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THE TROUBLE WITH 

WILDERNESS 
PRESERVING WIWERNESS HAS FOR DECADES BEEN A FUN
damemal tenet - indeed, a passion - of the environmental 
movement, especially in the United States. For many Americans, 
wilderness stands as the last place where civilization, that all-too
human disease, has not fully infected the earth. It is an island in the 
polluted sea of urban-industrial modernity, a refuge we must 
somehow recover to save the planet. As Henry David Tnoreau 
famously declared, "In Wildness is the preservation of the World" 

cre-J:1vicy tlut ,11,trt- t~e sourct.s of American democ
racy and n,1iorul character. Seen this way, wilderness 
became a place of religiou, redemption and nztion:il 
rtnew:ti, tht quintessential Ioc:u.ion for experiencing 
what it meant to he ;n American. 

Those who cdcbrate the frontier :ilmost alw.ys 
look bzck"Ward, mourning an older, simpler wcrld 
that lus cLsappeor,-d forever. That world ;.ad all ics 
atm:rior.s, Turner <-id, d'J'ended on free l,nd- on 
wilderness. It ii no ;ccident that the mov<ment to set 
aside national parks and wilderness areas gained real 
mc:::c,:-= ju.st .., la:r.:m.s :ibou, the """-'rung 
fronti<r rc::iched their pe:ik. To protect wildaness w,.s 
to procect the nation's most sacred myth of origin. 

Bui is it? The more one kno"il.'S of its peculiar 
history, the more one rcaliz.es tlut wildernc,s is not 
quite what it seems. Far from being the one place on 
emh that sunds apan from humanity, it is quit<: 
profou~d!y z humzn cre:i,ion - indeed, the cre:ition 
of very particul2r humzn cultures zt very puticubr 
moments in human history. It is not .J. pristine 
szncru.uy .,here the :..St mruun: of .n end,.r;geced 
but nill trulScendent nature can be encountered 
without the conaminzting wnt of civiliution. In
stezd, 11 IS • product oi tlut civilization. A5 we gzz.e 
into the mirror it holds "P for us, we too ezsily 
irrugine that whzt we behold is narure when III fact we 
see the reflection of our own longings znd desires. 
WJdemcss can hzr<lly be the solution to our culrure's 

;:t 

TiiE DECADES FOLLOWING THE CIVIL WAR SAW 
more md more of the n;ition's ....,e2Jthiest citiztns 
seeking out wilderness for themselves. The passion 
for wild la11d took many forms: enormous estates In 
the Aduondack.s a.nd elsewhere (disingenuously 
called "camps" despite their many seMJ1t.s a.nd 
;menities); cattle ranches for would-be roughndm 
o~ :he Great Pl.ur.s; gu;ded b:g-g;irne h~ming rri?s in 
the Rockies. WJdtmcss suddenly emerged as the 
l,ndsape of choice for elite 1ourim. For them, it 
was a place of recre:ition. 

;:,rob!enutic relationship with the nonhurnilll world, A h'am track runs through zt.: an Ohio national park 
In jU51 this way, wilderness cime to embody the 

fron1ier myth, st:1nding for the wild freedom of 
Ammca's p"-'t and seem111g to represent a highly 

attractivt nm1ral alternative to die ugly artificialny of moJern civili.z:ition. Th• 
irony, of cour«, was that in the process wJdcmess c:ime 10 reflect the very 
civiliz,tion its dcvotees sought to ,scape. Ever since the 19th century, 
ctlebrating wilderness has bem an activity mainly for well-to-do city folks. 
Cuu~try peo;,Je ger.e:-ally know far 100 much abom working the land to regard 
unwork•d I.ind "-' their ideal. 

for wilderness is iese~ a pan of the problem. 
To a5!i-ert the unna~ralness of.so narunl a place may seem perverse: we 

an a11 conjure ap Ur.ages ar.d s~satio.:s tlu: sttm a!! :he mo:e h~umingJy real 
for having cengnved themselves so indelibly on our memories. Remembenh:s? 
The tmrenu of mist shooting om from the b1.Se of a great waterfall in rhe 
depths oi a Sierra Nevaw canyon, the awpiets cooling your face" you iistcn 
to the rcw- ol the w:ner znd gaze tow:ard the sky du. ,ugh • rainbow th:at hovers 
just out of reach. Or this: Looking out across • desert cznyon in the =ring 
air, the only sound a lone raven ailing in the distzn, e. the rock walls dropp111g 
aw.iy into a clw:m so deep that its bottom all but vanishes JS you squint into 
the amber Gght of the setting sun. Remember the feelings of such moments, 
and you will know as well as I do that you were tn the presence of ,omethmg 
irreducibly nonhwnan, something profoundly Other than yourself. Wilder
ness is :mt!e o! tlut :oo. 

And yet: what brought each of us to the places where such memories 
~=ne pO'<Sible ii entirely• culrur.d uwention. 

For the Americans who fim celebrated it. wilderness was tied to the myth 
of the lroncier. 11te historian Frederick Jackson Turner wrote the cbs>ic 
academic statement of this myth in 1893, but it had been part of American 
thought for well over • century. As T umer descnbed the ptoccss, Ea.s«rnen 
and Eu rapt-an imrrugrants, in moving to the wild lands of the frontier, shed the 
u-.ppings of civilization ;nd thereby g,ined an eneri;y, an independence and a 

W1/liam Cronon is zht frtdmck Jartson T =,.,. Profe,sor at zht Unrvmity of 
\t1iiccn.un a: ~~fadu::m end r.uch'.YI' of '1Nat:4re's Mttropclu." Thu !U,1)' W4J 

adapLtd from "Uncommon Gro,.nd: T'1'1Jm'd Reim,rntmg Na111,,," lo bt 
pub/,,1,,d by W. W. N<Ynon in Ncwm:ber. 

Thtre were other ironies a.s well. The movement to set aside rutional 
parks ,nd wild,mess area.s foi:owed iwd on the he.~ ol the fuw Indian.,..,., 
in which the prior humzn inlubitznt.s ol these regions were rounded up and 
moved onto resetv.1tions so that tourists could s.fe]y enioy the illwion that 
they were seemg their ru.11on in its prntu1e. ong,.nal state - 1n the ntw 
morning of God's own crettion. Meanwhile. it.s original inlubiunu wue kept 
out by dint of force, their earlier uses of the land redefined.., inappropriate or 
even illegal. To thi,, day, for um•nce. the 31addeet continue to be accused of 
"poaching" on the lands of Glacier National Park. in Montan.a, that originally 
~•locged to :he,:, :,nd tha, "'''° ceded by tre>ty only with the proviso thor 
th,y be pennined 10 hum there. 

The rem<ml of Indians to cre:ite an "uninhabited wilderness" reminds us 
just Oow im•ented .ind how cor.structed tht American WJld~rne$S really is. One 
of the most striking pro"fs of the cultural invention of wilderness is its 
thoroughgoing era.sure of the history from which II spruig. In virtuilly all its 
m•nifesu11ons, wilderness represents a ffignr from history. Seen as the onguul 
g:uden, it is a place outside umt, from which human being< had to 6c ej<ctcd 
before the falltn world of hiitory could properly bctin- Seen"-' th• frontier, it 
,s • sav•ge world at the da...,, of civilization, whose trarufonnation r<prcsents 
1he very beginning of the na11onal historical epic. Seen"-' sac,ed n•rure. 1t i,, the 
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Wilderness is no more 

'natural' than nature is - it's a 

reflection of our own longings, a 

profoundly human creation. 
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forests in which trees grow and die. Only people whose 
relation to the land was rurcady :alienated could hold up 
wilderness 35 • model for hum:tn life in narure, for the 
ro,ywnic ;deoJogy of wilderness leaves no pbce in which 
hwnan beings = acrually rnake their living from the land. 

We live in an urban-indusu-i>.I civiliz.tion, but 100 

often pretend to ourselves that our reol home is in the 
wilderness. We work our nine-to-five jobs, we drive our = (not least to reach the wilderness), we benefit from 
the intricate and all too invisible networks with which 
sociery shelters us, all the while pretending that these 
things :,:-e not on essential part of who we are. By 
im,gining that our true home ts in the wildemets, we 
forgwe ourselvet for the homes we actually in.habit. In its 
flight from history, in its siren song of escape, in its 
n,production of the dangerous dualism that sets human 
beings somehow outside o:,rure in all these woys, 
wilderness poses a threat to responsible environmental
ism at the end of 1he 20th century. 

Do not misunderst.1nd me. What I criticize here is 
not wild nature. but the alienated way we often think of 
ourselves in rebtion to it. WJdemess can still teach 
lessons that are h.u-d 10 learn :tnywhere else. When we 
visit wild pbccs, we find ourselves surrounded by plants 
and animals and landsc,pes whose otherness compels our 
anemion. In forcing us 10 acknowledge that they are not 
of our rnak.ing, that they have litrle or no need for 
hunuruty, they recall for us a crc:uion far greater thara 
our own. In wilderness, we need no reminder tlu.t.:i tree 
has its own reasons for being, quite apm from us -
proof that ours is not the only pretence in the universe. 

Nae me may offer the ,ll,mon of escape, buc the a111omobde- - c,vil,ution - ii never far aw,ry. 

We get into trouble only if we see the tree in the 
garden as wholly artifici,J and the me in the wilderness 
as wholly natural Both trees in some ultimate sense are 
wild; both in a practical sense now require our care. We 
need to reconcile them, to see a rornral bndscipe that is 
also cultur:il, in which ciry, suburb, countryside and 
wilderness each has its own place. We need to discover a 
middle ground in which all these things, from city 10 

wilderness, can somehow be encompas,ed in the word 
"home." Home, alter .U, is the place where we live. Ir is 

home of a God who transcends history, untouched by time's mow. No man<r 
whu the angle from which we regard it, wilderness offers us the illusion that 
we on escipe the cares and troubles of the world in which our past has 
ensnared us. It is the ru.rural, unWJen .tntithesis of an unrurur.tl civilization that 
has lost its soul, the place where we on s« the world 35 it re:illy is, and so 
know ourselves as we re:illy are - or ought to be. 

The trouble with wilderness is thlt n reproduces the very values its 
devotees s~k to reject. It offers the illusion that we cm somehow wipe cle:ui 
the slate of our past and return 10 the tabula rasa that supposedly existed before 
we began to leave our m,rks on the world. The dream of an unworked natural 
landscipe is very much the fantasy of people who have never themselves had to 
work the land to make a living - urb:tn !olk for whom food comes from a 
superm.rket or • rest.1urant instead of a field, :tnd for wl,om the wooden houses 
in which they live and work apparently have no mea.,ingful connection to the 

the pl.,ce for which we t.lke responsibility, the pbce we try to sust.lin so we can 
pass on what is best in it (and in ourselves) to our children. 

u:irning 10 honor the wild - learning to acknowledge the autonomy of 
the other- means soiving for critic:il self-consciousness in all our actions. It 
means th.lt reflection and respecr must accomp311y e:ich :ict of use, 3lld means 
we must always consider the possibility of nonuse. It means looking at the part 
of ru.twe we intend to turn tow;ard ow own ends :ind asking whether we c:,.n use 
it again and ag,in :md ag,in - sustainably - without diminishing it in the 
process. Most of :ill. 11 means pr.icticing remembrance and gratirude for the 
narure. culrure .nd history that have come together 10 mlke the world l5 we 
know it. If wildnets e:tn stop being Gust) out there and swt being (also) in here, 
if it e:tn st.llt being 35 humone 35 it is nanu.l, then perhlps we can get on with the 
unending task of struggling 10 Gve rightly in tne world- not just in the guden, 
not just in the wilderness, but in the home that encompasses them both.• 


