that will soon occur because
of our misdeeds against the earth. The genre is familiar enough to constitute
yet another nature for our list. It is the nightmare inversion of Eden to
which that eloquent U-Haul sign bore witness: nature as demonic other,
nature as avenging angel, nature as the retwrn of the repressed. It can range
from something as trivial as those uncooperative snails in our Irvine garden,
to natural disasters like earthquakes or floods, to the hypotherical horrors
of global warming. At whatever scale we experience them, these things rep-
resent a nonhuman world that despite our best efforts we never quirte suc-
ceed in fully controlling. Often we come close enough that we congratulare
ourselves prematurely for our own triumph-—and then are surprised when
the long-silent fault or the hundred-year flood suddenly reveals our hubris.
As one man wrote to 7ime magazine following the Northridge quake, “If
Mother Nature has proved one thing, it is that she can be a real bitch.””?

Even beyond the earthquake and the fires, California offered numerous
examples of nature in apparent rebellion during our stay. Early in the year
reports surfaced of a high school in nearby Westminster where 292 students
had been infected with tuberculosis by a single classmate, twelve of them
with drug-resistant forms that would respond slowly to treatment if they
responded art all. A little later the newspapers announced that the first killer
bees had finally made it to California, and offered dire predictions of what
this would mean for people who would now have to worry abourt being
stung by them.?® More dramatically, in April a young woman jogging near
her home in the Sierra Nevada foothills was stalked and pulled from the trail
by a female mountain lion and then quickly mauled to death. The lioness
was hunted down and shot, lest she kill again. The woman left behind two
small children; the lion, a seven-week-old cub. It undoubtedly says some-
thing about people’s ideas of nature, perhaps even their ideas of human
nature, that public appeals on behalf of these young orphans soon yielded
$9,000 for the two children . . . and $21,000 for the cub.?!

What is interesting about such events is not that they occur. After all,
what could be more natural than a mountain lion killing its prey or a great
fault relieving 1ts pent-up strain? What is really intriguing is the meaning we
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assign to them, for we have an inveterate habit of turning them into moral
fables. The snails in my Irvine garden become small gruesome symb.ols' of
the limits to human control. The earthquakes exemplify nature’s t?rrlfylng
randomness—and also people’s hubris in pretending that rare, irregular
events can safely be ignored simply because they cannot be predicted. The
mountain lion can serve as a token of nature’s savagery—or as the innocent
victim of human beings who 1n their efforts to live clo§er to nature unthink-
ingly invade the lion’s home. Every enviro_nmental dlsast.er, all the way up
to global warming, stands as a potential indictment of the ignorant or culpa-
ble human actions that contributed to it. A

The human inclination is to transform all such events into stories that
carry a moral lesson. Nature as demonic other is ]oAb’s whirlwiqd, the hor-
ror of random suffering that is all the more terrifying because it offers.no
discernible justification for the pain it inflicts on the innocent and the guilty
alike. Nature as the avenging angel is the dark sidg of the Eden story, the
punishment that follows in the wake of our having listened to Satan’s seduc-
uve advice. It is this story that makes us shake our heads so knowingly even
as we sympathize with the families that lost theixf homes in the Laguna_an-
yon fire. It’s too bad, we say, but they brought it on themselves by building
there. What did they expect? After all, the fires are only nz'zmml Wé do thls
even though we ourselves have almost surely made 51m11.ar bargains with
nature, whether we live in the fault zone or the floodplain or the path of
great storms. When we become vicums, these things are never our faul,
though it is easy enough for us to see how others have foolishly placed
themselves in harm’s way.

People are drawn to nature as avenging angel for much the same reason
that they are drawn to nature as Eden. It should bx now be clear that the
two are in fact opposite sides of the same moral coin. The one represents
our vision of paradise: the good that is so utterly compell_mg _that we feel no
hesitation in claiming nature as our authority for embracing it. The Other.IS
our vision of hell: the place where those who transgress against nature will
finally endure the pain and retribution they so ;u.stly deserve. There is a
wonderfully attractive clarity in this way of thinking about nature, for it
turns the nonhuman world into a moral universe whose parables and teach-

ings are strikingly similar to those of a religion. We need such teachings, for

they give meaning and value to our lives. To the extent that environmen-
talism serves as a kind of secular religion for many people in the mpdern
world, 1t 1s capable of doing great good if it can teach us the stories, as

religions often try to do, that will help us to live better, more responsible

lives.
: ,
And yet: we must never forget that these stories are ours, not nature’s.

The natural world does not organize itself into parables. Only people do
that, because this is our peculiarly human method for making tl_le fvgrld 1
make sense. And because people differ in their beliefs, because their visions
of the true, the good, and the beautiful are not always the same, they inevi-
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tably differ as well in their understanding of what nature means and how it
should be used—because nature is so often the place where we go searching
for the fulfillment of our desires. This points to one final vision of nature
that recurs everywhere in this book: nature as contested terrain.

Over and over again in these essays, we encounter the central paradox of
this complex cultural construct. On the one hand, people in Western cul-
tures use the word “nature” to describe a universal reality, thereby implying
that it is and must be common to all people. On the other hand, they also
pour into that word all their most personal and culturally specific values:
the essence of who they think they are, how and where they should live,
what they believe to be good and beautiful, why people should act in certain
ways. All these things are described as natural, even though everything we
know about human history and culture flies in the face of that description.
The result is a human world in which these many human visions of nature
are always jostling against each other, each claiming to be universal and each
soon making the unhappy discovery that even its nearest neighbors refuse
1o acknowledge that claim.

The history of environmentalism is fraught with this paradox. In his essay
Jeffrey Ellis explores the long-standing search by leading environmental
ntellectuals for what he calls “the root cause,” which will trace all environ-
mental problems back to a single source: overpopulation, capitalism, what
have you. Their vehement disagreements have ironically stemmed from their
shared wish to discover a universal explanation for what are almost surely

-multicausal phenomena. james Proctor analyzes recent debates about the
tuture of old-growth forests in the Pacific Northwest and discovers adver-
saries whose different ethical systems lead them to very different visions of
what the nature of the region should be. Giovanna Di Chiro describes the

- history of the environmental justice movement, detailing the many ways in

‘which its struggles to achieve safer and healthier environments for women,
‘workers, and people of color have been systematically ignored by most
mainstream environmental organizations—precisely because these groups
do not agree on what counts as a nature worth protecting. Richard White
comes at the same problem from a very different angle by arguing that many
‘twentieth-century Americans, including most who call themselves environ-
‘mentalists, have forgotten what it means to know nature through work. As
@ result, they defend an ideal of nature that almost inevitably brings them
into conflict with those who earn their living by working on the land.
In each of these instances, as in all the others I have discussed in this
oduction, we see the many ways in which people disagree deeply about
ie meaning of nature. Perhaps the most important message of this book
that such disagreement is inevitable—one might even be tempted to say
atural—given the universalizing tendencies that lie at the very core of this
man construct called nature. The question “Whose nature?” again
ges as central. As soon as we project our values ontwo the world and
begin 10 assert their primacy by calling them natural, we declare our unwill-
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ingness to consider alternative values that in all likelihood are no less com-

pelling for the people who hold them dear. Nature becomes our dogma, the

wall we build around our own vision to protect it from competing views.
And like all dogmas, 1t is the death of dialogue and self-criticism. This is its
seductive power. This is the trap it has set for us.

As we try 1o make sense of these many natures all claiming 1o be one, we
would do well to stop hoping that any single one of them can ever finally
triumph. Nature will always be contested terrain. We will never stop
arguing about its meanings, because it is the very ground on which our
debates must occur. This is ot o say that all visions of nature are equally
good, or that we can never persuade others that one of them is better, truer,
fairer, more beautiful than another. It is simply to state that such persuasion
will never occur if all we do is assert the naturalness of our own views.
Tempting as it may be to play nature as a trump card in this way, it quickly
becomes a self-defeating strategy: adversaries simply refuse to recognize
each other’s trump and then go off to play by themselves. This can often
feel quite satisfying, since it reinforces our dogma and makes it that much
easier to berate our enemies and celebrate our own moral superiority. But it
is surely not a very pronusing path for trying to understand our differences.
Without such understanding, the prospect for solving environmental prob-
lems, to say nothing of working toward a juster world for all the peoples
and creatures of the earth, would seem very grim indeed.

And where is nature in all this? Does the world consist of nothing more
than people disagreeing with each other about the meanings of words and
values? Surely not. As Robert Harrison eloquently argues in the final essay
of this book, it is the radical otherness of nature with which we have con-
stantly to contend. The fact that it lies forever beyond the borders of our
linguistic universe—that it does not talk back to us in a language we can
easily understand—permits us to pretend that we know what 1t really is
and to imagine we can capture its meaning with this very problematic word
“nature.” And yet it is never so. Just when we think we have gotten our
picture right, just when we think that Eden 1s once again ours, the alien
other reasserts itself. The snails appear in the garden, the fires return to
the chaparral, the ground quakes beneath our feet. The reality of nature is
undeniable. The difficulty of capturing it with words——not even with the
word “nature” itself—is in fact one of the most compelling proofs of its
autonomy.

One last found object can perhaps speak for nature as a way of bringing
this introduction to a close. The campus of the University of California at
Irvine is built around a great circular green space called Aldrich Park. Like
so many other features of lrvine, it is a carefully planned and constructed
place. Its symbolic role on the campus 1s to offer a representation of
nature—pastoral, parklike, Edenic—at the heart of the university. The plan-
ners’ self-conscious goal, as the university now describes it, was for the
campus landscape “to be both educational and aesthetic,” so Aldrich Park
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tionship to it. No epiphany occurred, and I certainly did not experience any
mystical flash of enlightenment. Still, it was a beautiful moment in a lovely
place, and 1 left with a much clearer sense of where I was going and what I
wanted to say.

Rock Outcrop 1 could hardly be more cultural a construction. Exposed
to view by powerful jets of water, planted with exotic species, cast in the
form of a shrine, surrounded by a pastoral park, and embedded in a commu-
nity whose every feature has been planned down to the smallest detail—
what could be less natural? Furthermore, the meditative moment 1 experi-
enced in the quiet of that glade was itself a culturally constructed act I had
learned from a Jong line of romantic and pastoral poets: Henry David Tho-
reau and William Wordsworth had helped teach me what I was supposed to
do and feel on that rock. After everything I have said here, I will not be so
foolish as to assert that my feelings there were either natural or universal.
- My thoughts that morning were surely different from those of many other
- people I can imagine visiting the place. I'm sure, for instance, that the land-
\ scape architects who made it the centerpiece of their creation experience it
wvery differently from me, no doubt feeling a professional pride of author-
l-:shjp when they sit amid these trees and having a much more comprehensive
‘sense of how the outcrop fits into their overall design for the campus: like
~ 50 many other planners, they command the bird’s-eye view. I suspect that
. the construction workers who labored to make this land seem natural feel a
* different kind of authorship in relation to it, especially since many of them
probably do not regard this as the sort of place to which they themselves
would make regular pilgrimages. The Mexican American gardeners who
tend the aloes on these rocks surely have a far more physical relationship to
‘this soil than I do, and probably have rather ambivalent feelings about privi-
ed walkers like myselt who can choose at any time we wish to enjoy a
Hew moments of idle leisure amid their handiwork. Even the university peo-
le who regularly come here no doubt have very different ways of seeing it:
'm sure that members of the geology department, for instance, experience it
in ways quite unlike the ways in which members of the English department
erience it. [t is easy enough to see that for students this secluded spot
s 1o serve as an evening rendezvous for lovers, whose admiration for
nature they find here is no doubt earthier than my own. What each of
finds here, in other words, is not One Universal Nature but the many
rent natures that our cultures and histories have taught us to look for
find.
yet the rock remains, as do the trees and the birds, the wind and the
They are first and foremost themselves, despite the many meanings we
er in them. We may move them around and impose our designs upon
We may do our best to make them bend to our wills. But in the end
r remain inscrutable, artifacts of a world we did not make whose mean-
or themselves we can never finally know. Acknowledging their auton-
and otherness does not spare us the task of trying to make human
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