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The time has come to rethink wilderness. 

This will seem a heretical claim to many environmentalists, since the idea of 
wilderness has for decades been a fundamental tenet—indeed, a passion—of 
the environmental movement, especially in the United States. For many 
Americans wilderness stands as the last remaining place where civilization, 
that all too human disease, has not fully infected the earth.… 

But is it? The more one knows of its peculiar history, the more one 
realizes that wilderness is not quite what it seems. Far from being the one 
place on earth that stands apart from humanity, it is quite profoundly a human 
creation—indeed, the creation of very particular human cultures at very 
particular moments in human history.… 

As late as the eighteenth century, the most common usage of the word 
“wilderness” in the English language referred to landscapes that generally 
carried adjectives far different from the ones they attract today. To be a 
wilderness then was to be “deserted,” “savage,” “desolate,” “barren”—
in short, a “waste,” the word’s nearest synonym.1…But by the end of the 
nineteenth century, all this had changed. The wastelands that had once seemed 
worthless had for some people come to seem almost beyond price….When 
John Muir arrived in the Sierra Nevada in 1869, he would declare, “No 
description of Heaven that I have ever heard or read of seems half so 
fine.”2…The sources of this rather astonishing transformation were many, 
but for the purposes of this essay they can be gathered under two broad 
headings: the sublime and the frontier. Of the two, the sublime is the older 
and more pervasive cultural construct, being one of the most important 
expressions of that broad transatlantic movement we today label as 
romanticism… 
 
In the theories of Edmund Burke, Immanuel Kant, William Gilpin, and 
others, sublime landscapes were those rare places on earth where one 
had more chance than elsewhere to glimpse the face of God.3 Romantics 
had a clear notion of where one could be most sure of having this experience. 
Although God might, of course, choose to show Himself anywhere, He would 
most often be found in those vast, powerful landscapes where one could not 
help feeling insignificant and being reminded of one’s own mortality. Where 
were these sublime places? The eighteenth century catalog of their locations 
feels very familiar, for we still see and value landscapes as it taught us to do. 
God was on the mountaintop, in the chasm, in the waterfall, in the 
thundercloud, in the rainbow, in the sunset. One has only to think of the sites 
that Americans chose for their first national parks—Yellowstone, Yosemite, 
Grand Canyon, Rainier, Zion—to realize that virtually all of them fit one or 
more of these categories. Less sublime landscapes simply did not appear 
worthy of such protection; not until the 1940s, for instance, would the first 
swamp be honored, in Everglades National Park, and to this day there 
is no national park in the grasslands.4  
 Among the best proofs that one had entered a sublime landscape was 
the emotion it evoked. For the early romantic writers and artists who first 
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began to celebrate it, the sublime was far from being a pleasurable experience. 
The classic description is that of William Wordsworth as he recounted 
climbing the Alps and crossing the Simplon Pass in his autobiographical poem 
“The Prelude.” There, surrounded by crags and waterfalls, the poet felt 
himself literally to be in the presence of the divine—and experienced an 
emotion remarkably close to terror: 
  The immeasurable height   
  Of woods decaying, never to be decayed,   
  The stationary blasts of waterfalls,   
  And in the narrow rent at every turn   
  Winds thwarting winds, bewildered and forlorn,   
  The torrents shooting from the clear blue sky,   
  The rocks that muttered close upon our ears,   
  Black drizzling crags that spake by the way-side   
  As if a voice were in them, the sick sight   
  And giddy prospect of the raving stream,   
  The unfettered clouds and region of the Heavens,   
  Tumult and peace, the darkness and the light   
  Were all like workings of one mind, the features   
  Of the same face, blossoms upon one tree;   
  Characters of the great Apocalypse,   
  The types and symbols of Eternity,   
  Of first, and last, and midst, and without end.5 
This was no casual stroll in the mountains, no simple sojourn in the gentle lap 
of nonhuman nature. What Wordsworth described was nothing less than a 
religious experience, akin to that of the Old Testament prophets as they 
conversed with their wrathful God. The symbols he detected in this 
wilderness landscape were more supernatural than natural, and they inspired 
more awe and dismay than joy or pleasure. No mere mortal was meant to 
linger long in such a place, so it was with considerable relief that Wordsworth 
and his companion made their way back down from the peaks to the 
sheltering valleys.… 
 
…Perhaps the most suggestive example of the way that wilderness thinking 
can underpin other environmental concerns has emerged in the recent debate 
about “global change.” In 1989 the journalist Bill McKibben published a book 
entitled The End of Nature, in which he argued that the prospect of global 
climate change as a result of unintentional human manipulation of the 
atmosphere means that nature as we once knew it no longer exists.6 
Whereas earlier generations inhabited a natural world that remained more or 
less unaffected by their actions, our own generation is uniquely different. We 
and our children will henceforth live in a biosphere completely altered by our 
own activity, a planet in which the human and the natural can no longer be 
distinguished, because the one has overwhelmed the other. In McKibben’s 
view, nature has died, and we are responsible for killing it. “The 
planet,” he declares, “is utterly different now.”7 

But such a perspective is possible only if we accept the wilderness 
premise that nature, to be natural, must also be pristine—remote from 
humanity and untouched by our common past. In fact, everything we know 
about environmental history suggests [the opposite—]that people have been 
manipulating the natural world on various scales for as long as we have a 
record of their passing. 
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