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Resourcism vs. Will of the Land

I N 1937, THEN-P RESIDENT OF TH E WILDERNESS SOCIETY GEORGE FRAMIYfON

wrote, " It may come as something of a shock to our curre nt generation of com­

mitted environmentalists to d iscover that the modem conservation movement spra ng

from a highl y developed ph ilosoph y of ituensioe use, that is, exploita tion, of our nat­

ural resources." In al l du e res pect, I think Frampton's map is thuddingly wrong. Th e

modem wilderness conserva tion movement sprang from no such thin g.

Th e early ral ly against landscalping split in the 1890s, a victim of unbridgeable

visions of Na ture . Th e two movem ents that came out of the split were both backlash­

es to landscalping, and both were ce ntered on the pu blic lands and wildlife. Th ey

were , however, far different in how they saw the future of the public lands and the

value of the other sp ecies that lived throughout the United States. Th ese reacti ons

were Conse rvation (represented now by pri vate groups like the Sierra Club and the

New Mexico Wild erness Alli an ce) and Resourcism (represented now by government

age nc ies lik e the Unit ed States Fores t Service an d state game and fish age ncies).

Th ey ha ve deeply opposed views about se lf-willed land.

Words have power, and I beli eve it is important to carefully name thin gs. Both

these movements have claim ed the conservation lab el and thi s leads to cons ide rable

confus ion. Wh at do we call these two conservation movem ents? Resource

Conservation vs. Nature Conservati on? Conservation vs. Preservati on? Gifford

Pin chot claimed he invented the word "conse rvation" and used it to describe his

"wise use" of natural resources. He disparagingly referred to John Muir and others

as "preservationists." However, through the twentieth ce ntu ry the word "conse rva ­

tion" has become more and more attach ed to the so-called preservationists. Neil

Evernden at Ontario's York Uni versit y descri bed the resource conservation ideology

as "resourcism" in 1985, writing, " Hesourcis m is a kind of modem reli gion which

<:as ts all of creation into categories of util ity.:" In The Idea of Wilderness, philosopher

continues on page 2
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Around the Campfire continued

Max Oelschlaeger makes a strong case that "resourcism" is a better term than "con ­

servation" to describe Pinchot and his successors.s Thus, I cal l Resource

Conservation "resourcism" and Nature Conservation "conservation."

Humanism is the secular religion of the modem (and postmodem) world. In his

no-blinders-o n book, The Arrogance of Humanism, ecologist David Ehrenfeld

defines humanism as "a supreme faith in human reason- its ability to confront and

solve the many problems that human s face."4 Humanism makes Man the measure

of all things, the vessel of all values. Humanism is engineering-s-of machin es, soci­

ety, individuals, and Nature. Resourcism is Humanism directed at Nature (or "nat­

ural resources," in the jargon of Resourcism).

Th e R esource Elit e
Conseroation and the Gospel of Efficiency: The Progressive Conseroation Movement

1890-1 920 by historian Samuel P. Hays is the best source for understandin g the

origins and ideology of what he calls the Progressive Conserva tion Movement and

what I call Resourcism. Hays writes, "Its esse nce was rational plann ing to promote

efficient development and use of all natural resources. The idea of efficiency drew

these federal scie ntists from one resource task to another, from spec ific programs to

comprehensive concepts."

Hays shows how these resource scien tists in Theodore Roosevelt's administra­

tion believed that emerging science and technology were opening up "unlimited

opportun ities for human achievement" and thus they were filled "with intense opti­

mism." While they worried some about possible resource shortages in the future,

''They emphasized expansion, not retrenchment; possibil ities, not limitations."

These professional men who claimed the mantl e of conserva tion did not believe in

the preservation of the land . "In fact, they bitterly opposed those who sought to

withdraw resources from commercial development."5

So much for a single conservation movement fighting the myth of supera bun­

dance, so much for a sense of humilit y before the workings of Nature, so much for

allowing some land to have its own will. From 1900 on there was a deep chasm

between resourcism and conservation. All these two movements really shared was

opposition to landscalping and support for public lands.

A professional, sc ientific resource manager elite was deep rooted in the resour­

cism movement. Hays says that this elite believed, "Conflicts between competing

resource user. . .should not be dealt with" by the political process, but rather by pro­

fessional resource managers coolly making "rational and scientific decisions." They

had a vision of a school of resource management "guided by the ideal of efficiency

and dominated by techn icians."6

The resource managers' emphasis was oriented toward a redu ctionist, engi­

neering version of science-how to manipulate Nature. In his illuminating book on

the history of natural science, Nature's Economy: A History of Ecological Ideas,

Donald Worster sees "two ways of reasoning, two moral allegiances," One is

"Arcadian" scie nce, which tries to understand the world around us; the other is

"imperialist" science, which is the "drive for the domination of nature."?

Resourcism was and is solidly in the imperialist tradition,
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Hays writes that the early resource elite "maintained close ·

contact with the four major engineering societies"- Civil,

Mechanical, Electrical, and Mining.8 Indeed, the resource man­

agers formed their own professional societies, modeled after those

of the engineers. The Society of American Foresters and the

Society for Range Management were and are professional associa­

tions more for engineers than for scientists. Even the Wildlife

Society is tom between wildlife biologists and wildlife engineers.

Gifford Pinchot and the other resource engineers sought not

only professionalism in managing "resources," but also a new

social order, "based on cooperation instead of monopoly, on

sharing instead of grasping, and that mutual helpfulness will

replace the law of the jungle."? Note that phrase "law of the jun­

gle," which shows the loathing held by the resourcists for self­

willed land. Aldo Leopold biographer Curt Meine explains

Pinchot's attitude: "Nature unmanaged was rule by unbridl ed

red-in-tooth-and-claw competition. It was a world, in the end, of

constant struggle for existence, a wild world that should and

would be civilized through the application of human manageri­

al skill."10 In other words, resourcism could tame landscalping,

but the goal would still be the same: to squeeze as much wealth

out of the land as possible. To tame the land.

Pinchot offered a new Platonic vision of society. Instead of

a philosopher king, he proposed an engineer king.

Although Pinchot's resource managers were foes of the

National Parks and sneered at the "preservationist" sentiment

behind them, the early leaders of the National Park Service,

Stephen Mather and Horace Albright, believed in maximizing

"Giant Blue Spring, Yellowstone," 1873, by Thomas Moran

the public recreational use of these "public pleasuring

grounds." Under their leadership, roads and grand hotels

became hallmarks of the National Parks. Later leaders of the

Park Service also pushed for development, turning their eyes

from the damage it did to the land . National Park Service histo­

rian Richard Sellars has clearly shown that the NPS was a "mul­

tiple-use" agency from the start.' ! National Park management

was dominated by engineers, just as were the other resource

agencies. Before establishment of the National Park Service in

1916, government advocates were calling for engineers to run

the agency.12 The first director of the NPS, Steven Mather, hired

engineers as superintendents for many of the early parks.P

Sellars's recent book, Preserving Nature in the National Parks:A

History, is the most important work for understand ing the Park

Service, and shows how the NPS has been dominated by engi­

neers, landscape architec ts, foresters, and (recently) law

enforcement officers, not by scientists or naturalists. Sellars

explains that "national park management with its emphasis on

tourism and use has largely reflected the values and assump­

tions of the Service's utilitarian-minded leadership culture."14

This leadership has almost always opposed the preservation of

self-willed Nature in the parks and has scorned science.

"Nature goes to extremes if left alone," was the comment of a

leading NPS forester in 1935.15.

By no means was the ideology of resourcism restricted to

North America. It has been a key element of modernism around

the world. In 1905, Sir Charles Eliot, Commissioner of the East

Africa Protectorate (British Empire), wrote, "Marshes must be
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drain ed, forests skillfully thinned, rivers be taught to run in

orde red course and not to afflict the land with drought or flood

at their caprice; a way must be made across desert s and jungles,

war must be waged again st fevers and other diseases whose

ph ysica l cau ses are now mostl y known." Historian John

MacKenzie comments, "It is a fasc ina ting statement.. . .He

applies the language of discipline and training to nature in the

sa me way in which it was invariabl y used of ind igenous peoples.

Natural forces, like people, were to be acc ulturated to the mod­

em world."16 The will of the engineer had to repl ace the will of

the land . Thi s is the same idea bein g applied today, alb eit in

politi cally correc t and anticolonialist language, by the social

and land engine ers of "s ustainable development. "

The Ideology of Resourcism
The ideology of resourcism has had a number of interlocking

pieces throughout the twentieth century. I would carve them up

as follows:

1) Professionalism. Trained expe rts are best qualified to

manage natural resources and public lands.

2) Progressivism/Optimism. Progress as a secular reli ­

gion of material, informational, moral, and organizational

advances is key to resourcism, as is an intensel y optimisti c view

of the future benefits of wise management .!?

3) Engineering. Th e sc ience beh ind resourcrsrn IS

manipulative and controlli ng- not pure sc ience, but rather

technology and enginee ring.

4) Resources for people. Resource management is to be

don e democrati call y with benefits for eve ryone.

5) Multiple Use. Properl y managed public lands can pro­

du ce multiple uses of timber, minerals, forage, water, wildlife,

and recreation, often on the same acre.

6) Sustained Yield. Lands are to be man aged for the max­

imum they ca n produce on a sus ta ined bas is without harming

the future produc tivity of the lan d.

7) Utilitarianism. Resou rces and the land are here to be

used to produce goods and services for humans.

An illu strative statement of this dogma cam e from the pres­

ident of the American Society of Civil Engineers in 1908 when

he told an enginee ring convention a story about Lord Kelvin.

The great physicist had been asked how the natural beauty of

Niagara Falls would be harmed by water power development.

" His repl y was that of a true engineer: 'What has that got to do

with it? I cons ide r it almost an intern at ional crime that so much

energy has been allowed to go to waste.''' 18 In a pamphlet pre­

pared for the Bicent ennial of the United Stat es Constitution, the

Bureau of Land Management expressed the sa me se ntiment in a

less bombast ic way: "Your land s are not idle lands. They are

bount iful as well as beautiful. Each year, they produ ce a steady

strea m of goods and products that enrich the lives of all

Americans.t' J? In other words, self-willed land is idle. The

human will of resource man agement will stand it at att ention

and get it working. Pin chot sa id it most succ inc tly when he

wrote, "Forest ry is Tree Fanning." 20 No room there for sel f­

willed land. No room, ind eed, for anything but the Will of Man .21

- D A V E FOREMAN

Desolation Canyon

Adaptedfrom my book-still-in-progress (and nearly done), T he War on Nature .
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Congratulations on an excel­

lent issue [winter 1999/2000]. We can

never talk enough about the vision

thing, if we are going to keep our eyes

on the ethical reasons behind what we

do day-to-day.

I particularly enjoyed Jamie

Sayen's lead article comparing aboli­

tionism and preservationism. As a life­

long activist working now in the politi­

cal arena, I wholeheartedly agree with

his conclusion that more radical aboli­

tionist thinking and action in the preser­

vationist movement might "make the

world of politics safe enough to bring

forth an ecological Lincoln or two."

Compromise, as Sayen acknowl­

edges, is the lifeblood of politics. It

comes from Latin roots that mean

"sending something forward together

with others." If preservationists were

the majority everywhere in this coun­

try, politicos like myself would have no

problem pushing radical preservation­

ist agendas through the political

process. Unfortunately, while the

American electorate is disposed

towards preservation in concept, they

mostly vote into office officials who

oppose preservationism and speak

instead to voters' real bottom lines:

jobs, security, education . The result is

that every little step towards even a

modicum of preservation is an incredi­

ble struggle and consumes vast

amounts of political capital.

But both are necessary. Radical

abolitionist-style organizingis a good

strategy for those in the public are na

trying to influence the moral con­

science of the nation. Just as compro­

mises that continue to push the enve­

lope of preservation from within the

system are good strategies in the polit­

ical arena . Those complementary

actions, done in consort, seem to me to

be the best opportunity to achieve the

kind of free and wild society that Wild

Earth's vision issue spea ks to, just as

abolitionis ts in the publi c arena and

Lincoln in the political arena of the

1860s finally achieved the legal end

of slavery.

Still, we need some cautionary

notes here.

While Garrison's genius may have

been his bel ief that he could never win

his cause in the political arena, as

Sayen says, he helped incite more than

merely "a moral revolution." The War

between the States was a terribl e civil

conflagration that killed hundreds of

thousands of people, and laid waste to

the land. One would hope that the goal

of radical preserva tionist activity would

not be to polarize the civil debate to

the point of armed conflict.

The second caution is that neither

Garrison nor Lincoln nor even armed

conflict achieved real liberty for

African-Americans. Most basic human

freedoms were denied many blacks in

large swaths of this country until the

civil rights upheavals of 150 years later.

Even today the struggle for equality and

justice continues, whether in the politi­

cal arena of job quotas or the public

arena of Confederate flag flying.

All of which is to say that the kind

of vision those of us who believe in

L E T T E R S

conservation biology and wildlands

activism are working towards should

not lead us into battle, nor even the

use of the language of war to character­

ize the struggle. Ours is a moral cause

that ought to be carried out in a moral

way, pushing as much by visionary

example as by socia l proposal .

And though we may not like to

hear it, the campaign to achieve a deep

ecology vision for this country and its

wildlands will likely take many m~re

generations than jus t our own. Sayen is

right when he says that "sustaining a

campaign of moral and ecological edu­

cation cannot fail." But it's just as

important to remember that turning

around the course of predatory corporate

globalism that began with the industrial

revolution won't happen overnight. We

ought to be prepared for a long struggle,

both public and political.

ART GOODT IMES

San Miguel CountyCommissioner

Nonoood, Colorado

I have just read with interest

Dave Foreman's editorial ["The

Pleistocene-H olocene Event : Forty

Thousand Years of Extinction"] in the

winter Wild Earth.
If he quoted John Terborgh cor­

rectly, please note that there are no

placental ungulates native to Australia

(a continent according to some). It is

also a little strenuous to consider South

America as being like other continents

(as opposed to being like North

America) when its megafauna consists

of three closely related species of lla­

mas and two tapirs.

William Stolzenburg's point [that

"no biologist has documented the

extinction of a continental spec ies of

plant or an"imal caused by non-human

agencies ..."] is mere allegation and I
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