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Voices of Environmental:
Lileralure

by Scott Slovic
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humans and their natural surround-  “nature writing” s:-_al_"_ o
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of literature. In the United States, nent facet in the e
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New World, was solidified by the not an isolated grou

work of transcendentalists such as  influence limited 1o:



literary community, The texts com-
monly thought of as classies i the
field are being coupled with new and
unigue perspectives from around the
plobwe. Distinguished wrilers such as
Homero Ardjis of Mexico, who s the
founder of an envirenmental protection
society known as El Grupo de los Cen
{The Group of T00), and Michike
Ishimure of Japan. who writes of the
Kyushu villages alfected by Minamata
disease as a result of industrinl pollu-
tion, adil to the fresh array of voices at
work. (The bos on this puge shows an

annotated list of current environmental
texts and old favarites.) This article fal-
lows the history of environmental writ-
ing in the United Stales and introduces
sevenl important thematic trends that
this literature encapsulates.

The term mofure wriling penerally
refers to nonfiction prose  tha
explores the relationship between
human cullure (or the individual) aod
nature. Noqural Riseary writing 15 3
branch of nature writing that Ly pieully
emphasizes patterns or problems in
the  physical  environment,  other

nalure wiiting examines the human
pevchological response 1 expatiences
in natwre: and the bulk of the genre
falls somewhere in belween thase
extremes. The phrase emdromstental
lireraire 15 commonly used today Lo
teseribie all literary forms (oral, poet-
ry. iction, nontiction, and droma) thar
investigale the human-nature relation-
hhi[!. Environmaental lierature, how-
ever, should be categorized separately
frnn eovironmentalist propagandi
and from nonliterary writing on envi
ronmental lopics,

American Environmental Literature

Edward Abbey, Deserr Soliraire ( 1968) A
combiuation of celebrolory nuratives wnd
political distribes, this complex and beautl.
Tul book about American wildermess in gen-
eral and the Utah canyonlunds in paricular
15 one of the cornerslones of the contempo-
iy renaissunce of environmental writing

Rudolfo Aouvw, Blesy Me, Uiima (1972,
feton) The clussic bestseller about a child-
hoed in ruml New Mexico with @ coer
dera, 0 womun who heals with herbs and
magic, written by one of the leading con-
temiponery Chicano guthors,

Mary Austio, The Land of Litle Rain
19031 A lyrical celebration and examing-
tios of the desert aud the foothills between
Dieath Villey and the High Sierras.

Rick Buss, The Book of Yaak (1996) With
the exception of Jobn Muir's The Yosemite
(1911, this colleclion of essays aboul »
valley in northwest Montana may be the
most explicit atlempl by an Admerican
authur o save a parbicular place through the
sheer force of words,

Wendell Berry, Home Economics (1987)
The puthor, o Kentocky farmer, has pub-
lished more than thirty books including
essayy, fiction, and poelry, exploing what
it means to live a responsible life in the late
20h centary., This collecton of fourleen
cosiys shows Iis adepl use of sociad enti-
cisin ane eloguent advecacy,

Henry Beston, The Cwiermosd Howse
(1928) This chronicle of o solitary yew

spent living on a Cape Cod beuch bins lung
been recognized as one of the classics of
American nature woiting,

Rachel Carson, Silent Spring (19921 This
lueid and beautifully crafied eaposé of the
dangers of pesticides, especially DDT, is
the book that did the moal o help lounch
the modem envirenmental movement in the
United States,

Susan Fenimore Cooper, Rurul Howrs
(18500 Writien by the daughier of best-sell-
ing Amencan historical novelist James
Fenimore Cooper, this book of essays
offers o women naturnlist’s perspective on
the reed o appreciate and preserye the van-
ishing wilderness of the mid-1%th-century
American lronbiern

Annie Dillard, Pilprim ar Tinker Creek
(1974} This Pulitzer Prize-winning bouk of
easgys uffers g serizs of mystical reflections
vn nefure in suburban Virginia snd the
cilects of the nonbumzn world wpon the
humen imagineiion,

Marjory Stoneman Douoglas, The Ever-
glades (1947 This has long been regarded
&3 the book on the Florida Everglades, and
its author became a legendary defender of
the patural world in south Florda before
her recent death at the age of 108,

Gretel Ehrlich, The Selace of Open
Spaces (1985% This collection of rumina-
tions on life and lendscape on Wesming's
high plains is one of the best examnples of
the exwaordinary lyrical richness—ithe

ulmest cinematogeaphic  vividness—Ithal
recenl nutire wrling has achiovad,

Loren Eiscley, The fmmenye Journey
(1957 One of the pivital antecedents o the
contemparaey wave of nilieee writing, Bise-
fey hielped Lo resurmect e “porsonal cssay™
as an impociunt mode of cxpression by
wrtling about hus vwn 1fe and the phenom-
enw of evilution.

Juhin Graves, Goodbye 1 a River (1960)
Based upon the author's three-week, soln
conoe np down a stretch of the Brazos
River meur Fort Worlh, Texuay, shortly
belure the complelion of o dam, this medi-
totive book explores the intersections of
ong man’s life, the human wnd natural bis-
tory of his place, ond the implications of
lund development,

Jubn Hey, A Beginner's Faith in Things
Unreen (19951 Af the age of eighty, the dis-
tnguished Eust Conast nuture writer offers a
miscellany of precise, elegant essays on
gyervibing from baby binds 1o the humsn
yearning for power and domination.

Aldo Legpold, A Sand Coumty Alwgnoe:
(19497 This book, which includes such
essays us “Thinking Like a Mountain™ and
“The Land Effie,” 1 perhops the mos, obyi-
ous foremnner to the examination of ethical
1ssues in cn‘umpumry malure wrling,

Burry Lupee, Arctic Dreams (19868} This
musterful brading wgether of natural histo-
¥ and the history of hurmsn aelivity n e
far Mocth, which received the Anericon
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American Environmental
Literature—Dasl and Present

Since its cmergence, enviromnental
literature on the North American conti-
nent has emphusiced the phenomenon
of the individual enpaging with the
physical landscape, with plants and
animals,  and  with cultures
Although many readers think of Henry
David Thoreao in the mid- T9th centiry
us the progenitar ol environmental
writing in the Linited States, the tradi-
tion i muoch older than that, 1t can be

new

traced as far back as 1527-37 when
Cabers de Vaca explored what later
became Flonda, Texas, and New Mex-
jr and described his experiences in a
volume published in 1542, later trans-
lated as Adventures i the Unknown
taterior of America. Amencan litera-
wre in peneral has rooted ilsell in the
idea that the most fundamental of
huran relationships is the relatonship
between human beings and the natural
winld, This is true of colonial Ameri-
can literature, from William Bradford's
Of Plyaweth Plantation;  1620-1647

(published 1856] Lo Anne Bradstrest’s
The Tenth Muse, Larely Sprung Up in
America (16501, and later exploration
narratives and nationalistic landscape
appreciations such us Hector St. Iohn
de CUrevecoeur's Letfers from wn Amer
ipan Farmer (UTE2), Thomas Jeller-
son's Netey on fhe Stare af Vieginia
(1787), and William Bartram's Travels
throgls Novth and Sowrlt Cimling,
Creorgia, Faxt arnd West Florido {(1TH1).

The tradiion ol Amuricun covieoi-
mentul lieratre did not bemn with

Thoreau, but Thoreau

Selected Classics and Recent Favoriles

Book Award for noafiction, helped o
estublish Barry Lopez as one of the central
vilces o coplémporary American nafure
wnling.

Peter Maotthicssen, The Snow Leopard
(1978 Using the chance o socompeny |
rerowwened nodurlist George Schaller on an
expidition o the Himalayaes us the occasion
fur o personal spiritual quest, the suthor ol
this Puliteer Prize-winning book has erea-
ed one of the wost vibrant and suspenseful
examples of this genre,

John Muir, The Mountaras of California
{1554 tnspired by the words and ideas of
such trapseendentalist aothors as Halph
Wihio Emerson and Henry David Thoresu,
the suibor—who was alen the founder of
the Sigrra Club - offers g sublime vision of
the High Sierrus.

Gary Paul Nabhan, The Desert Smells
Like Rofn (1932) Nature writing i not
only an examination of nonhuman natore,
hut in many cases il is o reflection on how
human communities interact with specific
places, 45 shown by this vivid and humor-
ous account of southern Arizona’s I'apago
Indians,

Kichard K. Melson, The fclond Within
{ LO80Y Thee author is an anthrapologist who
has spent several decades Tiving with and
sludying notive Alsskans and this poclic
seres of essays ceflects the poine of view of
a Euro-American whose sensibility has
been profeundly altered by his contact with
native cullures,

John Nichols, The Milagro Heanfield War
{1974, Nction) This dark comic novel i one
of the best evocations of the widesproad
strupggle over the use of natural resounces
throughout the world, although the specific
conleat ol this story {5 northern New Meaico

Robert Michaet Pyle, Wintergreen (1986)
This is the story of an author’s love for the
logged-over hills of his home in southwest-
ctn Weshinglon State, nfferng a remark-
able convesgence of human history and nai-
ural history.

David Quammen, The Sonp of the Dodo
(1996) This monumental work lells the
story of the entire discipline of “island bio-
geography’ in & poetic and cngaging wuy,
emphasizing the ominous implications of
extinction and loss of biodiversily.

Leslie Marmon Silkn, Ceremony (1977,
fiction) Ome of the major wirks of lale-
2h-century American fiction, this book
focuses on jssues of pereamal sdenbiy and
scnse of place.

Scoll Russel Sanders, Sroying Pur (1993)
This seres of personal essays provides o
moving sceownt of the value of puming down
s, a comolex and provocative issoe in Lhe
contexl of wansient Amensan culfure.

Gary Sayder. Turle sland (1974, poelry)
The anthor of this Pulitzer Prize-winning
collection of poerry 5 widely regarded as
one of our most elaquent and insightful
conlemporary writers on fssues of commu-
nity and emviranment,

Wallace Stegner, The Souwnd of Mouriain
Water (1969) In this book of nonlicion
eysiys, the author helps o define the very
meaning of wild places in Americun sociely
and in dolng so explains the putentinl
meaning of wildness o all indusiriubiced
cultures

Henry David Thoreau, Walden (1854)
Although scholars are heginning o realize
that imporant environmental writing
Maorth  America  predates  Welden—an
gecount of the awhor's experiment with
meditative and simple lving by (be shore of
o New England pond—this bouk continues
10 he calehrared as the principal progenitor
of American nature weiting for the pust cen-
mury and a half.

Terry Tempest Williums, Refuge (1991}
This lyrical swry of a Uteh “down-
windar's” strugele wilh nuclear testing on
the health of women in her family is one of
the major works of contemporary [eminist
uature writing,

Edward O, Wilson, NMaorwralisi (§994) Ooe
of the world's faremost entomologisty ells
the story of how he became inleresled in
scisnce and in the process revewls the
importance of the natural world for all
human baings.

Ann Zwinger, Downeanyon (19935) Com-
bining the perspectives of & visual artist
with the knowledge of a tewn of scientists,
this dazsling narrarive shows the tulrinsic
interdisciplinary nature of conlemporury
enviponmenta] writing.

nevertheless
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crystallized and articulated some of the
traits that hive since been recognized as
hallmarks of this tradition. One of these
is the idea of kinship o the nonhuman
world, A bmporant statement about
this subject appears in the chapler
“solitde™ Trom Walden (1S4,

Poeyporivaved  sewaelines Mt the et
et and fender tre wost finocent ond
e sekeiod v ey e fogand B
aatiered olject, oven for the poce siisan

Hreepet artted ataest wete faamefiendy e i
Nave stever felt fenesomee, cr i the fease
eprrrressaeed By sereie of seelitide, B emie,
eided Heead wars @ fene week s l_rﬂ':'r I verre fie
e el wiler, fiee o leeir, T afoudieed i
ittt .IJJ"J:I.‘.H|I.'r.lr."h-rr.lr.|l r.f,l" R wriy rekt
sttt fer e saatene oed feadthy fife, T e
etfietdde ety Seierling fapleasant. Bt £ wis
il R Ko tfe conesetons of o el
sty By o, ool sedised e foee

U TR TS Tt frr |'I'I:' sl .':,I'-qr |l:rrnlllr'
rerin wlite these thoughes prevailed, ws
seeefedennd sewsdbofe oof sech sweeel wid eagf
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Suacted wdvantages of humaos

frenl seciere ir Natare, in tle vere potter-
g of e dropee. dnd i every sound and
cight armund my house, an infinfte and
wngeeminiatle frendliness all af ence like
({1 E.ITTFI'I'JEF-'IJ T FUNTGIMUTE Me, ay mude the
gl
hood  tnxignificant, and 1 kave mever
hougle of them since. Every hitile pine
aeedle eapanded and swelled with sympa-
fry amd befriended me, | was so disinctiy
mude wware of the preseace of something
kndreed toeme, oven om sceves wlch we are
acevestremend foo ool wiled o dlvcare?

This famous passage cmphasizes
not the misanthropy that 15 someumes
ascribed 1o Thoreaw, but rather the
prsitive senxe of attachment to nature
that makes this one of the fundamen-
lul texts of the movement 1o expund
ethical and legal consideration ro ani
mials aed other materal phenomena.

Ihorean, who resided along with
Ralph Wuldo Emerson in Concord,

Aft?mf in the Eﬂfl.ﬂ'{"lir ‘? i HE
understand for d-mﬁrfﬂa#f" !
the Aread tvhich mAny ik
feel in the presence of |
jt;r;mwdf Aesert, the un-
EOMSCIINS Emr tvhich cpiy-
pels them to tame, alter py
Aestroy cyhat they cannot
nnderstand, te redunce the
tpild and preﬁumﬂ;‘; .
Anman Abmensions, j 5;
—Edward Abbey Desert Sollta .
ko ¥
%

blassachusetls, 13 generally singled out
s the most important forerunner of the
COMEMPOrIryY AMErIcan nRre wril-
ers—in fact, he's often called the father
of the Ametican environmental move-
ment. Fourteen years younger than
Emerson, Thoreaw (who lived from
[317 1o 1862) was soll o stodent ar
Harvard Colleze when Emerson pub-
lished his book Notwre in 1836, A yow
luter, after Thoreau had graduated from
college and was searching for o pro
ductive way 1o spend his time, Fmer-
son suggosted that he bepin keeping a
privite journil of his expericnces wan-
deving around  the woods and fielids
newr Concord, and Thoveau did just
thut, Toeday scholars are coming 1o
balieve that this immense  journil,
recorded almost dwmly between 1837
amed 1a6 1, was Thorean's main peoject

as a writer. Thoreaw anneipated mony

T
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of the important steands that are rou-
tinely observed m Amencan nature
writing of the past hall century: con-
cern abour the effect of industry and
eechnology on the natural world (“the
machine in the garden.” to use noted
seholar Len Marx™s phrasc), fascina-
Lion with the relationship helween the
human mind and inhumman nature; cel-
ehration of the local instead of the dis-
ot and exotic; appreciation ol sim
plivity in nature and human life: and
profound atentiveness o the minute
detnils of noture, hut almost always
with a desire (o understand e human
sipnificance of nutural obye rvalions,
fmporlant  nature  writing - also
appenred  during the years between
Thoreau's death and the current rebirth
af environmental literature, From the
| 4705 through the first two decades of
the 20U century, John Burroughs and
Tohin Muir were the most prolific and
impressive pracitoners of American
qiture writing, Burroughs focused on
rral nuture in upstote New York and
Muir schicved fame through Ris many
volumes about wilderness in the
Amcrican West, especially 10 the High
Sierra of California and later in Alas-
kw, Recently, scholars have come o
epard Mary Austin's The Land af Lit-
ile Rerin (V903), setin the desert coun-
try of southeastern California, us a
peglected classic of carly 20th-century
nature writing. In 1928, Henry Beston
published The Cheermost Henize abuout
o year spent hving alone i a small
house on the Great Beach of Cape
Cnd, meditating on the wind, sand,
water, und wildlife next to the Atlantic
Oeean, In 1947, Marjore Stoneman
Douglas produced The Everglades:
River of Grasy, her classic expose of
environmental destruction in southern
Flotida's fragile and cxolic swamps.
Two years luter. Aldo Leopald's A
Sand County Almanac appeared with
its profound and eloquent statement of
the need for a new understanding of
ecology and a new sense of maral
respoosibility regarding the impact af
human civilization upon the natural
environment. In the 1950, Laren
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Hature tfffff fear
M:}'_cfﬂ.sest s pec-
tioh. G he invites
us to Lay od ¢

sfndffe.;t : f,
;I‘H&’l take J‘n
insect victy =
ﬂf its )mf:lm. Ay
- e ¢

Thareau, journal entry. AT QRTINS 5, T
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Eiscley began publishing hus medita
tions on the self, evolution, and specif-
ic instances of contact with the natural
world in what he called “parsonal or
concealed essays” first collecting this
work in The linmense Journey (1957).

In 1282, Rachel Carson, weil-
konown as the marine binlogist whn
wrote such lyrical works of popular
science as Under the Sea Wind (1941)
and The Edge of the Sea (1933),
launched the modam American envi-
rommental movement with the publiea.
ion of Silenr Spring, a lucid and
scathingly apocalyptic warning about
the dangers of household and agncul-
tural pesticides. Aficr the appsarance
of Silent Spring, President John T
Kennedy went on a nationwide leciure
our to rase public consclousness of
environmental problems. In Septem
ber 1964, the Wilderpess Act wis
pussed, preserving millions of acres of

‘

-

tand wiere “the carth und the conutl-
nity of life are pntrammeled by man,
where mun himsell @5 8 visitor who
does not remain,” Several years later,
in 1964, the Stanford hiolugist Paul
Ehrlich published The FPopularion
Ramb. the first in his series of books
thut have predicted and monitored the
social and environmental results ol
rampantly growing human population
throughout the warld, Guylord Nelson,
4 United States Senator from Wiscon-
<in and z longtime environmental
activist, organized the first nationwide
ath Day in 1970 w0 raise public
awareness, and this “envirunmental
teach-in” has occurred annually an 22
April every your since.

In addition ta Ehrlich’s The Popula-
tion Homb and 2 number of other pow-
erful environmenta]l warnings that
appearcd in the lae 1960s, suparh

feontinued o poge 25
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Giving Expression to Nature
teontimmed from page 11

writers like Edward Abbey, Wendell
Berry, Walluce Stepner, and Annie Lil-
lurd were beginning to devote their Tit
crary work (o understanding the tie
between human beings und the natural
world, Abbey's Deserd Solitire: A
the Wilderness. which
serves well as the keystone text of the
CURTENL natere wriling renaissance,
came oul in 1968, This book strongly
eehoes Wafden inomany ways (lor
instance, just as Thoreau expresses
ambivalence  about Abbey
reveuls his own mixed feelings about
carsh, but it also reflects the special
sensibility of the el 2ith century,
particularly in its radicul skepticism
toweards the “military-industrial com-
e Abbey, who died in 1984,
admitied that he wrote inoa deliber-
ely Guirigeouns or pn.:-'-'l.}l.‘.'lti\'f miin-
ner' o Mwake up” his readers—and in
daing s, he reminds us of Thorea,
who stated i Waldfen, "1 do nol pro
st o write an ode 10 dejeetion, bul
w brag as lustily as chanticleer in the
morning., standing on his roost, i only
1o wike my neighbors up.™ On the
heels of  fesert Selitaire  thére
appeared such major works of Amen-
can nature writing as Wendell Borry s
The Lifig-1epged House (1963), Wal-
lace Stegner’s The Sound of Moundain
Worrer {1969, Annie Dillacd's Pilgrim
al Tinker Creek (1974), Ann Zwinger’s
Run, River, Run: A Nararalive's Jour-
ney Down One of the Greal Rivers of
the West (1975), Barry Loper’s Of
Wolver ard Men (1978} and Peter
Matthiessen's The Sunow  Leopard
(19783, all of which are now regarded
a4 modern classics,

In 14949, O Matthiessen used the
term American Renaissance (o describe
the extraordinarily nich period in Amer-
jean lilerature between 1850 and 1835,
during which such writers as Nathaniel
Hawthorne, Herman Melville, Emer-
san, Thoreaw, and Walt Whitman pro-
duced some af their finest works * Thur-

Searon

frains,
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of Land and tvater.

ing the past 30 years (1968 10 the pre-
sent), a new American renaissance-— an
extranrdinarily concentrated and active
phase of Amencan literary expres-
sion—has occurred 10 the nature writ-
ing genre. Juhn A. Murray introduced

the “Mawre-Writing Symposivm™ in
the Fall 1992 issue of (he Hawaiian
journal Manea by writing, “Since the
first Earth Day on Apdl 22, 1970, a
unce obscure prose genre—naiure wiit-
ing—has stcadily grown in stature and
populanty, attracting maore and more of
the best writers and larger and farger
poriions of the reading public undl. 0
1992, i1 is arguubly the major genre in
American Titerature,™ During the past

'Z'ﬁ.e shere is an Apcict puf 7 :f fj f.&*
Long As there Aas ﬁ:z»m" ti‘.
there hns beeirthis place of ‘the m#gxfg"
Wt rit'is A LporlAr
that ,(:ezp_; alive the Je;n;a, ﬁrﬁf ;:‘m:t‘mnmg
ereation and of the relentless Arive ﬂE
(ife. Lach time that J enter it, J gain
Some nery AlvAreness of its feanty and
its Aeeger HieARINGS, sensing that intri-
cate fatric of Cife by cvhich pne crea-

ture 15 Linked tvith another, and e;u:fr.
cpith its surroundings. | . 4._’_3' .
—Rachel Carson, The Edge of the Sea ' “"1'_3;

i h‘ﬂx

decade or so. literary seholurs through-
out the United Stares (und increasingly
i other counries as well) huve begun
tor muke 1his same argumen, examining
nature writing from a varety of eritical
perspectives, sometimes  considering
texis” ceological implications and othe
times simply adaptng more traditonal
critical approaches o the study of liter-
ature about humans and nature.®

Literature's Ethical and Social

Dimensions

In 1987, the [Indiana cssayist and nove
elist Seort Russell Sanders published an
article called “Speaking a Word for

Eran G0 st 25

g:@w '

EWEFMED®] 5451



Mature,” in which he lamented the “nar-
rewing and trivialization” of fashion-
able American fiction in the 1%70s and
198y (the literature known as “post-
modemism”), so that the genre exclud-
ed a “deep awareness of npature”
Sanders, as well as many of the finest
writers in recent decades, sces ileraturs
lhat is ubsessed with human society and
indoor experence as fundamentally
shorsighted and meamplete, OF this
exclusion he writes:

Henwvever acenrarely i reflects the surfuce
f ate times, {Heeranire] that never looks
Bovenid the human veadm iy prefoindlv
Jilse, and therefore pathologival, No ma

nr h!’.?“' Hnllﬂﬂ' onr E'.lf.l{'”fﬁ'l‘ﬂ, Moy il e
Ao ablivegies we may be Jewand noture,
e are monetheless potels, e legped
sercky of meat and Blood and Bane depen-
deat on the whode Weing planet foe our s
wival, Que cwtleveathlugs seill flow throwgh
the pores of trees, ewr food sill grows in
diet, oue bindivs decay. OF conrse, we all
srored erer heaels in agreement. The gusped of
eetfopy has become an imtelleciual com-
menplace, But £ty aol yet an emotional
ane, For most of us, most of the ifee,
netwere appears framed in g window or a
Wden sercen or feside the borders of o
phiagraph, We do ol feel the arganic
wel passing teoewgh owe gues, as i oy
does, While our theories of natire have
Bocomme wisen our experience of nature fis
become shallower . . . Thas, any writer
who seey the world in ecological perspee-
tive faces o hard problem: how, despite the
lf:f,l:lf}'{'”'gm r.hf' PREr :m'.’.uu'.\ﬁ}gir'm’ brxex, In
wngke ws fool the ache ond g of
drgine woeh passing theagl o, i o
sedeeeete the ves of charmereri—and there-
fore of readers—in nufure

Concisely, the goal of envirnnmen-
tal literature is to impress regders with
a vivid, visceral sense of their own
naturalness and, by extension, o
encourape readers to pay atiention 10
the nontuman world on acsthetic, ceo-
logical, and political levels.

Literuiure and the other arts are idzal
media tor exploring and communicat-
ing systems of values—ethical frame-
works—within specific communities
and between one culture and anaother.
This 15 mart & particularly novel idea b
it opposes postmodem critical theory,
which is frequently noted for its inde-

268 ERW ISEOIAAT 1T

terminacy, its devolion o testual
debates, and its indifference to real
sncigl problems. The critic Jamas 5.
Hans sums up the ethical component of
literature by siating, “Literamre dogs
not exist in its own discrete space, so o
limit oor discussion of it wits “literan-
ness’ is o denude it of its crucial links
o the ather syslems that combine to
articulate our sense of values™

Literature performs a social func-
tion and cun be u vehicle for social
reform, Barry Lopez, who received the
Amercan Book Award in 1986 for
Arctic Dreams, commented explicitly
about the social and ethical dimon-
stons of the arts in o 1990 camlog
essay that he wrate for an exhibit by
the Maine artist Alan Magee. Confess.
ing that his twn eapertise was in the
literary arts tather than the visual,
Lopez nonetheless raised a senes of
jgsues that are fundamental 1o linking
art and environmental awareness:

Whar fx the meaning of this work . . fo o
communiry of peaple? Ivar rich in allusion
aid setapharically seriking. mare i) ilher
woreds than just an annaitcement of Hre
artist's presence dn the world® Eees il des-
merls vomplacency or stimulate wonder?
Daes it awaken anper or compassion?

These quastions, | think, aee more social
than aettheric. They proceed . . . from o
freling thar if ant 5 merely decorutive or
enterfalning. or even fusl aestherically
brilliant, i o decs not elicit hape or a
sense of the sucred. [ it does net speak to
euer fear and confusi, or (o the capaities
For mempry and passton thal imbue es with
ener humanity, then the avtist has anly gent
we a lener that reguires no answer ™

This concept of the social respunst-
hility af urt is a basic paradigm shift for
most viewers, listeners, and readers, Tt
i5 o shift that broadens the atiention
from mere “aesthetic brllian|ce]™ w the
moral dimension of the work or works
in quastion, One of the reasans nalure
writing has become and conlinues 10
emerge as such a powerful force in con-
temporary lilerature is that writers such
as Lopez and Sanders—as well as Terry
Tempest Williams, Hick BHass, Rohen
Michael Pyle, Wendell Berry, Gary

Snyder, and dozens of other environ-
mental writers—understand their waork
as the effort (o achieve not only aesthet-
ic brilliance, but an undersianding of
humun sociely’s relationship to the
actualities of the planet.!!

To achieve this understanding, writ-
ers must have o sturdy appreciation for,
and a firm grasp on, the scientilic
world. The lessons of modern environ-
mental science—ineluding the work of
ecologists, environmental  hislorians,
und environmental anthropologisis—
are often extremely ubstiact and diffi-
cult for the public o Relieve, difficull
even o decipher, What 1s an ecosystem
and why 15 0 so debicale? Does the
ozone layer that prolecls the Farth
o the sun's ulwaviolet rays really
have 3 hobe in 107 How do we know that
hundreds and hundreds of animal and
plant species are disappearing each
year, becoming extinet? Why does this
mudter, especially if extinchon itsell is
a natural process? 1 is casy Tor people
in industrialized countries such as the
United States and Japon simply o live
from day to day, sauslying lheir imme-
tlinte needs and wusting thae chere will
always he a tomorrow [ur our species,
The challenging wsk of ngure ar envie
ronmnental writers is both to créate an
imterest in nature among theie renders
wnd 1o impress these readers with the
nceessity of biving with the sustainable
and long-term vision ol our elation-
ship to the rest of the planet, Teis the
job of these wrilcrs (o communicate
the subtleties of this relationship
are often, s Thoreau puts it, “farthest
from being appreciated.”!?

The Rhetoric of Environmental
Literature

Muny environmental writers see
their work as comhining candid explo-
ration of personal experience with the
workings of the natural world and
offering more scholirly responzes Lo
particular environmental problems or
issues. A clear way of understanding
these imporiant modes of expression is
to identify the catugones of “eaplorata-
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" writing and “political”™ wriling,
realizing that in acmal licrary lexts
one seldom encounters either form in
isolation from the other, T this contexd,
exploratory wriling  soggests  (he
attempt Lo iTuminate the natural world
and the relationship between  the
human and the nonboman. Politieal Ti-
cralure, on the other hand, Tnaplies the
ellort o persuade an sudienee o devel-
op o new sel ol attinodes toward the
elviromment. Mature writers have tra
ditiomally vicwed their work i o com-
himahwom of personal csploration and
political persuasion. Two briel exam-
ples ol conlemporury covironmental
writing, onc that s prodomimanily
explonmory amd another that is overtly
hortatory, or political,

illustrate this

praint. Both examples contain seme of

ervironmentul lilerture's most impor-
tane waits: aentivencess i the physical
warrld Beyoncl huatan Beings and stim-
ulus tor ethical retormation,

The s exumnple comes From Gury
Seyder’s Mo Maturer New and Selecied
Poems, o collechon that was nominated
for an American Book Award i 1992,
The final poem in the collection, enii-
thed “Ripples on the Surfuce”™ (shown
v ihis page), operates mainly in e
exploratory mode and vses o rhapsod:
i, or celebintory, style,

Close resding of this st will driosw
the audience nitially inw an appuren
passape Trom the poet’s journal, on
entry devoted 1o detuled ohservation
of an ocean scene. The reader follows
the poct’s menlul processes in dis-
cetning one ser al water ripples ("sil-
ver salmon™) frown another (Mcaused
by hrecses”). Our artention is naxt
directed toward the “scudding plume”
of a surfacing whale, which leads 10
the realization that “Nature |1s] not a
book, but a perfarmance” Nalure, in
other words, i movement, patlermns,
and physical material. something
other than the staticity and abstract-
ness of a written 1ext. The following
stapza confirms the idea of nature as
active and chanpeable: “Ewver-fresh
evenls / scraped out, rubbed our. and

sed, wsed. apwin.” i torn, Uais revelu-

AR TIERTET o i T e

tion leads 1o the poet’s concluding
dissclution of (ke classic Weslern dis-
rinction berween what 1s domestic and
whal 1= wild, between culture and
nalurc. Although Ihe pocm opens wilh
the human mind noticing subtle dif-
fercnces between superficial things, it
moves loward the pmfmrrr:l conclu-
sion that everything—acultre (Mlinle
hewse™) and nature (Cwild” —belongs
topether, that the universe is “onc big
empty house,” The inclusively defined

“house™ lapparently  recalling  the

Cireck wonl, ke, ns i ecolopy) ol

the poem’s final line implies habital

for the “petflormance” of getive phe

human amd nonhumuan. This

NOTHING,

house is Yempty” of distinctions, free
from such wdeas as culture and nature;
it is & realm of “no nature” {and
implicitly @ realm of “"no culture.”
exeept the “high old culture” of phys-
ical perfarmance). The repetition of
the word “both™ in two of the final
three lines reimforces the wea of con-
nection rather than separation,

The point of a close reading of
Snyder’s "Ripples on the Surfuce™ is
to demonstrate, in briet, the experi-
ence of interpreting a work of envi
rommental Dleratore that enacts what
the author may consider an exem-
plury mental process (careful percep-
tion of the world) aml then pursues

2 gnlping herring
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the subtle strategy of imagining =
worldview from which such polar-
ized concepts as culture and pature
have been sbolished. Such an inter-
pretative  procedure, whether con-
ducted in writing or in a lecture, does
not mandate that the audience agrec
with the imlerpretation or even Sym-
pithize with the apparent perspeetive
of the literary test, Rather, literary
annlysis 15 a process of eaploration
antd reflection. and anyone who par-
ticipates thoughtfully in this process
i likely to end up having worked
through a set of ideas that will lead 1o
an enriched consciousness of  lan-
guage, mind, and the world,

Anvthier example of contemporary
environmental literature comes from
the well-known Utah author Terry
Tempest Willioms, whose 1991 book
Refiege. An
Family and Place helped to galvanize
public attention to the condition of
populattons  living  downwind  from
the Mevada Test Site,
weapans testing ground i southern
Nevada, A short piece of nonfiction
prose conclodes Williams's 1994
boak An Unspeben Hunger: Stories
from the Field. This essay. enlitled
“Redemption” und shown to the right,
dircelly engages one of the major
epvironmentdl debaies of the rural
American West: the presumed con
flict between wild predarors and
domestic livestock., Unlike Snyder's
slunce of wonderment and reflective-
ness in “Ripples on the Surface”
Williams uses a mowe apgressively
persuasive style of wriring, opting for
the “jeremiadic” languuge of warming
and critique as a way of capturing her
readers’ altention,

This essay, obviously, is laden with
Christian  symbolism  and  termi-
nology: the title “Redemprion” and
the final word “resurrection”™: the
repeated references to crucifixion: and
the startling phrase “lesus Coyote” in
lhe emotionally intensified conclu
sion. Even the essay's dedication o
the distinguished Kentucky nature
writer Wendell Berry signals that the

the nuclear
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principal audiznce  for
thiz work is likely 1o be
rural, Christan readers,
people who work the land
but whose lives, unlike
Berry's, do not revolve
around protecting  their
natural environs.

Williams's prose style
in this text is clipped,
image-laiden, and symbol-
ic. She uses few wonds (o
sum U an entire environ-
mental amd social issue
Unfike the Snydher poc,
which =ims mostly 1o
prapple  with  physical
observaton of the world
and with the philosophi-
cal and
1ssue of how humans con-
ceptualize nature, Wil
liams is primarily intent
upon expreasing fer own
emotional and aesthetic
response 1o wild croatures
in the Great Basin Desert
and her revalsion toward
the: unti-nature ammosity
af some of her neighbors
in the rural West. She
ulfers no wnalysis of the
conflict berween
practices and temitory for
wild predators, no expla-
nation of why she expects
wildness—embodied in
coyores aml, presumably,
other wild animals such
as  wolves,  mountain
lions, and grizely bears—io be resur
rected in this region. Her persuasive
technigues. which include sweeping
up readers in the narrafive scene
threugh a series of directional gestores
(“pulled my gaze upward” "a few
miles to the west," “down the road,”
“my eyes returned”) and emotionally
intensified werbs (“booming.” “anx-
oasly runping,” “shimmerad™), ore
used so that the reader’s vicanous
experience of this beautiful place leads
iy sympathy with Williams's cntigue
af covole poaching.

psychological

grazing

Lr_,...-

Redemption

Driving roward Malheur Lake in the Grear
Basin of southeastern Oregon, 1 saw a coyote,
| stopped the car, opened thhdunr. anl

walked toward him.

It was anpther uuclﬁxlun in the West, a
hide hung on a barbed-wire fence with a
wrangler's prayer: Cows are sacred. Sheep,
too, No trespassing ulluwed. The furred skin
was torn with ragged edges, evidence that ic
had been pulled away From the dug -body, lu-
an angry hand and a dul} knife, @&

Standing in the middle of the High Desert, |
cunulus clouds pulled my gaze upward, |
thought about Coyote Burte, a few miles south,
h'ﬂ“’ o pLT“}[I LI !I“ 0on tl‘lp llén!-t'.‘Ln TVl "Il*'{.-
covered cars and watch a steady stream of west-
ern tanagers fy throngh during spring migra-
tion; yellow badics, black wings, red heads,

The Inhumanisi Perspective and
Notions of *“Place”

There are many examples in conlem-
porary environmental literature of wiit-
crs sruggling to come o e willi
otherness (with perspectives other than
their own egocentric and anthropocen
tric views of the world) and with the
experience of “place” In fact, two of
the main contnbutions of eovironmen
1al writers (o the discussion of environ-
mental ethics may be the various ways
they have explored the implications of
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And how a few ififlss west near Toster
Flats, one can wi_m;ii._f.ur. cing grouse on

their ancestral leks evéndn rain, crazy with

desire; their bouming breasts mimicking the
sound of water.

"W Down road, 1 watched a small herd of
pronghori’ol the other side of the fence, anx-
iously running back and forth parallel to the
barbed wire, unable to jump. Sreens Mountain
shimmercd above the sage flars like a ghost.

My eyes returned to Jesus Coyore, stiff on
his cross, savior of our American rangelands,
We can trgand kill all that is native, string it
up by its d legs for all to sce, but Spirit
howls and wildness endures.

meeting Jeflers at his
home on the Big Sur coast
in the 1930s:

.{r?mﬂ'.ﬁllli.'ﬁ' :¢!|'.:r|'_|. wiltd has
crept iate Ric mind  and
marked s feateres. | cannat
imagine him oi having
arisen unchanged fn another
countryside. The sea-beaten
coast, the fierce freedom of
its hunting hawks, possessed
and spoke through him. 0t
was one of the must wncanny
and complete relutionships
berween a sign and fis mar-
wral I !'.'.],,'nrprnnf Hm! FJ.:.':;HL'
in fiteramare. "

Indeed, in poem afler
poemn published between
the 1920s and the 1960s,
from “Hurt Hawks" to
“The Answer” (lrom
which the line “Tove that,
not man apart from that"
comes), Jeffers develuped
an et of respect (or the
intansic value of nature
that had nothing o do with
nature's coonnmic Or even
aesthenc benefit to human
ity. There is a rearticuls-
rien of this inhumanist per-
spective in the varous
novels and essay collec-
tons of Edward Abbey

Anticipate resurrection.'”

—lerry Tempest Williams

cxpanding ethical consideration to non-
humun species and the mynad lierary
sludics of what it means 1o live a
responsible and enguged life in a spe-
cilic lecation on this planer,

Lilerary scholars have commonly
recognized Henry David Thoreau's
ideas as the sntecedant to the “inhu-
manist” perspecnve in some 20th-cen-
Lury wilters. sucl ws Ruhinson leffers,
Loren Eiscley, and Edward Abbey.
Writing about Jetfers in the forcword
to the Sierra Club volume entitled Nor
Mun Apare (1969), Eiseley recalled

Vol 41 Musnte 2

that appesrcd [rom the
1960 m the 19805 i fact,
Deserr Solitaire echoes
Jeffers’s linc “I'd sooner,
except the penalties, kill a
man than a hawk" with the
statement I prefer not to kill animals.
I'm a human:st; I'd rather kill 8 man
than g spake"'v

The inhumanist stance toward the
patural world has come 10 permoate
much of the environmental literamre
al Ihe lare 20th century, although not
always as overtly as in the works of
Yeffers, Eiscley, and Abbey. Generally,
the notion of pature’s intninsic value,
as grticulated in this hisrature, is not
dircetly linked to formal ethical prinei-
ples or to particular legal counlexts.
There are sonw notshle exceptions to

this, however. For Instance, in April
P980, the distinguished Alaskan
anthropulogist  and  nature  writer
Richard K. Nelson (whose The filund
Wirkin won the John Burroughs Medal
for natural history writing two years
later) published an elogquent editorial
in the Loy Angeles Times responding to
the o1l spill in Prince William Suvund,
"0il and Ethics: Adrilt on Troubled
Walers™ is mostly a jeremiad that
warns of the broader cultural implica-
tiuns of the Eveon Vilder disaster,
Instead of simply complaining abuoul
the oil spill and pointing lingers at the
corporation that was directly responsi-
ble for the accident, Nelson takes a
more subtle and micaninglul approach
o the cost of modemn civilizaton and
the 15sue of respoasibility, In addition
e mare shstract philosophical and
political reflections, the cssay makes
crucial use of concrete, experiential
information from Nelson's memories
of a sinalar il spill off the coast of
Santg Barbara, California, 20 years
carlier. "1 have forgotten how many
barrels of oil went into the Santa Bar-
barn Channel,” writes Nelson,

howe much it cost 1 slean g the spill, how
thage wha suffered domages were compen-
xared, how blame was decided, how [
ithment was administered, how meany ani-
mals were calcwlated io bave died and hiny
ntany were saved  fwt oone memory s
lerdged forever in oy mind- that dying bird
[ mentioned in the previous paragraph], her
Jeathers matted and .r.FJFm'r.-H with el her
wings droaped, har body quivering, "

This 1s a particularly interesting sec-
tion becanse it demonstrates implicitly
the power of literary representations of
namire in guiding public attiludes and
apinions. For better or worse, images
are more impressive than statistics—
they have an immediate emortional
impuaet on an audience and they stick
in readers” minds, Melson's short edi-
todal on the Frwon Vilder disaster
iltustrates how natore writing ofien
achieves impressive elogquence (and
lusting literary quality), even when
seeking, primarily, to draw the atien-
ton of the general public to contempo-
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rary environmental issues. In his final
paragraphs, MNelson weaves together
his account of what it is like o witness
an oil spill with his reflections on the
moral implications of this phenome-
non. concluding thul “we must now
reengnize the need for o further growth
of moral contcience, 10 encompass the
whole community of life—the cnvi-
ronment thal nuriures, uplifis our sens-
es and sustains our existence ™™ “Oil
amel Eihics™ 15 an cxample of the
hiybid form of exploratory and polin-
cal nature wriling that aims 10 make
readers sit up and pay closer atention

.u..._._‘
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to imporant enviconmental problems

[t represents an intriguing extension of

the Thoreauvian tradition of inhuman-
isp writing by showing the implications
of an expanded ethical scheme for con-
temporary economic ond industrin
behavior.

Another najor part of Henry David
Thoreau's leguey o more reeenl enyi-
ronmental icrature is his appreciation
of immediate and local places rather
than the distant and exotic. For some
wiiters, such as Wendell Berry. this
ilean has become a crucil rallying
point. In Berry's 1989 commencement

B3
=

lization surveys the credfnre
thronagh the glass of his knotvl-
£ i

~~Henry Beston, The Outermost House
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speech w the College of the Atlangic,
he explained that “the question that
et be addresscd © L 15 not how to
care for the planet but how 10 care for
each of the planet’'s millicos of haman
and natural neighborhoods, each of s
millions of small pieces and parcels of
land, each one of which is in some pre-
civus way different Trome all the oth-
ers"" The ability 1o evoke the subtle
mysteries of specilic "neighborhoods™
15 one of the grear cootributions of
mature wriling Lo American cothore, and
when this nature wrnng s expoited to
other cultures, its proper function
shoulil be not simply 1w
attract tourists 1w Avchey
Mutional  Park  dmade
Famons by Pdward Abhey)
or Hick Bass's Yook Valley,
ar even o Walden Pond, bt
ruther to oller models tor
the process of noticing-
anil caring  aboul—the
waorld, There are many good
enarples of place witiog in
Armerican environmental lie
eruture, trom Gory  Paul
Mahhun's The Degers Smells
Like Kafn (1982) about the
Tohona O odham people of
wouthern Arzona 0 Seoi
Russell Sunders's medim
tion on nature amd comemis
nity in the Ohio Hiver Valley
in his book Staving Put:
Meking o Home i a Resr-
ley Wharfed (1993

Wendell Benry hunsell
affers one of the hast exam-
ples of o nature writer who
cloguently caplores what i
meaans w live meaninglully
and constructively while
heing rooted in a specific
place on Earth. Many writ-
ors oarg now warking o
articulate the experience of
urban places {mee Sandra
Cisneros’s 1989 volume of
Nctional  vipoelles sel io
inner-city Chicago,  The
House on Mango  Street;
John  Edgar  Wideman's

hdarcH 1590



1992 short story collection Al Storiex
Are True, set in urbun Pittshurgh; and
Rubert Michacl Pyle's 1993 book of
nanfiction about Denver, The Thunder
Tree: Lessons from an Urban Wild-
femd) or of suburbia (for instance,
Annie Dillard's Virginia essays, such
as "Living Like Weasals” in the 1982
collection Teaching a Stome 1o Tk,
and Michael Pollan's 199 hook, Sec-
amel Natwre: A Gerdener's Education,
sct in Long Island, New York, and the
commuter towas of Conpecticur). But
Berry has always been steadfast in his
wrilings on the rural American experi-
ence; in facl, much of his work
laments the ever-increasing urbaniva-
tion of this country. Some of Berry's
work s an overt form of social cri-
lique, chastising his readers for partic-
ipating in a culture that has lost ouch
with the moral, psyebological, and
economic benefits of conscientious
living in rural places. An important
exarnple of this is the 1980 cssay “The

WoLLmE 4T Nussee 2
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which

Making of a Marginal Farm,"
“The land is heavily taxed

concludes, *
o subsidize an ‘afflucnce’ that con-
sists, in reality, of health and goods
stolen from the unborn.™ Cther writ-
ings by Bemry, inciuding novels such
as The Memary af tHd Jack (1976)
and essays such as
Edges” (1971}, explore not the paliti
cal and moral imphications of degrud-
ing and neglecting pluce, but the more
fundamental processes by which we
come e attach ourselves to o place. In
“A& Counmtry of Edges)” Barry uscs
physical descriptions of water, anuly-
sis of the natural phenomenen of ero-
sion, and a story aboul an excursion
into the Red River Gorge of Eentucky
W develop a sense of water, land, and
the atientive human mind coming
fogether

We paxy ihroagh carefulfy, me longer pad-
fl'III'”:Lr LF W WEEH BUT s we e, _Il'.r.l."u.lh e
the muin crrrent az it bends thregh fhe

rovky o the grisey shoals. Amed thea we

“A Country of

2 'Z.'ﬁ’it rdinfoiy Aills, the tender Bluish mists, the (umi-
F J;rmg, have tﬁ: Eﬁtxs chAarm.
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eter the quief water of ihe pool below
Ahead of ux o leaf falls from high up in a
lung gensle fall, In the water iy refleciion
Fises perfectly ta meet i,

In his evecation af the political com-

plexities and the datly experience ol

“hving in place,” Wendell Berry may
be the best exemplar of what writer
Walluee Stegner praised as the “pluced
person.” Yer there is increasing dissen-
sion among environmantal writers over
the value of roots versus the value—
indeed the common necessity—af
migralion in industrialized societies.
Authors such ax John Daniel (in his
1992 book The Treil Home and his

more recent essay A Word in Favor of

Roatlessness™ and Alison Hawthomne
Deming (in her 1994 book Temporary
Hunnelards: Essavs an Nature, Spirit
and Place] aim o understand what it
meany o e “fluent in mobility™ and w
“Iry hattingly to learn the alphaber of
place™ The purpose of such cxplo-
rations of plece in contemporary cnvi-
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ronmental literature is not o advance &
single perspective on how people
should conceprualize and experience
place, but to provide a vocabulary for
readers to use in formulating their own
relutiunships to the landscapes where
they happen to dwell, even if they are
otly passing through,

What Lies Ahead

Tl would be presumptuous (o guess
precisely the fulure trajectory of envi-
ronmental  literature in the United
States and other countries, such as
Japan and England, where this field i
mpidly growing. Linlike other forms of
environmuntal scholarstup that tend ©
respond to specific problems in specif-
ic geographical locanons, envirominen-
tal literature typically plays an indirect,
long-term role in social evolution, chal-
lenging readers Lo consider decply—
und to work gradually toward—just ancd
sustinable relutionships betwecn (el
hungn cormmunitics and the planet

For contemporary covironmental
wrilers, lilerary expression coerpes
from experience and, if successful,
returns to the world by changing or
intensifying readers’ worldviews and
uffecting daily behavien A few years
apn, Scoll Russell Sanders and his
friends Alison Deming and Richard
Melson expressed this idea in o rather
profound und direct way. The three ul
them, all regular contribulors to the
importanl environmenial magazine
Orion, composed & letter to Orion
readers calling for an “Ecological Bill
of Rights and Responsibilitics.”
“Recently, the three of us were slop-
ping our way through the rain in a for-
est mear Sitka, Alasku, talking aboul
the fate of the earth, sharing our grief
and dismay,” the letter begins:

Wi are friends drawn togethier by a shared
passion fur wildness and werds, For thirty
or forty vedrs, we have een leaming all
we can about nature, through teience and
literamere, through the siodes af indige-
Aons penples gnd our pwa exploraiions
anel for the e fwenty yeurs we have bean
writing Dooks fo sy whal we've discow-
ered and wiy femaitess, G wark as wril-

12 Ery IR HMENT

ors, we have come to realice, is nol enough
ta protect the things we love ™

Although these writers are among
the livelicst storytellers and maost lyri-
cal craflers of imagery currently work-
ing in the Cnglish language, their
aim—their sell-imposed obligation—
is "o give more political force to
[their] concern for the earth,” They
confess al une point “Words on a page
do not accomplish anything by them-
selves; bul words taken to heari, words
carried in mind, may lead to action,"*

Beuutiful words in themselves are
not the ubjective—the purpose of this
writing is to achieve social change, to
alfect the way readers think of them-
selves and their relation to the planet.
This process occurs in minute and sub-
tle wuys, simply by allering how we
think aboul language. As Charles
Wilkinson put 1t in The Eagle 8ind:
Mapping o New West (1992),

If the languaye among the peaple chunges
the lunguage in the law books will change
One task is 1o add new kindy of words to
balance out o vorabulary now dominated
by boand feer and cost-benefit unalysis
The other task 15 tn enrich existing words.™

Conscinusly or unconsciously, direel-
ly or indirectly, environmental writers
sirive to forge new languuge and new
views of the world
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