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Conservation in the Old World seems to have evolved

gradually. No doubt, a parallel, but very different, practice
and conception of conservation also independently evolved
in the New World. With the wholesale devaluation and
destruction of American Indian cultures that occurred dur-
ing four of the five hundred years of European discovery,
conquest, colonization, and finally complete domination of
the Western Hemisphere, indigenous New World conserva-
tion thought and practice was all but lost.

The depopulation of North America was so thorough-
going-owing more to what might be called inadvertent
biological warfare than to conventional warfare-that the
English colonists could imagine that they had settled in a
wilderness, not in a country once fully inhabited and signifi-
cantly transformed by its indigenous peoples. Thus, two
allied myths established themselves in the Euro-American
consciousness: one, that the whole of North America was a
"virgin" wilderness of continental proportions; the other,
that North America'snatural resourcesand especiallyits for-
ests were inexhaustible. The second of

theseisconventionallycalled"the myth
of superabundance."

While the wilderness myth has only
been recently debunked, the myth of
superabundance was abandoned
around the turn of the century. With
the completion of the transcontinental
railroad, the slaughter of the bison
herds, and the subjugation of the Plains
Indians, the North American frontier
palpably closedand the idea of the lim-
itsofNorth America'snatural resources

dawnedon thoughtful Euro-Americans.
Against the background oflaissez-faire
exploitation-unregulated hunting and
fishing, logging, mining, plowing, and
so on-the necessity of conservation
received a good deal of conscious
reflection.

Early Conservationists
George Perkins Marsh is generally credited with first

articulating anAmerican conservationphilosophy in the 1860s
in his prophetic book, Man and Nature or The Earth as
Modified by Human Action. Marsh was mainly concerned
about the adverseeffectsof deforestation on stream flow,soil
stability and fertility, and climate. His conservation ethic was
an early American version of contemporary Judeo-Christian
stewardship.

Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau had not
attained the essential ecological understanding of the rela-
tionship among vegetation, soil,water, and climatethat Marsh
had. They were principally concerned rather with the aes-
thetic, psychological, and spiritual paucity of the prevailing
American materialism and vulgar utilitarianism. As an anti-
dote, they turned to wild nature-contact with which, they
argued, invigorates and strengthens the body, inspires the
imagination, energizes the mind, elevates the soul, and pro-
vides an occasion for transcending finite human conscious-

ness. Because wild nature is a psycho-
spiritual, as well as a material, resource,
Emerson and Thoreau argued that Ameri-
cans should preserve a significant portion
of it undefiled.

Emerson and Thoreau thus stand at
the fountainhead of the wilderness pres-
ervation philosophy of conservation.
Thoreau wasprobablythe firstAmericanto
advocate what eventually became a
nationalwildernesspreservation policy:"I
think that each town," he wrote, "should
have a park, or rather a primitive forest, of
fivehundred or a thousand acres...wherea
stick should never be cut-nor for the
navy,nor to makewagons,but to standand
decayfor higher uses-a common posses-
sionforever,forinstructionand recreation."

This philosophy of conservation was
energeticallypromoted byJohnMuirat the
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Gifford Pinchot's conservationist motto was

"the greatest good of the greatest number for

the longest time." Photo from the Forest

History Society archives.



turn of the century. Through his lively writing, thousands of
American readers vicariously experienced the beauty and spiri-
tual redemption that he experienced directly and personally
during his many and lengthy wilderness sojourns.

FromNatureto NaturalResources

Gifford Pinchot, a younger contemporary ofJohn Muir,
articulated a very different philosophy of conservation, one
firmly grounded in utilitarian values and closely associated
with the world viewof modern classi-
cal science. Pinchot crystallized the
resource conservation philosophy in a
motto-"the greatestgoodofthe great-
est number for the longest time." Pin-
chotbluntly reducedthe "Nature" with
which Marsh, Emerson, Thoreau, and
Muir were variously concerned to
"natural resources." And he even
equated conservationwith the system-
atic exploitation of natural resources:
"The first great fact about conserva-
tion," Pinchot noted, "is that it stands
for development."

For those who might take the term
"conservation" at face value and sup-
pose that it meant, if not nature pres-
ervation, then at least saving some
natural resources for future use, Pin-
chot wasquick to point out their error:
"There has been a fundamental misconception," he wrote,
"that conservation means nothing but the husbanding of
resources for future generations. There could be no more
serious mistake."

It was none other than Pinchot who characterized the

Muirian contingent of preservationists asaimingto "lock up"
resources in national parks and other wildernessreserves.For
Pinchot. conservation meant the efficient exploitation of
"natural resources" and the fair distribution ofthe benefits of
doing so.Sciencewasthe handmaid of efficiency,and macro-
economics of fairness.

Thus Pinchot's philosophy of conservation waswedded to
the eighteenth- and-nineteenth-century scientificworldview,
according to which nature is a collection of bits of matter,
assembledinto a hierarchy of independently existing chemi-
cal and organismic aggregates that can be understood and
manipulated by reductive methods. It was also wedded to
economics-the science of self-interested rational individu-

als pursuing preference satisfaction in a regulated market.

the term "conservation" for his philosophy, while Muir and
his followers came to be known as "preservationists."

Pinchot's philosophy dominated conservation in the pub-
lic sector of the United States-the Forest Service (of which
Pinchot himself was the first Chief), the Fish and Wildlife
Service,the Bureau of Land Management, and state depart-
ments of natural resources. Muir's philosophy prevailed in
non-governmental conservation organizations such as the
Sierra Club (which Muir founded), The Wilderness Society,

and the Nature Conservancy.

John Muir's preservationist philosophy prevailed

in non-governmental conservation organizations.
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The ConservationSchism

John Muir and Gifford Pinchot were, for a time, friends
and allies.Their very different philosophies of conservation,
however,ledto afallingout.ThepersonalriftbetweenMuirand
Pinchot symbolizesthe schism that split the North American
conservationmovementinto two mutuallyhostilecampsat the
beginning of the twentieth century. Pinchot commandeered

The LeopoldianLandEthic
Aldo Leopold was employed by

the Forest Servicefor 15years.Thus,
he began his career as a conserva-
tionist solidly in the Pinchot camp.
Nevertheless, he gradually came to
the conclusion that Pinchot's con-
servationphilosophywasinadequate
because it was based upon an obsolete
pre-ecological scientific paradigm.

As Leopold put it: "Ecology is a
new fusion point for all the
sciences...Theemergence of ecology
has put the economic biologist in a
peculiar dilemma: with one hand he
points out the accumulated findings
of his search for utility in this or that
species; with the other he lifts the

veil from a biota so complex, so conditioned by interwoven
cooperations and competitions that no man can say where
utility begins or ends."

From an ecologicalpoint of view, nature is more than a
collection of discontinuous useful,useless,or noxious species
furnishing an elemental landscape ofsoilsand waters.Rather,
it is a vast, intricately organized and tightly integrated system
of complex processes. And human beings are not specially
created and uniquely valuable demigods any more than
nature is a vast emporium of goods, services,and amenities.
We are very much a part of nature.

Leopold realized that the Muir-Pinchot schism had left
North American conservation in an unfortunate "zero-sum"
dilemma: either lock up and preserve pristine nature or
efficientlyand fairly develop it...and, in doing so, necessarily
degrade or destroy it.Reflectingthe unequal political strength
of the conservationists and the preservationists, the contigu-
ous forty-eight United States eventually became segregated
into large development zones dotted here and there (mostly
west of the Mississippi) with wilderness preserves adding up
to only 2 or 3percent of the total. Hoping to break out of this
dilemma, Leopold advocated a "win-win" philosophy of
conservation, stressing ways of inhabiting and using
nature that are at the sametime ecologicallybenign. Ashe put
it, "the impulse to save wild remnants is always,I think, the
forerunner of the more important and complex task of mix-
ing a degree of wildness with utility."
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