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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the logic of extreme contemporary North American 

environmental rhetoric from the perspective of a normative pragmatic approach to 

argumentation. As such, explicit normative standards for reasonable deliberative 

discourse serve as the epistemic grounds for a critical evaluation of a type of 

argumentation that is frequently relied upon by key members of extremely competitive 

interest groups during actual contemporary environmental policy disputes. The analysis 

reveals that the inferential framework and interpretive assumptions inherent in radical 

environmental arguments are embedded in specifiable tapestries of symbolic 

communication that are without grounds in absolute truth. Nonetheless, these 

predominantly narrative tapestries address what many people believe to be their proper 

role and place in the universe and are frequently implicated in chains of social and 

cognitive consequences that have significant bearing on American environmental policy 

deliberation and decision making processes. In this respect, it is argued that radical 

environmental argumentation is not fundamentally different than mainstream 

environmental argumentation. It is also argued that radical environmental arguments are 

as deserving of policy makers' time and consideration as any environmental argument, 

especially during environmental policy deliberation and decision making processes. 
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It is in the give and take of daily symbolic exchange with others that an 
individual is socialized to the acceptance of the set of beliefs which typify 
those of the language-culture to which he belongs. Conclusive evidence for 
claims about what the belief set is, with reference either to a belief and 
some particular persuasion event or to testing a belief and its implications 
for some future behavior, must be based on symbol behavior in contexts of 
use. 

- Marvin D. Loflin 
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INTRODUCTION 

Opinion polls of the U.S. population indicate that approximately 90 percent of 

Americans are 'concerned about environmental pollution,' 73 percent think of themselves 

as 'environmentalists,' 54 percent do not believe environmental protection laws and 

regulations have 'gone far enough,' and only 15 percent would prefer to 'sacrifice 

environmental quality for economic growth' (see Dunlap and Scarce, 1991). Moreover, 

several studies of environmental values in American culture (Hays, 1998; Kempton, 

Boster & Hartley, 1995; Mohai 1994) have shown that environmentalism cuts across 

most indicators of socioeconomic position and is quite broad-based. However, given that 

similar surveys also indicate that less than half of all American adults know that the earth 

orbits the sun once a year (International Center for the Advancement of Scientific 

Literacy 1995), and only 6 percent qualify as being 'scientifically literate' (Stone, 1989) 

one has to wonder what many Americans' environmental beliefs and opinions are 

actually based on and how, if at all, such beUefs and opinions have served to shape 

environmental discourse and policy in America. 
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Discourse and Inference in Environmental Disputes 

To be sure, many popular contemporary American understandings of the 'proper' 

human relation to the nonhuman world are deeply rooted in the forces of history, and 

ancient texts still stand at the philosophical center of America's most serious 

environmental disputes (Payne, 1994). In fact, several well known environmental 

arguments are said to derive from such trans-temporal forces and texts (see Chapters 2 & 

3), and these arguments frequently turn up in "the give and take of daily symbol 

exchange" (Loflin, 1978: 7) between individual members of different sub-groups of the 

American population engaged in contemporary environmental debate. Thus, at least some 

prescientific beliefs and values concerning humankind's 'proper' relation to the rest of 

nature serve as "propositions on which a person is willing to act" (Loflin, 1978: 7) in 

regards to environmental policy. 

In fact, the identification of such age-old beliefs and values about the nature of 

reality occupies a position of central importance in many responsible descriptions of the 

lifeworld's many different cosmologies and associated conceptions of social order. 

Durkheim (1951), for example, argues that an understanding of the social and cultural 

context of such "collective representations" is an essential part of the study of human 

culture. Moscovici (1984) developed the notion of "social representations" in an effort to 

capture the concept of a set of ideas that do not simply represent 'opinions about,' 'images 

of or 'attitudes towards,' but 'theories' or "branches of knowledge' that people routinely 

rely upon for the discovery and organization of reality. Others have pointed to the 

important role that beliefs and values play in the argimients exchanged in certain 
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professional specialty fields (e.g., law and physical sciences; see Toulmin, 1958); the 

establishment of'discourse coalitions' (Wagner, Wittrock, & Wollman, 1991); and the 

building of'bridges' between social fact and the social construction of reality (Deutscher, 

1983). Others still (Stewart, Smith & Denton, 1994) argue that belief and value constructs 

lend structure to otherwise decontextualized and potentially ambiguous events, 

sometimes helping to define what constitutes relevant evidence and what does not, and 

thereby 'extending persuasive appeals for the acceptance of the reality described.' Harre 

(1990: 46) goes as far as to suggest that "once having taken up a particular position as 

one's own, a person inevitably sees the world firom the vantage of particular images, 

metaphors, story-lines, and concepts." And many environmental dispute researchers 

recognize the need for a more sophisticated appreciation and understanding of the role of 

beliefs and values in environmental policy making. 

What is ft'equently not recognized, however, is how what Loflin describes in the 

above epigram as the 'give and take of daily symbolic exchange' has implications for 

future behavior, and that the 'inferential chains' (i.e., the logic) of the actual arguments 

upon which different environmental beliefs, values, and ultimately environmental 

policies depend raise important epistemological considerations concerning the often 

peculiar ways in which competing environmental beliefs and values are expressed and 

interpreted in different public spheres. Environmental policy analysts, for example, rarely 

examine the argumentative dimensions of envirorunental discourse (i.e., what debate 

participants actually claim, and what these claims are actually based on). Politicians 

prefer to focus their efforts on ways to control debate processes and their own and other's 
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contributions to environmental policy deliberations. And the public seems hardly 

interested in the potential policy implications of, say, what appears to be a broad-based 

public dependence on what can only be described as largely unsubstantiated 'nature 

stories' derived primarily from popular literature. Thus, a closer scholarly examination of 

the reasoning and argumentation strategies employed by competing groups involved in 

environmental controversies seems warranted, if only because such a study may lead to a 

better understanding of the role of specific argumentative forms in environmental 

discourse and policy decision making. 

In this study we begin such an examination with an effort to better understand 

how and why certain forms of environmental arguments are used to justify a dependence 

on extreme communication strategies and tactics, including violence. We ask, as Yaffee 

(1994) suggests we ask. Why it is now commonplace for members of environmental 

opposition groups to stereotype their own and others' interests, dispositions, and motives, 

and to 'prime' and 'frame' events in biased ways? How and why, as Woods (1990) might 

say, do single issue provocateurs simply flood all communication channels with 

incendiary rhetoric, reduce 'debate' to the exchange of shrill set pieces of party lines, and 

demonize their most visible protagonists? Why, instead of reasoned dialogue and 

deliberation, do certain groups involved in environmental controversies so often retreat to 

power, dogma and intimidation? Is there in fact, as Rothman (1998: 53) suggests, a 'way 

of being wrong which is sometimes necessarily right' that justifies this language? 

We proceed from the suggestion that perhaps such expressive displays are merely 

indicative of public frustration with the way decisions about environmental policy are 
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made. And we accept the possibility that the public may be justifiably frustrated. After 

all, many well-reasoned arguments have been leveled against the environmental policy 

decision making procedural status-quo (see Wildavsky, 1979; Caldwell, 1982; Caldwell 

and Bartlett, 1997) in the past twenty years plus, but the way most government agencies 

(e.g., the Bureau of Land Management, United States Forest Service) handle public 

involvement in environmental policy making processes has shown little appreciable 

change in decades. Such agencies remain steadfast in their use of inflexible, yet 

apparently flawed, approaches to gathering public opinion, making only token gestures to 

engage people in the kind of serious critical deliberation that might lead to informed 

public judgment (Yankelovich, 1991). The fact that ecosystem management calls for 

increased public participation in forums that encourage public deliberation and are 

"capable of accommodating new forms of knowledge and multiple sources of 

information" (Cortner, Shannon, Wallace, et. al. 1996; 16) is telling in this respect. The 

public has clearly voiced its displeasure with those agencies that still ultimately rely upon 

technical experts to make the 'real' decisions behind closed doors. 

From this vantage we can also see how the need to accommodate 'new forms of 

knowledge' relates to the increasingly self-reflective nature of the environmental 

sciences. For envirorunental scientists are finding that they are increasingly among the 

principals involved in high-profile exchanges between advocates of alternative 

worldviews who have a tendency to talk past one another, unable to agree on substantive 

assumptions or even on regulative norms and critical values. These exchanges, as K.uhn 

(1970) might say, betray an increased general awareness of signs of an emergent. 
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preparadigmatic stage of a new scientific understanding of human/nonhuman relations. 

And 'new scientific understandings' have a tendency to give rise to the kind of serious 

conceptual problems that are not easily handled by traditional models of public policy 

deliberation (which assume implicit or explicit agreement about concepts, methods, and 

theoretical frameworks, as well as precedents, consequences, and preferred policy). Thus, 

closer examination of such conceptual problems is perhaps instrumental to the 

development of a better understanding of "the broadly public, political, and deliberative 

character of scientific discussion and decision-making" (Czubaroff, 1989: 31) that most 

extant models of policy decision making fail to capture. 

The ultimate question then becomes Can the broadly public, political, and 

deliberative character of public environmental discourse and decision-making be 

captured? and if so. How? 

Preliminary Considerations 

In any attempt to capture the 'broadly public, political, and deliberative character 

of public environmental discourse and decision-making' it helps to recognize that 

nowadays those held most responsible for advocating competing views tend to be 

members of different social movement groups. In this regard, Simons (1970) has noted 

the difficult task any researcher faces when setting out to discern the rhetorical intentions 

of a social movement's detractors and supporters, distinguish between rhetorical acts and 

coercive acts, and estimate the effects of messages on the many audiences to which they 

must inevitably be addressed. Indeed, Simons (1970: 1) reminds us that "actions that may 

succeed with one audience (e.g., solidification of the membership) may alienate others 



17 

(e.g., provocation of a backlash) [while] actions that may seem productive over the short 

nm may fail over the long run (the reverse is also true)." And when we 

add to this the sheer magnitude of the unit of study: a time span that may 

extend through several stages for a decade or longer; a host of varied and 

often unconventional symbols and media; not one leader and one following 

but several of each (themselves frequently divided into competing factions) 

(Simons, 1970: 2) 

we can begin to understand why the traditional tools of rhetorical criticism, designed for 

microscopic analysis of singular texts, are ill-suited for uriraveling the complexity of 

discourse in social movements or for capturing its grand flow. 

Consequently, while Simons acknowledges the need for a theory of persuasion in 

social movements, he argues that such a theory should be decidedly leader-focused for 

two reasons. First, assuming that any social movement must fulfill the same functional 

requirements as more formal social collectives (i.e., the need to attract, maintain, and 

mold followers into an efficiently organized unit; secure adoption of their program for 

change by the established order; and react to resistance generated by the established 

order), the leadership of a social movement confronts certain rhetorical requirements. 

Second, because conflicts between these requirements create rhetorical problems, 

effective leadership must develop rhetorical strategies that will fulfill the functional 

requirements of the movement. The success or failure of these strategies, then, can be 

measured against the success or failure of the movement's goals. 
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Following Simon's call, this study examines the argumentation strategies of the 

leaders of two extreme and competing factions involved in a recent high-profile 

environmental dispute. However, because the goal is to analyze the rationality of the 

arguments made by these leaders in a fair and impartial manner, the examination will also 

be based on the 'normative pragmatic' approach to argumentation first introduced by van 

Eemeren and Grootendorst (van Eemeren, Grootendorst, Jackson & Jacobs, 1993) and 

more recently developed further by Jacobs (1999). 

Method 

The approach to argumentation known as 'normative pragmatics' is offered as a 

"useful corrective and a helpful complement" to the kind of modeling ordinarily 

undertaken in the analysis and evaluation of arguments (Jacobs, 1999: 397). As such, it 

cuts across the old distinctions between rhetoric and dialectic (see Appendix), insists on 

attention to the uses of argument in ordinary language, and points to analytic practices 

that are empirical in much the same sense that the broader field of discourse studies is 

empirical (van Dijk, 1997). That is to say that the analyst is held accountable to the actual 

practices and intuitions of natural language users. Yet, normative pragmatics recognizes 

that any evaluation of the rationality or reasonableness of these practices and intuitions is 

inherently critical. Thus, normative pragmatics examines the degree to which the 

expressive and functional design of argumentative messages live up to standards for 

rational deliberation (Jacobs, 1999: 401). 

The expressive design of a message refers to the fact that "normative pragmatics 

invites us to treat commimication as a tapestry into which the argument itself has been 
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woven" (Jacobs & Jackson, 1992). The information conveyed in a message by means 

other than rules of syntax, semantics, and logic is not "discounted or dissolved" (Jacobs, 

1999: 399). Rather, the analyst recognizes that "when people interpret a message, they 

construct a context of assumptions and inferences that make sense of what was said and 

of what was not said but could have been said, and that make sense of how and when all 

of it is said" (Jacobs, 1999: 399). The analysis is then based on the understanding that 

"the words are not the message" (Jacobs, 1999: 399) but rather, simply part of an 

assembly of cues that people use to construct the message. It is the context of interpretive 

assumptions and inferences that is the message, and this message has argumentative 

functions. In other words, in order for the analyst to be able to "see what is going on in an 

argumentative message" and "properly assess the troubles in those messages," she must 

take into account the communicative properties of those messages. 

The functional design of a message refers to the fact that arguments also play a 

functional role when they are "implicated in chains of social and cognitive consequences 

that have a bearing on the deliberative process" (Jacobs, 1999; 401). Thus, the analyst 

must also endeavor to understand whether different arguments make "useful or 

obstructive contributions to the decision making process" (Jacobs, 1999: 401). But that is 

not to say that the analysis should focus exclusively on considerations of persuasive 

effects. Rather, the evaluation of arguments should be equally concerned with "the way 

in which argumentative messages enhance or diminish the conditions for their own 

reception," "open up or close down the free and fair exchange of information," and 
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"encourage or discourage critical scrutiny of the justification for alternative positions" 

(Jacobs, 1999; 401). 

As such, the normative pragmatic approach to argumentation encourages one to 

view actual argumentative messages as empirical facts with normative consequences. The 

principles of pragmatic interpretation and practical reasoning that underlie message use 

are thereby treated as being "just as fundamental to argumentation as are the principles of 

epistemic inference" (Jacobs, 1999: 402). Likewise, the pragmatic demands on 

argumentation are understood to be "just as central to argument quality as are traditional 

standards of argument cogency" (Jacobs, 1999:402). In practice, this means that the 

analyst works from detailed descriptions of the patterns of enactment by which arguments 

are expressed, including the contextualized intentions and understandings of the 

participants. E.xplicit normative standards for reasoned debate are then brought to bear on 

these patterns of enactment in efforts to evaluate the reasonableness of different 

argumentative contributions. 

As a methodology for the study of environmental arguments, then, the normative 

pragmatic approach should significantly facilitate and enhance our understanding of "the 

pragmatic problems and solutions of argumentative practice" (Jacobs, 1999: 401) found 

in 'everyday' discourse strategies at the level of grassroots information campaigns and 

institutional procedures. 

Materials 

In addition to a significant body of primary and secondary materials that focus on 

a typical case of the kind of environmental dispute of interest (i.e., the Clayoquot Sound 
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Controversy), the Special Collections Division of the University of Arizona Library 

System has on hand all of the private and public records of one of the main participants in 

the type of debate in question; namely Edward Abbey. As noted in the archival record of 

inventory, this collection of primary and secondary materials contains biographical 

documents, notebooks, speeches, original manuscripts, articles, audiotapes, videotapes, 

and supplemental materials documenting Abbey's life and career. It includes copies of 

his frank correspondence with several other well known envirorunental writers and 

critics, as well as all but four of Abbey's personal journals (the missing journals were 

destroyed by water many years ago). 

Here, Abbey chronicles the development of his 'writers credo,' his thoughts on 

contemporary society; notes on his fictional characters; snippets of conversations 

overheard; jokes told; rough drafts of letters to be sent to editors and friends; and other 

notes worth noting. In sum, it is a rich and detailed account of Abbey's life and thoughts 

(c 1952-1989), as well as his perspective during the time period in which he completed 

his most influential works. Consequently, an thorough analysis of Abbey's 

environmental arguments and influence on radical environmentalism is an integral part of 

this analysis. 

Similar, if not quite so extensive, materials have been collected in regards to other 

key participants in the dispute, most notably Earth First! co-founder, Dave Foreman, and 

Wise Use Movement co-founder, Ron Arnold. The bulk of these latter materials consists 

of secondary materials, such as books and magazine and journal articles written by and 
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about these men. This is supplemented by materials written by others with whom 

Foreman and Arnold have worked closely, as well as authorized biographical profiles. 

All told, this is the kind of material evidence one needs in order to perform a 

thorough normative pragmatic analysis of extreme environmental argumentation. Such 

materials allow for an adequate description of different environmental policy 

interlocutors' recorded perceptions of themselves, their arguments, and the explicit 

argumentation strategies they rely on to make their opinions known to the public. It also 

allows for comparison of similarities and differences in the thoughts and lives of these 

champions of extreme environmental rhetoric, including analysis of their respective roles 

in what are assumed to be fundamentally opposed social movements. 

Layout of the Study 

In the following chapters we continue with the examination of competing 

environmental arguments in an effort to establish a broader interpretive context for 

evaluating certain claims made about and within them. Chapter I serves to contextualize 

the debate in terms of the historical narrative development of different understandings of 

humanity's place in nature. Here, we examine some of the source works that these 

understandings are based on, and review several scholarly interpretations of the important 

role different environmental narrative arguments have played in the development of our 

culture. The intent is to offer a general analysis of the dominant political and moral 

considerations that have had some bearing on the way different environmental arguments 

have been conceived and received. 
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In Chapter 2 we move directly to an examination of the creative and biographical 

work of an influential key participant (Edward Abbey) in the dispute of interest since this 

allows close examination of the explicit strategy that lies behind the use of some of the 

extreme environmental rhetoric in question. 

Chapter 3 then addresses different reactions to this strategy as found in the actual 

messages forwarded by subsequent participants engaged in extended public debate (e.g., 

members of Earth First! and the Wise Use Movement). Here we look at how these 

participants adopt the propositions supplied by different historical narrative arguments 

and adapt their argumentation strategies to the perceived needs of a changing rhetorical 

situation in order to overcome discursively-constructed obstacles that are thought to 

otherwise prevent them from achieving predetermined goals. This raises the question of 

interpretation: If interlocutors make what can be called reasonable strategic choices to 

advocate their positions in the guise of extreme environmental rhetoric, what does it 

mean to say that they behave irrationally in doing so? 

Chapter 4 serves as the vehicle for a first level of analysis of radical 

environmental arguments. Here, we apply traditional notions of reason to the arguments 

of interests and examine what might be called reasonable corrections to radical rhetorical 

argumentation that are thought to manifest in legitimate public forums for environmental 

deliberation. 

Chapter 5 then serves as the vehicle for a second level of analysis of the 

arguments of interest as the study is extended to include an examination of related issues 
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derived from contemporary argumentation theory in general, and a normative pragmatic 

approach to argumentation in particular. 

Chapter 6 contains a summary of the study and the material evidence presented in 

support of the claim that there is a definite logic behind the use of some extreme 

environmental rhetoric, and that this logic underscores all forms of envirorunental 

argument. Thus, it is argued that radical environmental arguments are as deserving of 

policy makers' time and consideration as any environmental argument, especially during 

environmental policy deliberation and decision making processes, and that public 

evaluation of nature narratives ought to be made an integral part of the public 

participation mechanisms used in official envirorunental policy decision-making 

proceedings. 
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When the authentic record of events is clear and widely understood, 
the competing visions must take it into account. .. [But] Whenever 
occasions are so chaotic and indiscriminate that the community has 
no clear observational impression of the facts, people are given free 
rein to fantasize within the assumptions of their rhetorical vision. 

- Emest G. Bonnannn 
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CHAPTER ONE: NATURE STORIES: A BRIEF NARRATIVE HISTORY OF 
ENVIRONMENTAL ARGUMENT 

Many thousands of people have been directly involved in environmental disputes 

in North America over the course of the last century. Many have articulated arguments 

and opinions about the experience and much has been written on the topic of public 

participation in environmental public policy making. Whatever their differences, on this 

most commentators agree: our systems of decision making are seriously challenged by 

policy issues that involve both the social and natural sciences. Here, as Ian Hacking 

(1983: 31) might say, "We represent and we intervene. We represent in order to 

intervene, and we intervene in light of representations." The question is on what do we 

base our representations? 

1.1. Environmental Arguments 

Environmental arguments do not emerge wholecloth in a culture. Each has a 

history. Some are elaborate and smoothly polished symbolic constructs based on real 

people and events that are perched on richly decorated pedestals. Others describe Utopian 
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and dystopian worlds that exist only in the human imagination. Others again are a careful 

mixture of fact and fiction, matter and mythology, the natural and the supernatural. Yet, 

none are based on more than fragmented glimpses of the total empirical and intellectual 

reality of the past; we are all necessarily dependent on imperfect narrators imperfect 

narrative accounts for much of what we 'know' of humankind's historical relation to the 

nonhuman world. As Carl Sagan (1980: 336) said, "Our achievements rest on the 

accomplishments of 40,000 generations of our human predecessors, all but a tiny fraction 

of whom are nameless and forgotten." 

Indeed, there is probably much that we will never know about the origins of the 

envirormiental arguments that people forward and depend on today. Nonetheless, a trail 

of symbolic breadcrumbs has been left along our path through time, and by following this 

trail scholars have been able to piece together a provocative collection of evidence and 

conjecture about the evolution of contemporary human views of the nonhuman natural 

world. For example, prehistoric cave paintings tell the story of perhaps our most ancient 

understandings of human-nonhuman relations. Some, like those found in the Altamira 

caves in Spain or those near the Dordogne River in southern France, clearly suggest 

concepts about the natural and supernatural organization of the living world (Eisler, 

1988). Yet, one can imagine that even the original cave painters engaged in 'debate' 

about the true meaning of their work.' 

The fact remains that most of what we know about the history of human-

nonhuman relations is based on the cultural artifacts that have survived since the 

beginning of literate societies, beginning some 5000 to 6000 years ago. For, as Schramm 
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(1988: 28) suggests, the invention of writing "built a bridge into the measureless distance 

and the endless future," and remains of this bridge found their way into libraries and 

other special collections of recorded history. The collection of books known as The Bible 

is just one of many well-known examples. 

1.2. Genesis 

It would be difficult to overstate the influence that the literary works of the 

ancient Hebrews have had on the character of Western civilization. As Eisler (1988: xv) 

says, "We are all familiar with legends about an earlier, more harmonious and peaceful 

age. The Bible tells of a garden where woman and man lived in harmony with each other 

and nature - before a male god decreed that women henceforth be subservient to man." 

And it is significant to note that stories similar to those found in the Bible have been told 

since the Middle to Late Bronze Age to a variety of ancient peoples, all of whom thought 

that gods acted according to their relation with humanity (Alter, 1981; Boadt, 1984). 

Further, as Boadt (1984) points out, the cosmology and worldview found in Genesis are 

virtually the same as those found in other ancient civilizations' creation myths that 

circulated in the same area of the world around the same time (see Fig. 1.1). 

Significant, too, is the fact that it is thought that such stories are best understood 

as "models' of how things should have been at the begirming of time since ancient 

historians did not record the events of their time with neutral objectivity, but rather 

viewed 'history' as a record of moral lessons that other humans were meant to learn 

(Boadt, 1984). When viewed this way, the fact that the stories found in Genesis carmot be 

reconciled with contemporary scientific theories about the origin of the universe is less 
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problematic for modem people than many make it out to be. We know that ancient 

peoples lived, worked, and thought much differently than we do, had no way of knowing 

what we now know about the physical realities of our planet or the larger cosmos, and 

should not therefore be held to the standards of inquiry that would otherwise apply to our 

own modem cultures. 

More important, however, we also know that later, as relatively sedentary 

agriculturists in lands given to them by their god, "the ex-wanderers looked out in fear 

upon that wild and chaotic world through which they had once moved" (Turner 1986: 

21). And through them, 

the wilderness assumed the forbidding shape that Christianity would 

emphasize even more strikingly ... [so that] by the fifteenth century, when 

the West's exploratory probes beyond its geographical confines took on the 

earnestness of design, the civilization was possessed of deep-set, long-

established attitudes toward the wildemess and indeed all unimproved 

nature, toward those who lived in the wildemess, and toward the 

relationship of'civilization' to these (Turner, 1986; 22). 

Indeed, it is largely due to the fact that we have ample record of the operative 

effects of these attitudes on the natural world that researchers have been able to isolate 

the basic premises underlying all western environmental narratives since the beginning of 

recorded history. Simmons (1993), for example, argues that just two premises ~ All time 

is linear and All things are dual natured ~ are all that westerners have traditionally relied 

on to 'make sense' of important environmental concepts such as 'environmental 
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degradation' and 'resource depletion.' For these are 'relative-comparative' terms that 

presume both linear process and non-contradiction (i.e., 'Extinction is forever' since we 

cannot both 'use-up' and still have the same natural resources). They are also the 

foundation of narratives that center on the propositions of'environmental determinism,' 

the environment as 'second world' to man, 'the conquest of nature,' the existence of an 

environmental 'Golden Age,' and all other narratives that have emerged from the practice 

of mixing and matching the primary elements of same. As such, these two premises are 

the basis of variations in 'cultural valuations' about acceptable forms and levels of 

environmental manipulation, contamination, and resource depletion. These variations are 

the basis of rival environmental narratives which, in turn, are the basis of 'discursive 

conflicts' that center on competing interpretations of environmental 'fact.' And, as 

O'Neill (1997) might say, they are also instrumental to our understanding of why popular 

resistance to environmental change is not resistance to change per se, but rather to the 

kinds of changes that are thought to be inappropriate, and why this resistance can take as 

many forms as 'change' itself. 

In short, Americans are the inheritors of certain attitudes toward the natural world 

that were first shaped by ancient religious and nascent scientific texts and then later by 

European preconceptions (and misconceptions) about nature and the American 

wilderness. 

1.3. The Forever New World of Early Americans 

There is, in fact, something in nearly everything written by the early American 

colonists that reflects their reaction to the land (Payne 1994). And when taken as a whole 
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it can be said that this reaction reflects a largely optimistic view of the world as "a 

virtually limitless storehouse" from which humankind can extract resources, dispose of 

waste, and alter the terrain "with little concern for the ways in which these actions will 

affect the local or global environment" (Payne, 1994: 2). Further, these early colonists 

believed that the extraction of these resources for the purposes of acquiring personal 

wealth was not only their God given right, but their duty as servants of the Lord. 

Ironically, however, most early Americans also hesitated from fully exploring 

their new world for fear of the "dark and sinister" wilderness that surrounded their new 

homes, and this, too, was part of the larger worldview they imported from the Old World 

(Nash, 1967). Thus, "frontiersmen acutely sensed that they battled wild country not only 

for personal survival but in the name of nation, race, and God. Civilizing the New World 

meant enlightening darkness, ordering chaos, and changing evil into good" (Nash, 1967: 

24), and they eagerly set out to 'save' all of 'God's creation' from itself. 

In addition, Payne (1994: 12) argues that "allowing the land to 'lie waste' through 

a lack of cultivation and development would have been an abrogation of their duty to 

subdue the land as commanded in Genesis 1:28." For in Genesis 1:28 Moses writes (in 

reference to Adam and Eve, and thus presumably all humankind), "God blessed them and 

said to them, 'Be fruitful and increase in number fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over 

the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living creature that moves on the 

ground.'" And on this view, the systematic cultivation of all that was 'wild,' including 

the indigenous peoples, was held to be 'God's will,' and nothing was allowed to stand in 

the way of the performance of duties associated with carrying out such a mission. Indeed, 
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the missionary zeal of the colonists was such that, as Gotten Mather described it in 1702, 

"It was not long before the Massachusetts Colony was become like a Hive, overstocked 

with Bees, and many of the inhabitants entertained thoughts of swarming into Plantations 

extended further into the country" (as cited in Payne, 1994: 15). And 'swarm' they did. 

1.4. "Go West, young man." 

Buoyed by a vision of the nation as a vast yet entirely cultivatable garden, new 

settlers quickly spread out from the eastern seaboard. Most headed West in search of the 

celebrated pastoral ideal that Thomas Jefferson believed to be a necessary, if not 

sufficient, condition for the flowering of freedom and democracy in America. And along 

with American expansionism there appeared subtle indications of changing attitudes 

toward the nonhuman world. 

So it was that in the beginning in the first half of the eighteenth century a new-

generation of American writers started to worry about the notion that nature had no 

reason to exist beyond human need. Some (e.g., Emerson, 1940 [1886]) would only go so 

far as to suggest that the natural world could not be separated from Man and God, that it 

is through nature that Man relates to God, that God, Man and nature correspond. Others 

(e.g., Thoreau), however, worked diligently to bring such grandiose ideas down to earth, 

so to speak, by insisting on developing a view of the natural world that was first and 

foremost grounded in empirical observation (Worster, 1985). And at the time proposing 

such ideas was understood to be "nothing less than the act of an insurgent" (Harmon, 

1989: xi). Nowadays, however, Thoreau is credited with both making significant progress 
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toward an early ecological understanding of natural systems and, along with Emerson, 

inspiring the first 'reordering' of the American view of nature. 

1.5. The Post-Thoreauvian Planet 

This revolutionary spirit was carried forth in the work of some of the world's first 

ecologists, such as George Perkins Marsh, whose book, Man and Nature (1864), is 

described as being "perhaps the single most important literary contribution to 

conservation" (Payne, 1994: 56) and "the fountainhead of the conservation movement" 

(Mumford 1931: 78 as quoted in Payne 1994: 56). By today's standards, then. Marsh was 

an important pioneer in the environmental sciences given that he was among the first to 

argue for an ecosystem approach to nature, the first to suggest that our destructive use of 

natural resources might be instrumental in the orchestration of our own demise, and the 

first to ponder "how far it is practicable to restore the garden we have wasted" (Marsh, 

1864: 353). 

Marsh's arguments, however, failed to have the kind of impact on the general 

public that Emerson and Thoreau's had, despite the fact that Marsh consciously set out to 

grab the attention of a general audience. The reason is believed to be Marsh's 'turgid' and 

'legalistic' writing style. As Payne (1994) suggests, the complex nature of Marsh's 

arguments, coupled with exhaustive documentation, and an 'idiosy-ncratic didacticism' 

more than likely made the work largely inaccessible to all but a small portion of its 

potential audience. Thus, it was not until the late nineteenth century when someone as 

rhetorically adept as John Muir, founder of the Sierra Club, appeared on the scene that a 
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broad cross-section of Americans would begin to think that preserving some of 

America's remaining wilderness areas might be in the best interest of the nation. 

1.6. A Range of Light 

Muir is admired for his ability to combine many different rationales for 

wilderness protection derived from science, logic and biblical verse "into narratives that 

so effectively illustrated how important wilderness was that there was no need for him to 

engage in an extended justification for preserving it" (Payne, 1994: 98). Nonetheless, 

extensive justification was demanded from Muir, especially by those who read Muir's 

narratives as pure myth. Significantly, however, Muir effectively mounted one of the first 

open, principled, and fairly well-reasoned environmental arguments to have ever gone 

toe-to-toe with the raw, opportunistic attitude about land and resources that dominated 

American thinking well into the nineteenth century. This challenge, however, came too 

late to prevent powerful political and economic coalitions from establishing the dominant 

discursive formations that would effectively control environmental policy decision 

making well into the twentieth century (Switzer, 1997). For by the turn of the twentieth 

century the close relations maintained by those involved in using, producing and 

regulating natural resources, the so-called 'iron triangle', had become very adept at 

keeping 'outsiders' away from the negotiating tables where the nation's natural resource 

policies were decided. This made it relatively easy for powerful insiders to influence the 

legislative language of public policies relating to the use and development of wilderness 

areas. It also made it relatively difficult for others, including members of the general 

public and 'outsider scientists,' to affect change in either the way people thought about 
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their relation to the environment or the way wilderness areas were ultimately developed 

for use. 

Reflected strongly in this situation, too, is the fact that since the inception of the 

nation, business and the businessman have had a central place in American society. As 

Mukheijee (1987: I) points out, "The way of life which the British considered culturally 

and spiritually deficient not only found its justification on the American soil but its 

champions, in turn, aggressively attacked the cultural hegemony of the landed aristocracy 

and successfully replaced it with their own." Thus, by the early twentieth century more 

modem expressions of American attitudes toward nature had already become firmly 

entrenched in the popular thinking of the day. They include what are commonly referred 

to now as the twin 'gospels' of wealth and efficiency. 

1.7. The Gospel of Wealth 

The gospel of wealth is perhaps nowhere more pronounced than in the popular 

tum-of- the-century American novel where "rags-to-riches" parables and a rhetoric of 

individual freedom retain a transcendent appeal for a massive audience. Here, Mukherjee 

(1987) argues, the life of the American businessman is clothed in a religious vocabulary 

that blends the metaphors of pilgrimage firom an earlier age with metaphors of wayfaring 

and war faring, the knightly quest, and, later, a social Darwinian jungle. And in the 

process, the natural world figures into these stories as a hostile wilderness, a backdrop 

which is equally suitable for the 'trials' of the pilgrim, the jousts of the knight, and the 

Darwinian struggle of the 'fit' and the 'unfit.' 
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In other words, American attitudes concerning wealth are widely recognized to be 

the product of a transformative symbolic shift that turned what had previously been 

associated with disease and darkness (i.e., the pursuit of material wealth) into a religious 

quest. Indeed, as K.illingsworth and Palmer (1996: 23) point out, this quest, which tightly 

followed the contours of notions of progress, is "the master narrative of liberal 

democracy in use since the Enlightenment" and "to criticize it was to risk heresy in 

Western cultures." 

1.8. The Gospel 0 f E fficiency 

Primed with this narrative, and brimming over with ideas about the scientific 

management of natural resources gleaned from the study of tum-of-the-century European 

forestry practices, the first chief of the United States Forest Service, Gifford Pinchot, felt 

the need to draw a line between 'preservationists' such as John Muir and 'resource 

conservationists' such as himself. Subsequently, Pinchot successfully endeavored to 

convince Theodore Roosevelt and many other important government leaders to accept his 

views on the 'wise use' of natural resources, or what is nowadays commonly referred to 

as the 'gospel of efficiency.' And fortunately for Pinchot, Muir's polemical position on 

the issues often facilitated the task of converting a majority of the lay public to the 

Pinchot way of thinking. 

1.9. Barbarians at the Gate 

Thus, it is fair to say that most modem environmentalism is deeply rooted in the 

gospels of wealth and efficiency and traditional Judeo-Christian notions about proper 

human-nonhuman relations. But not all; environmental awareness broke new ground in 
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the vast social and economic changes that took place in the United States after World 

War II (Hays, 1998). Rising income levels and higher standards of living, higher levels of 

education, an advanced consumer economy, and fundamental value changes all 

contributed to the rise of a wide range of new public needs and wants. Consequently, by 

the 1950s, the average American differed markedly from his or her counterpart of a half-

century before, and "one among many of those differences lay in the new aspirations of 

personal, community, regional, and national life that were embodied in environmental 

affairs" (Hays, 1998: 337). 

Gone were the days when 'conservation' meant merely the efficient use and 

development of material resources as defined by the 'iron triangle.' Modem 

environmental arguments emphasized not just the material resource itself but the human 

relationship to it. They expressed widespread public interest in environmental amenities 

and quality of life. They forced a fundamental debate over the previously assumed 

meaning of the term 'natural resource management.' Established beliefs and practices 

relating to resource use were opened to explicit interpretation and disagreement. In the 

process, the nation's leaders were constantly "pressed to go further than they felt 

desirable" (Hays, 1998: 338), and one new direction pressed upon them was inspired by 

the narrative arguments of game management expert, science teacher and professional 

writer, Aldo Leopold. 

1.10. Thinking Like a Mountain 

An early graduate of the Pinchot-endowed Yale School of Forestry, Leopold 

knew what it meant to use America's natural resources 'wisely' and, for a time, he 
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dutifully participated as a U.S. Forest Service ranger in the elimination of predator 

species (e.g., mountain lions, wolves and bears) that scared tourists and threatened 

America's ranching and forestry interests. Soon after joining the Forestry Service in 

1906, however, Leopold developed a decidedly post-Darwinian ecological perspective on 

nature that set him apart from his peers. 

In scholarly manuscripts and government meetings, Leopold speculated about the 

possibility of developing an ethical basis for what he called 'positive individual and 

social relationships to the land,' thereby introducing ecological thinking to professional 

conservation practices and environmental politics. Then, stating the problem as a lack of 

communication and coordination between preservationists and conservationists, Leopold 

sought an alternative way to launch a discussion of the issues, something he hoped would 

"reach beyond the letterhead pieties and conservation oratory" (1949: 222) that held little 

currency with sportsmen, farmers, ranchers, or his professional peers. And finally, at the 

behest of friends and colleagues, he agreed to release a personal account of the 

development of his opinions on ecology and conservation. The result, the now classic 

Sand County Almanac (1949), is widely recognized as a "succinct, accessible, and 

persuasive" narrative argument in favor of a biotic/earth-centered philosophy of land use 

(Payne, 1994: 124). 

1.II. The Post-LeopoldianPlanet 

The fact is many of the conservationists emerging from the profound social 

upheavals of the 1940s were beginning to recognize that urban sprawl and industrial 

pollution was taking a toll on the people and the environment as industrial concentration 
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kept pace with government centralization in America (Hays, 1998). Consequently, by the 

end of World War 11, urban chapters of both the Sierra Club and the Wilderness Society 

were active and their membership numbers were steadily increasing. And in the process, 

public attention shifted away from a concern for merely efficient use of soil, timber, 

water and minerals and shifted toward increasing concerns about envirorunental 

pollution. However, because the federal government and a significant portion of the 

American population were largely preoccupied with others issues in the 1940s — first 

fighting WWII and then dealing with the attendant restoration efforts ~ government 

agencies were slow to respond to the concerns of late-conservation period 

environmentalists. So, key members of some of the nation's largest environmental groups 

(e.g.. The Sierra Club & The Wilderness Society) felt that the time had come to start 

taking matters into their own hands (Petulla, 1998). 

1.12. Echoes of Echo Park 

In the early 1950s, after the Bureau of Reclamation had failed to get 

Congressional approval before announcing its preparations to begin the construction of a 

new series of 10 hydroelectric dams along the Colorado River for the Colorado River 

Storage Project, environmentalists took it upon themselves to question the project's 

managers about the expected environmental impact of the dams. Such questions, 

however, initially only prompted then Secretary of the Interior, Oscar L. Chapman, to 

order a perfunctory public hearing on the project, and then soon after announce that the 

decision makers believed it to be "in the interest of the greatest public good" that certain 

sensitive areas (e.g.. Echo Park) be inundated by the flood waters created by the dams. 
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Things changed, though, as they say, when members of the Sierra Club and the 

Wilderness Society questioned Chapman's definition of'the greatest public good' and 

responded to the government's announcement by launching an unprecedented national 

media campaign that argued against the proposal. 

During this campaign. Club and Society members wrote articles for conservation 

magazines and other national publications such as Life, Newsweek, and the Saturday 

Evening Post. They placed full-page newspaper ads critical of the project in the New York 

Times. And they successfully organized one of the first direct mail campaigns ever run by 

an environmental organization to help pay for it all (Petulla, 1998: 409). Significant, too, 

campaign leaders (e.g., David Brower), inspired by the writings of Marsh, Thoreau, Muir, 

and Leopold, experimented with the use of non-economic arguments. They declared 

wilderness "a spiritual necessity" and "an antidote to modem living." They argued that 

Echo Park was a "prehistoric reservoir of stored experiences in ways of life before man" 

and that humans "deeply need the humility to know ourselves as the dependent members 

of a great community of life." 

The point is that despite the fact that many people were reportedly "shocked that 

anyone would question the desirability of economic growth" (Petulla, 1988:409), the 

overwhelming defeat of the dam proposal is recognized for having caused a sea-change 

in envirormiental activism. 

1.13. Silent Spring, Quiet Crisis 

After Echo Park, conservationists became "more confident, more belligerent, 

more sophisticated" (Harmon, 1989: xiii). Then, in 1962, marine-biologist Rachel Carson 
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released Silent Spring, an apocalyptic narrative about the dangers of chemical pesticides 

that went on to become the "ecological primer" for millions of people (Udall, 1963). 

And, following the Eisenhower administration's Water Pollution Control Act of 1956, an 

important wave of new environmental legislation was passed which included the Clean 

Air Acts of 1963, 1967, and 1970, the Clean Water Acts of 1965, 1970, and 1972, and the 

new pesticide law of 1972. Significant, too, is the fact that, as Hays (1998: 345) points 

out. 

All this activity had a twist, distinctive for the times, which 

emphasized ecological change and which later events tended to 

obscure. The concern for ecology or the "integrity of biological 

systems" seemed to structure ideas about pollution in this first stage 

of public policy toward it. The concern for ecology was closely 

related to the earlier concern for aesthetic natural environment out 

of which it evolved. The new concern for pollution was not 

primarily focused on human health. Instead, it emphasized the role 

of pollution in the functioning of ecological systems, a degraded 

ecology as an undesirable human context, and a concern for 

protection of natural ecological processes. One heard of 

an overload in carrying capacity, the way in which animal 

populations outran food supplies, biological simplification under 

stress, disturbances in aquatic ecosystems under acidification, and 

reduced forest growth due to air pollution. 
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Thus, even though by the 1970s "much of this emphasis on pollution matters had 

changed to focus more exclusively on human health," in the years between 1965 and 

1972 "ecology provided a transitional context of the new interest in pollution" (Hays, 

1998: 346). 

Also during this period of the mid 1960s to the early 1970s, public opinion polls 

started to reflect widespread public support for environmental issues and products; citizen 

membership and participation in the environmental organizations shot up; and 

environmentalists suddenly became much more openly critical of industry practices. This 

was bolstered by the release of a series of crucial scientific reports (see e.g., the Report 

on the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment at Stockholm; The Global 

2000 Report to the President of the United States; the annual State of the World reports 

released by the Worldwatch Institute) exposing the complex reality of this new 

understanding of the changes taking place in the environment (i.e., species extinctions; 

average global temperature rise; human population growth; fresh water shortages; desert 

expansions; and rainforest shrinkages to name a few). And just as these reports were 

being widely read and publicly debated throughout the world, the world's population was 

sent reeling with the visceral impact of its first look at Earth from space (i.e., NASA's 

'Earth Rising'). This, too, heightened awareness of the reality of living on an 'oasis in a 

desert of infinite space,' and profoundly deepened public appreciation for the global 

dimensions of environmental problems, the common fate of humanity, and the urgency of 

the situation (Eckersley 1992). Suddenly, what was presumed to be the source of infinite 

resources came to be understood as altogether finite. The combined result was 
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widespread recognition of the potential seriousness of the environmental crisis and yet 

another significant transformation in human understanding of the nonhuman world. 

At the time, however, the dominant narrative was that Western industrial societies 

were merely experiencing a 'crisis of participation and survival' that would require, at 

most, alterations in planned uses of natural resources. Few people suspected that the 

emergence of competing environmental narratives entailed a fundamental challenge to 

cherished assumptions about growth and progress. Those who dared to suggest such 

things in the 1970s were more often than not dismissed as 'hysterical', 'pessimistic', 

'extreme', 'radical', 'misanthropic', or 'anti-American.' Such arguments clearly did not 

appeal to the values, assumptions or standards of reason held by the public majority. 

Thus, it seems fair to say that there were clear and present risks associated with adopting 

the view that human beings have no special right to the spoils of the Earth. Few wished to 

hear about how the world is an intrinsically dynamic, interconnected web of relations in 

which there are no absolutely discrete entities and no absolute dividing lines between the 

living and the nonliving, the animate and the inanimate, or the human and the nonhuman. 

Fewer still understood the true implications of the claim that empiric-analytic science 

might not be the only valid way of knowing, or that technology might not be intrinsically 

valuable (Eckersley 1992: 51). In other words, those who took an ecocentric view of 

things (i.e., deep ecologists) were often dismissed out of hand. Indeed, even the scientists 

who first suggested the need for things like 'environmental impact statements,' 

'bioregional analyses,' and 'wildlife management programs' risked being labeled 

extremists and radicals. 
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The story of environmental policy conflict in the late 1960s and early 1970s, then, 

provides both an instructive lesson in the way different environmental arguments have 

historically been used to influence environmental policy, prevent competing arguments 

from assuming a legitimate role in environmental decision making, and challenge 

dominant discursive formations. However, as Payne (1994: 138) suggests, there is a 

widespread belief that the criticism engendered by Carson's work in particular "illustrates 

how the growing tendency, on both sides of the environmental divide, to demonize the 

other side was destined to impoverish environmental discourse" (italics added). The 

question is whether this is true, only partially true, or perhaps not true at all. What has 

extreme environmental rhetoric wrought in contemporary environmental discourse and 

decision making? 
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As dramatists have always known, even the purest of dramas is not 
purely dramatic in the sense of being entirely presented, entirely 
shown as taking place in the moment. There are always what 
Dryden called "relations " to be taken care of, and try as the author 
may to ignore the troublesome fact, 'some parts of the action are 
more fit to be represented, some to be related.' But related by 
whom? The dramatist must decide, and the novelist's case is 
different only in that the choices open to him are more numerous. 

- Wayne C. Booth 
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CHAPTER TWO: THE ABBEY FACTOR 

Any theory of persuasion in social movements that is decidedly leader-focused 

dictates that the most in-depth sort of analyses be conducted on the arguments forwarded 

by influential social movement leaders. Such analyses should help clarify if, when, and 

how these leaders confront challenges to their reasoning. The result should speak to 

whether conflicts among reasoning requirements create specific reasoning problems. 

Analysts should therefore endeavor to contribute to our understanding of those reasoning 

strategies that alternatively succeed or fail in fulfilling the functional requirements of 

social movements, specifically and in general. 

To get to there from here, however, analyses of social movement leaders will 

have to be tightly structured around examinations of the actual argumentation strategies 

these leaders employ, and this will necessarily introduce questions concerning the 

rhetorical aspects of argumentation. With this in mind, we focus next on the life and work 

of another influential contributor to contemporary environmental discourse and decision 

making, Edward Paul Abbey. 
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As novelist and environmental activist Abbey (1929-1989) published twenty-one 

books, many of which were collections of essays that he had written for a variety of 

national magazines. Some, such as Desert Solitaire (1968) have become a canonical 

reading for a new generation of nature lovers. Others, such as The Monkey Wrench Gang 

(1975), are popular novels which have been credited and blamed for reinvigorating 

battle-weary veteran environmental lobbyists and inspiring some of them to carry on their 

fight to save American wilderness under the banner of radical environmentalism (e.g., 

Earth First!). And because many people equate radical envirotmientalism with 'irrational 

extremism,' the notion that Abbey's arguments reflect the thoughts of an irrational 

extremist enjoys widespread acceptance within and especially beyond the environmental 

community. But this situation, says Abbey, belies reviewers' consistent misrepresentation 

of his work (Journal Entry, 7/7/77). And perhaps he is right. The problem is that it is hard 

to decide where to turn in an effort to resolve the issue. Few of Abbey's critics attempt to 

describe or interpret the reasonableness of the actual arguments Abbey makes. Further, 

much of what has been written about Abbey's influence on radical envirorunentalists is 

riddled with assumptions about how this influence works, who it works on, and what it 

should mean to our understanding of radical environmentalism. Indeed, one can read all 

that has ever been written by and about Edward Abbey and the question remains: Are 

Abbey's arguments irrational and extreme? Thus, in order to fully appreciate the 

significance of Abbey's argiunents, an effort should first be made to more fully 

understand the tapestry of communication in which they appear. And one can start by 

developing a better sense of the way Abbey's works are viewed today. 
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Turning to the popular interdisciplinary academic journal Environmental Ethics 

(EE J) one finds what is perhaps one of the most common understandings of Gang. For 

there, in an editorial written in 1983 (Vol.4; 291-292), one finds the following summary: 

"In 1975 Edward Abbey wrote a novel called The Monkey Wrench Gang which recounts 

the adventures of three men and one woman filled with 'healthy hatred' who decide to 

sabotage construction projects which they find environmentally distasteftil." The few 

sentences that follow then assimie the usual pattern of details about the plot that serve to 

emphasize the Gang's use of violence in the name of their cause: "Meeting accidentally 

near the Glen Canyon Dam, casual conversation about the possibility of blowing up the 

dam turns to serious plans for ecological sabotage on a smaller scale. Passing reference is 

made to the Luddite movement of the nineteenth century and sabotage is defined as the 

destruction of machinery using wooden shoes" (italics in original). An almost customary 

dismissal of the seriousness of the underlying ideas in the book falls in line immediately 

after: "No underlying philosophy, set of principles, or ideology is developed, however, 

then or at any time later in the book." And, as is also fairly customary, a few lines of 

dialogue exchanged between the characters in the novel are quoted to substantiate the 

claim. In this case, the editor of EEJ decided that the following excerpt taken fi-om a 

fictional late-night round-the-campfire conversation between semi-drunken co

conspirators Doc Sarvis, Seldon Seen Smith, and George Hayduke adequately represents 

the depth of thinking behind the would-be saboteurs' illegal misdeeds: 

"Do we know what we are doing and why?" 

"No." 
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"Do we care?" 

"We'll work it out as we go along. Let our practice form our doctrine, thus 

assuring precise theoretical coherence." 

Thus, says the editor, 

It seems hard to imagine the ecological sabotage of this book having 

anything to do with civil disobedience at all. Persons who engage in civil 

disobedience normally participate in some legally unacceptable activity in 

order to get arrested and thereby publicize their cause. This book, however, 

is filled with paramilitary operations for the purpose of destroying 

equipment and bridges. The participants try to keep their identities a secret 

and avoid capture. These activities seem closer to terrorism than civil 

disobedience, and seem to differ from them only in the preference for 

killing machines, rather than humans. 

Then, in reference to the "immensely successful" efforts of mainstream 

environmentalism, comes the inevitable question: "What could be the practical, ethical, 

or political justification for acts which could easily create a terrible backlash undoing all 

the good that has been done and preventing future accomplishments?" (EEJ, Vol. 4: 292). 

To which Abbey responded in the next issue of the journal (Vol. 5: 94-95) with the 

following: 

We are considering acts of civil disobedience, in the usual sense of that 

term, when and where they might be useful... As for the book, please note 

that The Monkey Wrench Gang is a novel, a work of fiction, and ~ I like to 
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think - a work of art. It would be naive to read it as a tract, a program for 

action, or a manifesto. The book is a comedy, with a happy ending. It was 

written to entertain, to inspire tears and laughter, to amuse my friends and 

aggravate our enemies. (Aggravate their ulcers.) So far about a million 

readers seem to have found that approach appealing. 

The book does not condone terrorism in any form. Let's have some 

precision in language here: terrorism means deadly violence -- for a 

political and/or economic purpose ~ carried out against people and other 

living things, and is usually conducted by governments against their own 

citizens (as at Kent State, or in Vietnam, or in Poland, or in most of Latin 

America right now) or by corporate entities such as J. Paul Getty, Exxon, 

Mobil Oil, etc. etc., against the land and all creatures that depend upon the 

land for life and livelihood. A bulldozer ripping up a hillside to strip-mine 

for coal is conunitting terrorism; the damnation of a flowing river followed 

by the drowning of Cherokee graves, of forest and farmland, is an act of 

terrorism. 

Sabotage, on the other hand, means the application of force against 

inanimate property, such as machinery, which is being used, for example, to 

deprive human beings of their rightful work, as in the case of Ned Ludd and 

his mates; sabotage — for whatever purpose - has never meant and has 

never implied the use of violence against living creatures. The characters in 

Monkey Wrench engage in industrial sabotage in order to defend a land they 
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love against industrial terrorism. They do this only when it appears that in 

certain cases and places all other means of defense of land and life have 

failed and that force - the final resort ~ becomes morally justified. Not 

only justified but a moral obligation, as in the defense of one's own life, 

one's own family, one's own home, one's own nature, against a violent 

assault. 

Such is the basis of my characters' rationale in The Monkey Wrench 

Gang. How the reader chooses to interpret all this is the reader's business. 

And if the reader is impelled to act out in real life the exploits of Doc, 

Bonnie, Slim, & Hayduke, that too is a matter for decision by the individual 

conscience. But first and last it should be remembered that the book is a 

fiction, make-believe, a story, and no more than a story. 

The point is that it seems fair to say that there is a significant amount of question 

begging going on in debates about the role and meaning of Abbey's environmental 

narratives, not the least of which is perhaps done by the author himself. For as 

Killingsworth (1989: 193) suggests. Abbey "could hardly have been surprised" when 

Earth First! and other ecoteurs read his novel both as an instruction manual and as an 

incitement to action. 'The sections on operations are more like an army training manual 

with caricatures and photographs to make the reading easy for undereducated G.I.s" 

(Killingsworth, 1989: 193). And this, in Killingsworth's view, presents "an interesting 

case of how instrumentally-oriented rhetoric has become entwined with the history of 

environmentalist action" (1989: 192), which raises further questions about the role of 
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such narratives in participatory democracies. The relevant questions, then, concern not 

only why Abbey's readers choose to interpret Abbey's writing the way they do, but also 

what these interpretations have to do, if anything, with the writer's intent. 

2.1. Context First! 

Although the bulk of the attention dedicated to Abbey's work is focused on The 

Monkey Wrench Gang{\91S), major events in the life of the author leading up to this 

work are instructive and deserving of at least brief comment. They play a role not just in 

deciding how the assumptions and inferences found in Gang should be interpreted, but 

also in determining how the chain of social and cognitive consequences leading up to the 

appearance of this book informs our understanding of its bearing on environmental 

discourse and decision making. 

Beginning in the mid 1940s with the time Abbey served two years of military 

service (1944-1946) as a private in the American occupation army stationed in postwar 

Italy, it is significant to note that at this early stage in his life Abbey was still only 

vaguely aware of the forces that threatened the 'impossible beauty' he left at home. It is 

not surprising, then, to learn that upon receiving his honorable discharge, he quietly 

returned home and soon thereafter took advantage of the G.I. Bill to continue his 

education, receiving first an undergraduate degree in philosophy from the University of 

New Mexico, and ±en a Fulbright fellowship to continue his studies at the University of 

Edinburgh in Scotland. Indeed, while in Edinburgh, Abbey could still be overwhelmed by 

"an immense and inordinate and tearful tragic pride" for America upon hearing a local 

orchestra play My Country, 'Tis of Thee I Sing. 
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Nonetheless, even at this early age, Abbey's patriotism contained a mixture of "a 

profound and swelling love of the physical land, of the towns and farms, of the many 

folks [he knew]" and "a sense of America as a promise yet far from complete, far from 

realization, and as a dream menaced by ugliness and by mean little enemies 

masquerading as defenders of that dream and armed now with the most awful POWER 

the world has ever known (Journal Entry, December 15, 1951, emphasis in original). And 

by the time he returned to the United States a year later he was beginning to concern 

himself with the kind of debates that defined the most important environmental policy 

deliberations of his day. 

In this sense, like many millions of Americans, and perhaps especially American 

intellectuals, the early 1950s marked a time of doubt about America's role in the world 

for Abbey. This uncertainty was only compounded by a more generalized distrust of the 

system of reasoning, attitudes, and values associated with denatured urbanization and 

centralized control (Hays, 1998). Thus, Abbey was sensitized to the new ways of thinking 

about production and consumption brought on by the sudden emergence of an 

information and service economy and made keenly aware of the philosophical basis of 

many modem environmental controversies. And, like many of his peers in the 1950s, he 

grew increasingly preoccupied with issues relating to envirorunental amenities and the 

quality of life. He begins to ponder, "How to live. How to live a full, meaningful, joyous 

life" (JE, 6/53). 

Approaching the topic through his studies in philosophy. Abbey questioned first 

the "'reasonable' life" asking if it was "fit to live" in a state of constant disinterested. 
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philosophical contemplation (JE, 6/53). This led him to be more aware of the paradox at 

play in the politics of environmental decision making: While astute envirormiental policy 

disputants recognized the rhetorical considerations that make certain types of arguments 

at least appear more legitimate than others, many were convinced that their credibility as 

expert arguers largely depended on the denial of rhetoric. Thus, Abbey realized that if 

one sought to at least appear rhetorically astute, reasonable, and rational, one should 

endeavor to inspire others' confidence in one's claims by displaying the qualities of 

intelligence, moral character, and goodwill that the audience held in esteem. And in mid 

twentieth-century America, this meant that if he wanted to be accorded a legitimate place 

at the table of environmental policy decision making. Abbey would have to participate in 

the 'rhetorical construction of scientific ethos' (Prelli, 1989) by adhering to the 'virtues' 

of scientific argument. For Abbey, however, this was just the sort of technological-

administrative discourse that he held responsible for the continued destruction of his 

beloved Southwestern desert lands. 

On the other hand. Abbey also knew that when placed within the context of his 

day (-late 1940s to late 1980s), dissenting opinions about the way American wilderness 

areas should be handled (such as those forwarded by the Sierra Club and Wilderness 

Society in reference to Echo Park) were likely to be labeled irrational and unreasonable, 

and would not likely be persuasive to those adhering to traditional notions of reasoned 

and rational discourse. Either way. Abbey feared that required changes in the nation's 

approach to its desert lands would come too late to save what was left of the intact 

wilderness areas in the region. Consequently, the rhetorical situation forced Abbey to 
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face a rather difficult ethical decision about the kind of contributions he should make to 

modem environmental discourse. 

Wanting only to do "something good and intelligent" (Journal Entry, 8/2/52), 

Abbey considered first what might happen to him if he failed to resist, and then what 

might happen to him if he failed to go along. And at this point in his life, he could have 

easily gone along with the multi-layered charades he believed were being played out 

before him. As a war veteran, a Fulbright scholar, and graduate student in the Department 

of Philosophy at Yale University, he was well positioned to take advantage of all that the 

postwar boom economy had to offer. But the idea of becoming party to a make-believe 

world that was not of his own making had virtually no appeal to him. Thus, he began to 

seriously contemplate what it might be like to challenge this world and endeavor to tell 

the truth as he saw it, "seasoned with humor and irony" (JE 6/9/52). 

Finally deciding that "a man must be true to the best that is in him, and he must 

know what he is doing. In that way and in that way only can he act honestly, joyously 

and in liberty" (JE 7/28/53), Abbey realized that character could be "determined by and 

values expressed through, not the form of behavior — 'manners' ~ but by and through the 

pragmatic substance of behavior ~ its consequences, for good and bad, in the lives of the 

persons involved" (JE 1/29/53). And, ultimately rejecting the option of active 

acceptance, he declared that he would, "rather be right than patriotic" (JE, 12/53). Thus, 

all that remained for him was the development of a strategy of argumentative engagement 

and preparation for what was likely to befall him on the road to rebellion. 



57 

At this point, having already realized that he could not participate in the dominant 

discursive formations of his time, Abbey set upon the idea of exposing the discursive 

discrimination inherent in them by forcing professional establishments and institutions to 

confront him, delegitimize and marginalize his efforts, and deny him a say in the 

formulation of environmental policy. So, it was with few qualms, and not a little strategy, 

that Abbey decided that instead of being conciliatory, he would be cantankerous. And 

from that point on, the "unity of Abbey's crankiness" (Moore, 1998: 274) informed his 

every move.' 

Nonetheless, Abbey was not truly 'radicalized' until he witnessed the McCarthy 

trials. Recording in his journal his impression of the time, he sides with Einstein who 

advised non-cooperation with the investigators. "I heartily agree," says Abbey, "Don't 

cooperate with the bastards" (JE, 6/15/53). To which he adds. 

What loyalty I still have for 'America' takes this form: I love the land - its 

great rivers, mountains and the ineffable desert; I love my friends, my kin, 

my unknown allies — I will stand by them to the end. But for the cities, for 

our schools and churches and industries, for the government, for the 

meaningless documents embalmed of the past, for the mass of hucksters and 

enterprisers — no love. Fuck them. No loyalty. I will not defend them (JE, 

6/15/53). 

Then, upon entering the graduate program in philosophy at Yale University, he settled 

down (just) long enough to begin work on his first novel, Jonathan Troy (1954). 



58 

2.2. Counter-Narrative; The Expressive & Functional Design of Abbey's Arguments 

Edward Abbey takes issue with the idea that thinking is an activity that one does 

best when left alone. He believes that "most thought is generated in the company of 

others ~ by problems, conflict, disorder" (JE, 9/7/78). Nonetheless, he argues that 

"reading and writing (if published)" can serve as "a fairly adequate substitute for face-to-

face contact," especially for those who "do not function well in extemporaneous debate." 

For Abbey (1987: 162) believes that "words count... writing matters ... poems, essays, 

and novels ~ in the long run - make a difference"those who claim to deal with the 

lives of human beings take into account "the social context of those lives, directly or by 

implication" and "get straight the connections between the fate of the author's fictional 

characters and the nature of the society which largely determines that fate" (1987; 171). 

To do so, however. Abbey insists that writers should be 'political,' by which he means 

involved in, responsible for, and committed to speaking the truth - "especially unpopular 

truth" and "truth that offends the powerful, the rich, the well-established, the traditional, 

the mythic, the sentimental" (1987; 163). "Not for me the exaggerated tortured 

smoldering rhetoric of Faulkner," he says, 

nor the spare artful diction of Hemmingway, not even the heavy 

blunderbound groping of Drieser—though that has its own magnificence and 

poetry... What then? Precision, accuracy, a hard honesty—no bunk or 

hokum~an eye and ear for the ironic, a fidelity to common speech; let these 

be my guides and the truth will make its own poetry (JE, 5/16/56). 
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He asks, "if the independent author will not speak truth for us who will?" (1987: 165). 

So, in the early 1950s, while members of the Sierra Club and the Wilderness Society 

were busy running full-page ads in national magazines protesting the loss of wilderness 

to dam builders, Abbey invested heavily in a very different strategy of political 

engagement. 

In this sense. Abbey entered the environmental political scene of the early 1950s 

armed with little more than a disciplined appreciation for the important role played by 

literature and metaphysics in the creation of the American policy landscape. This was 

enough, however, to provide him with the tools he needed to quickly ascertain if and 

when politicians traded on their ability to drum up support for and against particular 

public policy platforms on the basis of complex narrative arguments involving cultural 

myth and political ideology. And, claiming that "every metaphysics is an invention, not a 

discovery" (JE, 11/51) he was compelled to challenge the basis of such political power. 

Asserting that "the human world of artifice and imagination can never equal the 

richness and variety and wonder of the natural nonhuman world" (JE, 11/5), Abbey 

addressed his challenges to those who thought otherwise. And, in reaction to the prestige 

of scientific thinking at the time, he marked the beginning of his campaign against 

established thinking about the nature of nature with the following rhetorical question: 

Simply because, through endless revision, we are able (in a poor way) to 

devise mathematical formulae which correspond analogically to our 

experience of the world and make that experience coherent, rational, 

intelligible, are we justified in assuming that these metaphorical 
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descriptions of nature have an existence of some sort on their own, 

independent of minds, and furthermore, are active agents which cause the 

world to unfold as it apparently does?" (JE, 11/5, emphasis in original). 

To which, in a clever reference to the probabilistic nature of scientific hypotheses, he 

quips, "A likely story" (JE, 11/5), concluding that "there is no good reason to assume that 

the world was constructed, or constructs itself, to fit an a priori mathematical scheme. 

Rather, we construct mathematical schemes to fit the world" (JE, 11/5, emphasis added). 

.A.nd this, says Abbey, raises important questions about the limitations of both scientific 

knowledge and knowledge in general. 

His first attempt to raise such questions in a public forum, however, failed to 

satisfy either its author or his critics. Widely regarded as "a fictional morass of adolescent 

hopes and fears" (Ronald, 1982: 12) with "all the obvious faults of the beginner"( Abbey, 

JE, 12/53), Troy is distinguished only by Abbey's powerful vision of the West that, as 

Ronald (1982: 14) suggests, moves us beyond "inflated Gary Cooper-High Noon" images 

and "heroic grandeur" and puts us in "a place necessary for psychological well-being" 

(Ronald, 1982: 14). Nonetheless, Abbey was among those least surprised to see Troy 

disappear into obscurity after publication and, anticipating the failure of the book before 

it was even released, he immediately began work on his second novel. The Brave Cowboy 

(1956). 

On the surface. Cowboy appears to be little more than an anarchistic spaghetti-

western in which the horse-riding hero. Jack Bums, must leave what's left of the wide 

open range in mid-twentieth centiuy America in order to rescue his fiiend, Paul Bondi, 
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from jail. The fact that Bondi has been thrown into jail for refusing to register for the 

draft, however, as opposed to, say, trying to rob a bank or a stagecoach, alerts the reader 

to the story's more contemporary themes. And, in fact, as Ronald (1982: 2) suggests. 

Abbey used Cowboy to address the kinds of questions "crucial to anyone who has seen 

the frontier shrink and the American dream begin to fade." Indeed, there is something 

about Abbey's Cowboy himself that is "shadowy and smoke-like ... faded, blurred, 

remembered" (Abbey, 1956: 17). For Jack Bums is the kind of man who gets down off 

his horse when confronted by "an unbroken stiff line of geometric exactitude scored with 

a bizarre, mechanical precision over the face of the rolling earth" (Abbey, 1956: 18) --

that others might take to be a simple barbed-wire fence — and cuts his way through. Thus 

does Bums refute the corporate greed that he believes is desecrating the land and, as 

Ronald (1982: 2) says, thus does Abbey endeavor to carry on what was to become his 

"lifelong crusade against the constrictive powers of 'the establishment."' 

As a result, even this early in his career it is clear to reviewers that, by mimicking 

the story-line and structure of classic Western stories. Abbey's intent was to draw 

"comparisons that illuminate both the pros and cons of a western heritage" (Ronald, 

1982: 3) and call into question the ethical, social, and moral assumptions of his age. And, 

after dropping out of Yale to return to the West of his dreams. Abbey's desire to write his 

rebellion into existence only intensified as he extended his examination of cowboy 

individualism to the philosophical study of anarchism. 
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2.3. The Pen vs. the Sword 

Working toward his masters in philosophy at the University of New Mexico, 

Abbey asked "What is Anarchism?" and answered himself with, "Nothing as remote and 

melodramatic as most people imagine, thinking of Bakunin and the Russian nihilists" (JE, 

4/20/55). For anarchism, according to Abbey, "means simply the widest possible 

decentralization and dispersal of power, political and economic" (JE, 4/20/55). 

Nonetheless, he believed there were two key questions conceming the relationship 

between anarchism and political violence that demanded attention. These were: 1) "to 

what extent is the traditional association of anarchism and violence supported by the 

evidence?" and 2) "in so far as the association is warranted, how do anarchists attempt to 

justify the use of violence?" (Abbey, unpublished thesis, 1955). Below is reprinted for the 

first time Abbey's concluding remarks on the subject: 

The anarchists devoted the chief effort of their lives to the attempt to 

persuade their fellow men that the 'critical situation' had engulfed them and 

that political violence was therefore justified. But in this effort, for many 

and various reasons, they failed. And in so far as they failed in this, they 

also failed to justify violence (Abbey, unpublished thesis, 1955: 74-75). 

Thus, while he sought to move the 'anachronistic creed of cowboy individualism' 

into the realm of modem theories of anarchism. Abbey resolved to leave behind the 

actual use of violence, if not its justifications, in the furtherance of his cause. In other 

words, by working out the philosophical dimensions of one of his most important and 

influential narrative themes, Abbey demonstrated his resolve to fight by other than 
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violent means. Taking up pen instead of sword, he dedicated himself to exploring, chiefly 

through narrative, the limits of his own, and others, political and philosophical 

tendencies, starting with his own anarchistic impulses. 

In this regard, as Rotherberg (1998: 81) suggests. Abbey is perhaps best 

understood as "a writer; someone who sits safely behind a typewriter and lets his words 

take the risks for him, scaring off enemies and would-be friends, articulating with logic 

and emotion a convincing critique that is never easy to put down." And as a writer. 

Abbey should be understood as having "painstakingly designed" his novels "to expose 

contemporary values in conflict" (Ronald 1982: 2). For they are widely recognized as 

being "forever calculated to challenge and provoke the reader" (Payne 1993: 153). It is 

not surprising, then, to find that Abbey's third work of fiction. Fire on the Mountain 

(1962), reflects such a clearly conscious effort to introduce contemporary environmental 

debate into the narrative. For Fire is based on the true story of a New Mexico cattleman 

who stood up to the United States government when it tried to take his property for the 

White Sands Missile Range in 1955. As such, it is yet another attempt by the author to 

portray the cowboy psychology of the I800's in conflict with modem reality. 

What is somewhat surprising, however, is that despite the fact that Abbey was 

awarded a prestigious Stegner creative writing scholarship to work on the book, and that 

during its writing Abbey achieved a significant measure of critical acceptance for the 

screenplay version of Cowboy (which was produced under the title of Lonely Are the 

Brave and stars Kurt Douglas),^ Fire, too, went largely urmoticed upon release. 

Nonetheless, this, coupled with the phenomenal success of Rachel Carson's Silent Spring 
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(1962), helped to inspire Abbey to take a slightly different approach to the situation. He 

turned then to writing nonfiction, approving the release of Desert Solitaire in 1968. 

2.4. Playing Solitaire 

Comprised of a collection of short essays tied together by Abbey's desire to 

confront "the bones of existence, the bare incomprehensible absolute is-ness of being" 

(1968: x) while working as a park ranger in Arches National Monument, Utah, Solitaire 

is considered by many to be the true cornerstone of the author's creative output. For here, 

while stationed in relative isolation in the middle of the desert. Abbey endeavors to 

contemplate "a world that is not a projection of human consciousness, a world that has 

not been interpreted by art or science or myth, that bears no trace of humanity on its 

surface, that has no apparent connection to the indoor human world" (JE, 1/63, italics in 

original). And the fact that Abbey acknowledges in the introduction that "you cannot get 

the desert into a book any more than a fisherman can haul up the sea with his nets" (1968: 

x) speaks to his awareness of the linguistic predicament in which he found himself. For, 

as Lawrence (1998: 152-154) suggests. Solitaire brought Abbey to that "point of crisis," 

that "rupture in the relationship between word and object," that tests the limits of a basic 

assumption found in most nature writing, namely "that there is something out there, 

beyond or before the human, to be observed and quantified" (1998:152-154). 

Thus, Solitaire reveals Abbey's recognition of nature as something that can only 

be accessed through culturally determined metaphor (Lawrence, 1998); through 

language, a symbolic medium. And it is Abbey's respect for the limits of his ability to 

experience the 'bare incomprehensible absolute is-ness of being' that makes it clear to 
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him that the nature of signification itself is the source of the environmental crisis. (This 

point is addressed in greater detail in Chapter 5.) 

Solitaire, was, in other words, an important turning point in Abbey's approach to 

environmental issues. And with the 'season in the wilderness' behind him. Abbey 

determined to dedicate the remainder of his efforts to "shaking people out of their dreamy 

contemplations and into action." Thus, he turned to writing "an adventure story with an 

environmental theme ... mock-heroic, or perhaps a little more" (as quoted in Baker, 

1998:6), and The Monkey Wrench Gang (1975) was bom. 

2.5. A Gang of Arguments 

Gang is the story of one woman and three men who 'monkeywrench' their way 

across Arizona and parts of Utah, pulling out survey stakes, destroying heavy machinery, 

and plotting to explode bridges and train tracks while dreaming of the day they might put 

a sizable crack in the Glen Canyon Dam. As such. Abbey's most (in)famous book is 

loosely based on the real-life adventures of a group known as the Eco-Raiders who in the 

early 1970s used unconventional and illegal tactics to slow the growth of the suburbs of 

Tucson, Arizona, and is said to have answered "a contemporary need for heroism, just as 

epics and sagas filled that void long ago and just as Westem novels have done for the 

century following the frontier's close" (Ronald, 1982: 191). As Ronald suggests, 

however, the gang's members represent an entirely new breed of Westem hero. 

Set in the near future but written from a historical perspective. Gang does not 

overtly concern itself with Westem conflicts past but with similar conflicts projected onto 

the road ahead. There, lawless villains with the law on their side band together with other 
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robber-barons to form 'greedy conglomerates' bent on exploiting the natural treasures of 

the American southwest. Classic range wars are transformed into contemporary 

environmental disputes. And, as Ronald (1982: 191) suggests, "whereas the traditional 

Western makes heroes of those who would tame the land, Abbey elevates those who 

respect it." The new Westem heroes are the ones who risk their lives in defense of a 

defenseless wilderness, drawing their optimism not from the infinite resources of the 

land, but from the infinite resourcefulness of energies deep within. But like all heroes, 

they must still earn respect by demonstrating an unwavering commitment to certain 

principles while engaged in battle against powerful opponents. 

Dr. Sarvis, for example, the first of the would-be heroes we are introduced to in 

Gang, is a likable altruistic Doc Holidayesque surgeon who, with "bald mottled dome 

and savage visage, grim and noble as [Jean] Sibelius," casts "a most impressive shadow" 

as he goes about the business of "a routine neighborhood beautification project, burning 

billboards along highway U.S. 66" (Abbey, 1975: 6). His escape vehicle, the Lincoln 

Continental Mark IV parked by the side of the highway, is festooned with fetishes "to 

ward off evil" (e.g., the M.D.'s caduceus, American flag decals, a sticker which reads 

"Member of A.B.L.E. ~ Americans for Better Law Enforcement," and another for 

National Rifle Association members, which comes complete with the traditional adage, 

"Register Communists, Not Guns") (11); satirical camouflage for the ideas to which the 

good doctor really pledges his allegiance. For he really "marches on... severe and sober 

as a judge" (11), to continue the fight against the Mumfordian megamachine, convinced 

that he is only doing what must be done. And he is not alone. He has with him the affable 
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Bonnie Abbzug, who, as Killingsworth (1989: 197) says, "brings to monkeywrenching 

her considerable skill as a liar and sardonic wit, which she picked up, we must assume, 

by taking a graduate degree in French literature and by working as the doctor's 

receptionist." And Bonnie proves herself to be eager to help Dr. Sarvis anyway she can 

while "learning anew the solid satisfaction of good work properly done" (Abbey, 1975; 

38). 

Together Sarvis and Abbzug scan the roadsides outside of Alberqueque, New 

.Mexico, in search of new targets to put to the torch. "So many," they think, 

all so innocent and vulnerable, ranged along the roadway in serried ranks, 

clamoring for the eye. Hard to choose. Should it be the military? 

THE MARINE CORPS 
BUILDS MEN 

Why don't they build women? Bonnie asked. Or how about the truckers' 

editorial? 

IF TRUCKS STOP 
AMERICA STOPS 

Don't threaten me, you sons of bitches. He checked out the political: 

WHAT'S WRONG WITH BEING RIGHT? 
JOIN THE JOHN BIRCH SOCIETY! 

But preferred the apolitical: 

HAVE A NICE DAY 
WE'RE ALL IN THIS TOGETHER 

And after a target is chosen and the work is done. Doc and Bonnie stop along the Rio 

Grande to listen to the "voice" of the river in search of a "higher calling." 
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Then there is George Washington Hayduke, the short, broad, burly twenty-five 

year old ex-Green Beret medic who has spent "two years in the jungle delivering 

Montagnard babies and dodging helicopters ... and another year as a prisoner of the 

Vietcong" (Abbey, 1975: 13), sustained only by heart-felt yearnings to return once more 

to "the clear and classical desert" and "the pellucid sky" (13) of his home in Tucson. 

What Hayduke finds upon release, however, is not "the home of the fi"ee creatures" he 

thought he was fighting for. Instead, he sees open desert "scraped bare of all vegetation, 

all life, by giant D-9 bulldozers" that remind him of "the Rome plows leveling Vietnam" 

(13); "a squalid plague of future slums constructed of green two-by-fours, dry-wall 

fiberboard and prefab roofs that blew off in the first good wind"; and the ring of Titan 

ICBM bases that now surround him. So, with "a smoldering bitterness" and "the slow 

fires of anger" (14), Hayduke "bums" to right these wrongs. But before he can release 

his "one long and prolonged, deep and dangerous, wild archaic howl" (24) in defense of 

Mother Nature, he must settle an old score that involves getting revenge on a Flagstaff 

cop. 

Likewise, "Jack Mormon" Seldom Seen Smith, river guide extraordinaire and the 

fourth member of the gang, has a heart "full of a healthy hatred" (Abbey, 1975: 26) 

because he too remembers something different than the land that Abbey describes as so 

artificial, hollow and dead (i.e.. Glen Canyon before the dam), and it includes a "golden 

river flowing to the sea... canyons called Hidden Passage and Salvation and Last 

Chance and Forbidden and Twilight... strange great amphitheaters called Music Temple 

and Cathedral in the Desert" (26), all of which now lay "beneath the dead water of the 
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reservoir, slowly disappearing under layers of descending silt" (26). And it is the strength 

of Smith's sense of loss and betrayal that compels him to join the others in their quixotic 

efforts to monkeywrench the leaden progress of the megamachine. 

As for the gang's gang of powerful opponents, J. Dudley Love, Mormon Bishop 

of Blanding, Utah, and leader of his county's euphemistically titled 'Search and Rescue 

Team,' is made to stand out as the kind of person who is most likely to vehemently reject 

the Gang's arguments. For Love is described as one of that 'breed' of men "who wear 

bolo ties and shoot doves and eat Vienna Sausages out of a can on fishing jaunts" 

(Abbey, 1975: 235), and we are meant to equate this breed of man with the opportunistic 

and hypocritical bishop who only tends to his flock on Sunday and Wednesday nights, 

and spends the rest of his time "neck deep in real estate, uranium, oil, gas, tourism, most 

anything that smells like money" (97). It is Love and others like him that are said to "run 

things as best they can for God and Jesus" (97). It is Love's Search and Rescue posse that 

actively endeavors to thwart the gang's every physical and intellectual effort to resist the 

industrial development of the West. And it is in Love's matching and mirroring of the 

heated vitriol of the 'misanthropic miscreants' he seeks to put a stop to that we see not 

'better versions of ourselves,' as Richard Weaver (1953) might say, but rather the dark 

side of the ideals of individual freedom and corporate capitalism. 

In sum. Abbey's argumentative strategy was largely comprised of a complex of 

substantive (e.g., argument from cause to effect and effect to cause, and argument from 

sign, generalization, parallel case, analogy, and classification), authoritative, and 

motivational arguments (see Brockreide & Ehninger, 1960), all potentially legitimate 
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inductive forms of reasoned inference that enable and help govern the way human beings 

engage the material world and the world of human motivation and action; all tied together 

and given coherence by virtue of incorporation in generally engaging, highly accessible, 

and mostly fictional literary narratives. 
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Free speech is the right to shout 'theater' in a crowded fire. 
- Abbie Hofftnan 
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CHAPTER THREE: THE CONTEMPORARY SCENE 

As the historical record shows and Worster (1977: xi) points out, "one might very 

well cast the history of ecology as a struggle between rival views of the relationship 

between humans and nature: one view devoted to the discovery of intrinsic value and its 

preservation, the other to the creation of an instrumentalized world and its exploitation." 

Thus, entering in abruptly on contemporary environmental disputes perhaps one should 

not be surprised to find environmental controversies that appear to be the direct 

descendants of similar policy struggles that took place in late nineteenth century and 

early twentieth century America. The central issues revolve around disagreements over 

who should control 'resource use' decisions and what set of values should be used to 

guide those decisions. The principals' arguments tend to reflect either the ideas of tum-

of-the-century people like environmentalist, John Muir, or Gifford Pinchot, the first chief 

of the United States Forest Service. Business interests have a central place in the 

deliberations. The central symbolic expressions of the tum-of-the-century's twin 

'gospels' of wealth and efficiency are firmly entrenched in the popular thinking of the 



73 

day. 'The world' figures into many popular narratives as a hostile wilderness. And, last 

but not least, popular literature plays an important role in the development of common 

understandings of life's trials and tribulations, either creating heroes or undercutting 

them. There are, however, at least three important differences between the more recent 

environmental controversies and those of the past, all of which raise questions (that are 

addressed in later chapters) about the logic of certain contemporary environmental 

arguments. 

First, the fact that significant environmental policy debates are now more 

frequently conducted simultaneously inside and outside of the traditional legislative 

arenas is indicative of debate participants' relatively recent widespread turn toward the 

utilization of mass media. To wit, privately-sponsored annual report-type documents, 

editorial-like advertisements in major newspapers and magazines, television 

documentaries, joumal articles, and the publication of books are now generally 

considered to be an integral part of environmental information campaigns. In the latter 

category, early efforts like the Club of Rome's Limits to Growth (1972), The Ecologisi 

magazine's Blueprint for Survival (1972), and Edward Abbey's Desert Solitaire (1968) 

and The Monkey Wrench Gang (1975), can be counted among those most successful in 

attracting widespread public readership and critical attention. 

Second, contemporary adherents to the traditional philosophies of 

'preservationism' and 'resource conservationism' appear to be at least partly responsible 

for the recent widespread radicalization of environmental discourse in America. And this 

turn of events is largely due to the work of oppositional social movement groups who 
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advocate the use of radical environmental protest strategies and tactics and rely on highly 

accessible narrative argimients to communicate profoundly different views of nature to 

the public. 

Third, a new categorization scheme based on the traditional philosophical split 

within environmentalism, but in some ways significantly different from it, is beginning to 

win widespread acceptance in contemporary environmental discourse. The seeds for this 

new scheme were planted in America as early as the 1960s when Murray Bookchin 

argued that the term 'ecologism' should be used to describe the "broad, philosophical, 

almost spiritual, outlook toward humanity's relationship to the natural world" in order to 

distinguish it from the kind of environmentalism that is "a form of natural engineering 

that seeks to manipulate nature as mere 'natural resources' with minimal pollution and 

public outcry"' (as quoted in Foreman and Bookchin, 1991, emphasis added). For here it 

is clear that environmental arguments were becoming less concerned with the direct 

correspondence between God and nature and more concerned with the direct 

correspondence between public opinion and environmental policy. 

Nonetheless, it was not until Norwegian philosopher Ame Naess (1973) 

suggested that the principled arguments forwarded by different camps in the 

environmental movement could be grouped under two new headings ~ arguments 

representing the more traditional reform environmentalism, or "shallow" ecology, and 

those opposed to them, or "deep" ecology, that this new understanding of the basic 

parameters of the debate really took hold. 
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3.1. "Deep" Vs. "Shallow" Environmental Arguments 

Developed by academics such as Naess, Warwick Fox, George Sessions, and Bill 

Devall as well as militant wilderness activists such as Edward Abbey, Christopher 

Manes, and Dave Foreman, deep ecology is now the term most commonly used to 

describe that set of ideas that is offered as a radical alternative to the celebrated pastoral 

view of resource conservationism. Deep ecologists generally believe that the important 

role and place of wilderness areas has been largely neglected by garden-variety 

environmentalists who have done little to preserve more than "minor ecological museums 

in hard to develop places," "small wildlife sanctuaries," and "rugged outdoor recreational 

resorts" (Bookchin and Foreman, 1991: 16). Consequently, deep ecologists promote a 

return to what has been called "wilderness fundamentalism" (Foreman 1991: 26) which 

for many deep ecologists means adhering to the principles that define the deep ecology 

movement Foreman co-founded in 1981 under the banner of Earth First!. 

These principles were first presented by Foreman (who has since left the group) to 

the general membership of Earth First! (which Lee [1995] recently estimated to be over 

12,000 grassroots adherents worldwide) at annual gatherings and in official Earth First! 

publications. They include: 1) i4 placing of Earth first in all decisions, even ahead of 

human welfare if necessary: 2) A refusal to use human beings as the measure by which to 

value others', 3) A deep questioning of, and even an antipathy to, "progress " and 

"technology 4) An acknowledgment that we must change our personal life-styles to 

make them more harmonious with natural diversity; and 5) An awareness that we are 

animals (Foreman, 1991: 21). 
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Deep ecologists also generally envision the creation of some sort of large scale 

wilderness preserve system made up of interconnected wilderness areas that, according to 

at least one master plan, would be kept "off-limits to industrial human civilization" 

(Bookchin & Foreman, 1991: 7). Further, deep ecologists encourage others to believe that 

humanity has pushed life on Earth to its "most critical moment" in three-and-a-half-

billion-years and that, "in such a time of crisis, the conservation battle is not one of 

merely protecting outdoor recreation opportunities, or a matter of aesthetics, or 'wise 

management and use' of natural resources. It is a battle for life itself, for the continued 

flow of evolution" (Foreman, 1991: 2). Thus, it is commonplace for deep ecologists to 

argue that what they think and do is a necessary adaptation for reharmonizing the human 

and nonhuman worlds. 

[t is also commonplace for deep ecologists to blame ecological disharmony on 

advocates of'shallow ecology' (i.e., resource conservationism) who continue to pursue 

'the celebrated pastoral ideal.' As a result, members of deep ecology groups such as Earth 

First! consistently oppose members of shallow ecology groups in contemporary 

environmental disputes. And nowhere is this opposition more clearly wrought than in 

confrontations between members of Earth First! and members of what is known as the 

Wise Use Movement (WUM). 

Described by its founder, Ron Arnold, executive vice president of the Center for 

the Defense of Free Enterprise, as "a substantial cluster of nonprofit grassroots 

organizations" that advocate "unlimited economic growth, technological progress, and a 

market economy" (Arnold 1996: 18), the WUM is in fact "a hodgepodge of property-
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rights groups, antiregulation legal foundations, trade groups of large industries, 

motorized-recreation-vehicle clubs, federal-land users, farmers, ranchers, fishermen, 

trappers, small forest holders, mineral prospectors, and others who live and work in the 

'middle landscape' that came together at a conference in Reno, Nevada, in 1988 to form a 

pro-industry social activist movement. As such, the financial and political clout of the 

WUM is substantial. As Grumbine (1995: 14) notes: 

Extractive industries (mining corporations, timber companies), trade 

associations (American Farm Bureau, National Cattlemen's Association), 

and off-road vehicle manufacturers (Honda, Kawasaki) have provided most 

of the funding up to the present. Direct mail contributions from the growing 

membership are just beginning to be exploited. Alan Gottlieb, another 

leader of the Center for the Defense of Free Enterprise, noted in 1992, 'In 

the past five years we've raised $3 million for Wise Use issues, and SI 

million of that came in the last year, the potential is way, way greater. We 

can reach five million households rather quickly.' 

Inspired by the idea that the pastoral ideal is nothing less than "a psychic energy 

condenser" that "stores the charge generated between the polarities of civilization and 

nature" (Arnold, 1996: 15), Wise Users are generally concerned that deep ecologists are 

trying to push this psychic energy condenser "increasingly toward nature, striving to 

redefine the meaning of America in fully primitivist terms of the wild" (Arnold, 1996: 

15) at the expense of more traditional anthropocentric values. Thus, members seek to 



78 

challenge what they believe to be the "three distinctive axes of influence that dominate 

environmental politics in America" (Amold, 1996: 17-18). 

The first, "establishment interventionists" (e.g.. The Nature Conservancy, 

National Wildlife Federation, and National Audubon Society), are said to exist solely "to 

hamper property rights and markets sufficiently to centralize control of many transactions 

for the benefit of environmentalists and their flinders in the foundation community, while 

leaving the market economy itself operational" (Amold, 1996; 17). The second, eco-

socialists (e.g., Greenpeace, Native Forest Council, and Maine Audubon Society) are said 

to exist solely "to dislodge the market system with public ownership of all resources and 

production" (Amold, 1996: 17). And the third, deep ecologists (e.g.. Earth First!, Sea 

Shepherd Conservation Society, and Native Forest Network) are said to exist solely to 

"reduce or eliminate industrial civilization and human population in varying degrees" 

(Arnold, 1996: 18). Further, Wise Users generally believe that deep ecologists 'fetishize 

nature' to the point that humanity is not permitted to experiment with wilderness in any 

way, shape or form, and thereby give short shift to any effort to deal with instances of 

inevitable abuse through education, incentive, clear rules, and the administration of 

appropriate penalties for incorrigibles. 

Thus, while it is clear that Wise Users recognize some environmental values, it as 

also clear that they fear most those whom they believe exist solely for the purpose of as 

Amold (1996: 18) puts it, "armihilating the livelihoods of dwellers in the middle 

landscape." And it was in response to this threat that "those who had been most wounded 

by environmental ideology" (Amold, 1996: 18) joined forces to form what is now "an 
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organized constituency and advocacy leadership" geared toward upholding the "dominant 

Western worldview" (Arnold, 1996: 18). 

As counter-arguments to the key principles of deep ecology, Arnold forwards five 

principles which he believes "would probably find wide agreement among those who 

provide the material goods to all of humanity" (Arnold, 1996: 18). These are: \) Humans, 

like all organisms, must use natural resources to survive; 2) The earth and its life are 

lough and resilient, not fragile and delicate; 3) We only learn about the world through 

trial and error; 4) Our limitless imaginations can break through natural limits to make 

earthly goods and carrying capacity virtually infinite; and 5) People's reworking of the 

earth is revolutionary, problematic, and ultimately benevolent. 

Here, then, the simple point to be made is that there are rather obvious 

fundamental differences between those on either side of the philosophical divide 

separating deep and shallow ecologists. Further, since these differences are based on what 

members of both groups believe to be 'first principles' or 'self-evident premises' the 

standoff appears to them to be 'beyond dispute.' In other words, deliberation on the basic 

points of their respective philosophies is not an option that either group is likely to view 

as worthwhile. The less simple point, however, is that despite fundamentally different 

worldviews, these groups practically mirror each other's communication strategies and 

tactical initiatives in efforts to get their arguments heard in the public sphere. And, as we 

will see, this fact speaks to a mutual recognition of a singular political world and a 

common understanding of what it means to behave 'rationally' within it. 
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3.2. Two Worldviews, One Political World 

Both deep and shallow ecologists recognize the need to operate effectively within 

shared political parameters and so they make manifest very similar political analyses. 

While the core membership of both movements generally reject 'politics as usual,' 

together with political communication as usual, each has been forced to confront several 

significant dialectical and rhetorical issues. Thus, outlining the rationale behind the 

communication strategies ultimately chosen by key members of each movement helps to 

prepare the way for a more thorough examination of the rationality of these choices in 

later chapters. 

Beginning with a comparison of the general organizational structures of both 

Earth First! and The Wise Use Movement (see Taylor, 1995; Brick and Cawley, 1996; 

Lee, 1995) we see that in contrast to the more traditional, more centralized, and more 

strictly hierarchical organizational model of say, a mainstream political party, both 

activist groups have chosen to develop and maintain a far more decentralized, but 

nonetheless tightly connected, grassroots level member-affiliate network of groups that 

can be quickly and effectively mobilized in times of crisis. That is to say that while each 

network member-affiliate ostensibly operates at arms length fi-om the movement's 

national headquarters and financial supporters, and may even adopt different names for 

their groups, all generally share a belief in the core principles of the larger movement and 

demonstrate a willingness to work together with other member-affiliate groups in 

regional and national campaigns. And, since most member-affiliate groups in both 

movements generally decry the traditional policy making processes with which many of 
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the movements' founders and leaders have had some direct experience, these campaigns 

are generally conducted in accordance with a decidedly different political rationale. 

In the case of Earth First!, for example, co-founder Foreman served many years as 

a conservation lobbyist stationed in Washington, D.C. for The Wilderness Society but no 

longer believes in the traditional rationalist model of policy making. He says it is based 

on the idea that one should "be rational, not emotional... use facts and figures ... quote 

economists and scientists" (Foreman, 1991:4) and this is not how the political process 

really works. If it were, he says, his political opponents, who are "extreme, radical, 

emotional" and use "arguments full of holes" (Foreman, 1991: 13) would not win so 

many policy battles. The fact that they do, however, compels Foreman to ask, "Why 

shouldn't 1 be emotional, angry, passionate?" (Foreman, 1991: 5). 

Thus, Foreman and many other Earth First!ers believe that the moderate and "so-

called pragmatic" approach to the problem of a disappearing wildemess is limited and 

frequently counter-productive. "Let's face it," Foreman (1991: 67-69) says, "our 

representative democracy has broken down. Our government primarily represents the big 

money boys and stacks the deck against reform movements ... the effectiveness of 

conventional political lobbying and electoral work to protect wild lands is evaporating," 

and "much of the desire to be 'moderate' and 'pragmatic' grows out of the 

understandable desire to gain credibility or legitimacy with the media and the political 

and economic leaders currently running our society" (Foreman, 1991: 71). Further, 

Foreman (1991: 71) claims that the American political system 

is very effective at co-opting and moderating dissidents by giving them 
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attention and then encouraging them to be 'reasonable' so their ideas will be 

taken 'more seriously.' Appearing on the evening news, testifying before 

congressional hearings, or getting a job with some government agency are 

just some of the methods used by the establishment to entice one to share 

key assumptions of the dominant worldview and to enter the negotiating 

room to compromise with madmen who are destroying everything pure and 

beautiful. 

Indeed, Earth First!'s motto is "No compromise in defense of Mother Earth," and 

in this case, 'no compromise' means that "a truly effective, wilderness preservation 

strategy needs to include a large dose of uncompromising, nonviolent direct action and 

resistance" (Foreman, 1991: 69). This includes "illegally monkeywrenching and 

sabotaging wilderness-destroying projects" (Foreman, 1991: 70), "waging 

confrontational struggles against ecocidal corporations and government agencies" 

(Foreman, 1991: 93), and "effectively challenging the parameters of the debate about 

ecological issues" (Foreman, 1991: 25). 

On this view, one of Earth First!'s chief political claims is that the democratic 

political system in the United States has not only not benefited from the influence of 

corporate economic power, but has been so distorted by these influences and by 

regressive human attitudes toward the nonhuman world that it cannot respond quickly 

enough to avert the escalating extinction catastrophe. In other words, as Taylor (1995: 

17) suggests, "Earth Firstlers would argue that, in light of nature's intrinsic value, 

governing processes that disregard the interests of nonhumans are illegitimate." 
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Thus, in addressing the "reasons and purposes for environmental radicalism" 

(Foreman, I99I; 18) the movement's leaders have made important details about the 

group's argumentation strategies very clear from the very beginning of the movement: I) 

State honestly the views held by many conservationists: 2) Demonstrate that the Sierra 

Club and its allies were raging moderates, believers in the system, and to refute the 

Reagan/Watt contention that they were 'environmental extremists3) Balance such 

anti-environmental radicals as the Grand County commission and provide a broader 

spectrum of viewpoints: 4) Return vigor, joy, and enthusiasm to the tired, unimaginative 

environmental movement: 5) Keep the established groups honest: 6) Give an outlet to 

many hard-line conservationists who were no longer active because of disenchantment 

with compromise politics and the co-option of environmental organizations: 7) Provide a 

productive fringe, since ideas, creativity, and energy tend to spring up on the edge and 

later spread into the center: 8) Inspire others to carry out activities straight from the 

pages of The Monkey Wrench Gang even though Earth First'., we agreed, would itself be 

ostensibly law-abiding; and 9) Help develop a new worldview, a biocentric paradigm, 

an Earth philosophy. 

In parallel fashion, the reasoning behind the creation of the Wise Use Movement 

and its communication strategies and tactics is based on the idea that "resource industries 

made a social and political blunder when they neglected drama, objected to emotionality 

as a tool of its own, shunned the rationale of values, and raised rationality to irrational 

levels" (Arnold, 1987: 81). As a corrective measure, Arnold (1987: 145) tells his 

audience, "What American Industry needs is pro-industry, pro-free enterprise citizen 
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activism [that] will dovetail into existing industry programs, with industry developing 

hard facts and providing money, materials, and transportation, and the citizen activists 

becoming part of the message delivery system." Such groups, Arnold (1987: 145-147) 

says, 

can take part in highly controversial actions that industry would be 

well advised to stay away from ... [and] can be particularly helpful 

in shaping public opinion, through education, by creating heroes 

and heroines, by championing the free enterprise cause, and by 

giving a sense of drama to industry. 

For two things have been made obvious to Arnold from his study of'ecology wars': 1) 

"American industry cannot save itself by itself in an activist society"; and 2) "An activist 

movement can only be defeated by an activist movement" (1987: 145). Thus, the point of 

the inaugural gathering of The Wise Use Movement was to establish the groundwork for 

a more self-reflective approach to industry's need for a more media savvy and 

sophisticated entry into the public policy decision making process; one that makes 

strategic use of public commentary and rhetoric. 

"At the deepest level," says Arnold (1987: 148), American industry should be 

developing "a humane pro-civilization philosophy among scholars, writers, artists, 

playwrights, musicians, commentators, and other bellwethers of social change." For, 

while most industry workers should be made more cognizant of the "moral and 

philosophical principles behind their way of life", most have "neither the analytical 

training to identify and classify their basic values nor the verbal polish to articulate them 
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concisely" (Arnold, 1987: 83). Thus, "compelling narratives" must be created that "hold 

up a mirror to these people" and provide them with the guidance they will need "to 

sur\'ive the turbulent decades of conflict that lie ahead" (Arnold, 1987: 83). And these 

narratives, Arnold argues, should concentrate on characterizing envirotunentalists as 

'extremists' who: I) do not seek a balance between jobs and nature; 2) consider humans 

less important than protecting insects; 3) do not believe that science can solve all 

environmental problems; and 4) place the rights of the majority over the rights of the 

individual (Foreman, 1987: 83). 

Arnold has put these ideas into practice in a series of publications he calls the 

movement's "battle books." Under the cover of an in-house publishing enterprise called 

the Free Enterprise Press, Wise Users (e.g., Arnold, 1987; Gottlieb, 1989; Hage, 1989; 

Pendley, 1994, 1995) reframe environmentalists as 'preservationists,' and then use this 

label to describe 'violent,' 'elitist,' 'fascist,' 'religious extremists' with a 'hidden anti-

American agenda' that involves 'destroying jobs and Western civilization.' 

William Pendley's (1995: xviii) fVar on the West, for example, opens with the 

author's claim that, "the battle is not about the quality of the human environment or about 

safety or survivability or sustainability." It is, rather, "about whether Westerners will 

have an economy, or property rights, or the ability to engage in economic pursuits that 

sustained their forefathers." And it is a battle that must be waged between "Westerners" 

and "environmental extremists," with the latter alternatively taking the form of "elitists 

who sit in their glass towers in New York City and San Francisco," academics who sit in 

"their ivory towers in prestigious colleges and universities," government agency officials 
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who sit in "their marble towers along the corridors of power in Washington, D.C." 

(Pendley, 1995: 7), and all others who "embody the pantheistic antihuman philosophy 

that runs rampant in the fanatic wing of the environmental movement" (Pendley, 1995: 

14). It is, in short, a battle between Westerners and all who are "concerned about such 

warm and fuzzy issues as clean water and abundant wildlife" (Pendley, 1995: 14), believe 

"that people are no more than coequal inhabitants of the planet, no better than any other 

creature" (Pendley, 1995: 14), view human beings as being "at best irrelevant, at worst an 

evil to be eradicated," (Pendley, 1995: 15), honor "neither the Constitution nor people, 

but only their naturalistic ideology" (Pendley, 1995: 19), and (somewhat ironically) use 

"strong rhetoric to denigrate and demonize loggers, ranchers, and other Westerners so 

that they may be treated in an inhuman marmer" (Pendley, 1995: 21). 

Likewise, in Arnold's latest 'battle book', Eco-Terror: The Violent Agenda to 

Save Nature: The World of the Unabomber (1991), he argues that Ted Kaczkynski, a.k.a. 

'the Unabomber,' was "spawned" by the environmental movement. Arnold then parlays 

the supposed cormection into a polemic attack on all forms of radical environmentalism, 

saving his most venomous barbs for Earth First!, Earth First! co-founder Dave Foreman, 

and Edward Abbey, whom Arnold holds directly responsible for the widespread use of 

monkeywrenching as a form of protest. 

Monkeywrenching, says Arnold (1997: 292), is practiced only by "the most 

devoted deep ecology ideologists" who, being "grim, humorless and hate-ridden," 

obsessively hate loggers, miners, ranchers, farmers, fishers, or any other 

resource industry workers ... are truly consumed by hate ... [and] feel hate 
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and fatalism, which justifies any desperate act and on occasion degenerates 

into self-destructive behavior, consuming their colleagues who object to 

violence with threats and intimidation. 

These radicals, Arnold says, are 'fanatical' and the key point about fanaticism, he says, 

is that fanatics break with tradition for an idea or an ideal which becomes in 

their mind an absolute, worth sacrificing themselves and others for. Fanatics 

designate villains against whom they can unleash their rage without guilt. 

They feel contempt or indifference for everything other than the object of 

their passion. They have an unshakable certainty in the rightness of their 

ideas. They project aggressiveness on the presumed enemy, who is seen as a 

persecutor. They justify the transgression of morality ("we are 

monkeywrenching for the good of the earth"). They are consumed by 

hatred, which is concealed behind the facade of the 'just person' (Arnold, 

1997: 300). 

Further, all one needs to know in order to understand such behavior, according to Arnold 

(1997; 294), is the meaning of Maslow's "needs hierarchy" since 

Maslow provided us with clues to explain the behavior of environmentalists 

in general, who come from middle and upper middle class origins, who 

never had to struggle for 'the food, the security, the love, the admiration, the 

fi-eedom that have always been there,' who devalue and mock and destroy 

the loggers and miners and ranchers and farmers and fishers who invisibly 
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supply their now-despised basic needs. You could call it The Spoiled Brat 

Syndrome. It explains how Aldo Leopold could envision a land ethic that 

calls economic needs 'mere' and disregards the consequences on others of 

ending property rights in land. Maslow helps us understand the individuals 

who have a truly basic aesthetic need, those who get sick in special ways in 

ugliness and actively crave and can only be cured by being in beautiful 

surroundings. We immediately call to mind Edward Abbey and Dave 

Foreman and some other biocentric apocalyptics. 

3.3. The Relative Rationality of Competing Environmental Paradigms 

Right or wrong, then, the fact is that anti-environmentalists like Ron .Arnold and 

his followers in the Wise Use Movement think that there is no significant 'environmental 

crisis' to speak of; population growth will never become a problem for a techno logical ly-

savvy culture like our own; the disappearance of hundreds of species of animals from the 

web of life will not frustrate the health and well being of the remaining life on Earth nor 

lead to the disappearance of human beings; increases in atmospheric CO2 levels, ozone 

depletion, and problems associated with acid rain are nothing more than cyclic 

fluctuations in natural processes, and there is nothing human beings can do, or can stop 

doing, to affect such things one way or another. All is in God's hands. Moreover, Wise 

Users teach their children and other people that environmentalism is merely "an invention 

of radicals ~ fringe groups, special interest groups, the liberal media, tree buggers, and 

people haters ~ who oppose the dominant myth of the 'American way of life'" (Bruner & 

Oelschlaeger, 1994; 379); that environmentalists (excluding 'real environmentalists' like 
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themselves) are unduly pessimistic and alannist; that more environmental regulation will 

only lead to more American job loss, decrease the quality of American life, and usher in a 

restrictive life style characterized by sacrifice and suffering. They believe that there will 

be little if any long-term costs associated with the reduction of biodiversity, increased 

levels of pollution, and so on. 

Deep ecologists like Dave Foreman and his followers in Earth First!, on the other 

hand, believe that the 'environmental crisis' is not only real but has reached a 'critical 

moment' due to the intellectual and moral neglect of greedy nature exploiters who have 

resisted the preservation of anything more than a relatively useless handful of'ecology 

arks'; ideologies that place human welfare above, before and beyond the welfare of the 

planet; an erroneous modem metaphor of progress; the notion of fail-safe technological 

salvation; and the all-too-human nature of animals who forget their animal nature. For 

their part, many deep ecologists teach their children and other people that their political 

opponents are extreme, radical, emotional and corrupt; that democracy in America has 

broken down; that the government and big business are one. Further, Earth First!ers 

believe that they state honestly the view held by many conservationists and that their 

activities help to keep more established mainstream groups honest. Thus, they believe 

they provide a constructive service to others interested and involved in environmental 

discourse and decision making. They also believe that if life on Earth is to survive then 

the spread of 'industrial human civilization' must be stopped using whatever means (they 

deem) necessary. 
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Both groups believe that their choice of radically different methods of political 

engagement is entirely justified by the 'fact' that traditional policy making processes 

have been rendered completely ineffective by corrupting internal influences. 

Consequently, more moderate and 'so-called pragmatic' approaches are viewed as 

irrational. 'Reason' dictates the play of emotion, the return of 'vigor, joy and 

enthusiasm,' and the creation of 'compelling narratives,' complete with a new breed of 

heroes and heroines who can alternatively champion the free enterprise cause or 

contribute to its demise. Leaders and rank-and-file members on both sides routinely use 

what Woods (1990) calls the 'social technologies of persuasion' to discredit opposition 

leaders, restrict 'debate' to the exchange of shrill set pieces of the party line (to mask the 

true complexity of the issue), marginalize the most visible protagonists, trivialize 

contenders' values, saturate communications with cliches and slogans, and place blame 

for disagreements on the others' opponents. 

Nonetheless, one could say that the fact that such debate exists is nothing new and 

certainly nothing to be overly concerned about. The historical record shows that the role 

of human values in environmental disputes has been a consistent problem area for people 

involved in attendant public policy decision making processes (see Hays, 1998; Gottlieb, 

1997; Caldwell and Bartlett, 1997; Clark and McCool, 1996; Cortner, Shannon, Wallace. 

Burke, and Moote, 1996; Kempton, Boster and Hartley, 1995; Brick & Cawley, 1996; 

Kjiight and Bates, 1995; Hajer, 1995; Gammon, 1994; Yaffee, 1994; Eckersley, 1992). In 

fact, there has probably never been a time in our species' existence on this planet when a 

human community's environmental values did not figure heavily into the formation and 
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implementation of its natural resource management practices and policies. Public policy 

has always been a matter of achieving a socially desirable balance between fact and 

value. Nowadays is no exception. Environmental values ultimately influence problem 

selection and analysis, individual, community and organizational identity; political 

strategy; and public understanding of environmental issues. 

Further, it can be argued that attention has already been drawn to the fact that the 

intensity of 'value standoffs' between members of different interest groups involved in 

environmental disputes often clouds participants' perception of the situation at hand, and 

in the process, triggers a host of so-called psychological coping mechanisms. Yaffee 

(1994), for example, notes how those involved in environmental disputes frequently: 1) 

stereotype their own and others' interests, dispositions, and motives; 2) selectively expose 

themselves and others to information and other stimuli on the basis of group affiliation; 

3) 'prime' and 'frame' events in biased ways; 4) self-reflectively describe how difficult it 

is to 'escape' certain socializing agents that contribute to the formation and maintenance 

of narrowed views of the issues and other people; 5) demonstrate a fairly pervasive 

tendency to operate within a firamework of'pluralistic ignorance' about the nature of the 

conflict; and 6) generally display a 'knee-jerk' type of reaction toward arguments and 

information contributed by members of their own and other groups. And, as Yaffe 

suggests, there does not appear to be much that anyone can do ~ aside from forcing more 

administrative control on policy proceedings — to prevent this sort of thing from 

happening. 



92 

So, the argument goes, while it is true that the positions forwarded in public 

debate are often miscategorized by opposing interlocutors and the entire controversy is 

misconstrued as simply a contest between people and nature, or jobs versus the 

environment, this is not and should not be the primary concern of official decision 

makers or the public. What, after all, can anyone be expected to do about it? Pointing out 

that the arguments forwarded in nature narratives do not fare well when subjected to tests 

for formal, informal or dialectical reasoning hardly seems to matter to those engaged in 

these debates. Emotion, not reason, rules in such disputes. 

Further, advocates of traditional decision making processes in effect argue that 

established policy making processes were not designed to address the basis of things like 

nature narratives, fraught as they are with what appear to be weak and fallacious appeals 

based on intuition and emotion, ad hominum attacks, strawman charactures of opposing 

perspectives and arguments, loaded language, false implications, red herrings, and black-

and-white thinking. What, after all, one might ask, are the reasons forwarded in the 

rhetoric of Earth Firstlers, Wise Users, or the work of Edward Abbey? Where are 

substantive claims made clear? How are we to reconstruct the chains of inference upon 

which these 'arguments' depend? Thus, even though the protest activities of different 

social movement groups are sometimes disruptive and perhaps destructive of reasoned 

deliberation, it is frequently suggested that all we should really be concerned about is 

making sure that these inappropriate behaviors are not allowed to significantly interfere 

with legitimate decision making processes. 
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Recent escalations in environmental violence (Ruch, 1999), however, should give 

pause to even the staunchest opponent of environmental decision making reform. For it 

seems as though some of the most serious problems in environmental disputes stem from 

participants' assumptions about what it means to behave 'rationally' in today's political 

climate. And the fact is Foreman's (1985; 8) assertion that "it is time for women and 

men, individually and in small groups, to act heroically in defense of the wild, to put a 

monkeywrench into the gears of the machine that is destroying natural diversity" and 

.ALmold's (1983, 1987, 1996, 1997) opportunism concerning the ethics of "demonizing a 

whole class of people for the acts of a bad core of criminals" should alert policy makers 

to important questions about the logic of extreme environmental rhetoric. The effect of 

even a threat of violence proves that legitimate decision making processes are not 

immune to the fallout from such polarized environmental policy disputes. Indeed, the 

overall effect of competing narrative arguments on environmental policy deliberations is 

that certain disruptive themes have overrun 'reasonable' environmental discourse in 

recent years. As Christensen (1996: 152) suggests, "It seems hardly possible to talk about 

Western envirormiental issues without resorting to words of war these days." 

In this regard, the apparently popular dependence on the type of environmental 

arguments supplied by these competing nature narratives raises many imeresting and 

often troubling questions about the logic of the extreme environmental rhetoric used in 

the communicative practices of those involved in such environmental controversies. 

Lange (1996; 147), for example, notes a "peculiar logic of duplication and antithesis, of 

matching and mirroring" that is evident throughout contemporary envirorunental 
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discourse where "the interactive, interdependent, and almost symbiotic nature of the 

disputants" is focused on responding to, anticipating, or copying the other's rhetorical 

moves. 

The traditionalist, however, may still forward the argument that when such 

questions arise we can and must rely on the pragmatic reasoning skills of everyday 

citizens and representatives of the news media and government agencies to expose the 

weakness and fallaciousness of these types of arguments. But the question then becomes 

Do news reports and/or public policy decision making processes uphold the standard of 

reasoned discourse that many believe they should? and What if they do not? 
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It is very easy to fall into a metaphysical trap, to suppose that reality "has " 
only the forms we have provocation to see, or even into a slip-shod 
relativism assuming that the "real" form of Nature depends on someone's 
point of view. 

- Susanne K.. Langer 
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CHAPTER FOUR: FRIENDS AND ENEMIES: PUBLIC FORUMS FOR 
ENVIRONMENTAL DELIBERATION 

To ignore or dismiss the fact that the extreme arguments forwarded by competing 

interest groups tend to provoke only certain types of public engagement is to miss the 

point. The leaders of the groups in question obviously make conscious strategic use of 

what appear to be irrational arguments and related illegitimate rhetorical behaviors in 

efforts to promote their respective causes. The question, then, is Why? 

4.1 The Conventional View 

As Jacobs (1982: 209) suggests in relation to the type of general rhetorical form 

known as "confrontation rhetoric," a more or less conventional view of the type of 

rhetorical behavior described above would focus attention on its similarity to the kind of 

rhetorical behavior most often associated with "radicals," "militants," and "extremists." 

As such, the rhetoric of the agitators in question is likely to be: (a) understood as 

emanating from "outside the system" (Cathcart, 1978: 238) of traditional processes of 

decision-making: (b) "condemned by many critics as being 'essentially non-rational,' 

'nonconciliatory,' and 'provocative'" (Jacobs, 1882: 211); and (c) accused of closing off 
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the discussion of issues and the exploration of choices. That is to say that the traditional 

scholarly consensus is that the rhetoric in question is a form of "anti-communication." 

For instead of extending an open hand to others as invitation to engage in civic dialogue, 

confronters raise only an angry "closed fist" packed tight with nondiscursive symbolism. 

Typically, as Jacobs (1982: 212) reminds us, such discourse "reflects an 

aggressive, hostile stance," and "often relies on ridicule, derogation, invective, caricature, 

and caustic, bitter language. Acts of confrontation seem to deliberately violate the 

public's sense of morality and decency and their norms of civility and decorum." Sit-ins, 

chants, ceremonies, dress, and certain gestures are also described as just some of the 

endless variety of nonrational modes of communication said to comprise the "repertoire 

of the confronter." 

Nonetheless, the conventional view allows the use of confrontation rhetoric some 

instrumental value if and when it can be proven that such rhetoric succeeds in getting 

government representatives, the news media, business interests, and the public to at least 

acknowledge radical agendas. In this sense, as Cathcart (1980; 270) suggests, 

confrontation rhetoric is viable when it succeeds in prompting agents of the establishment 

to offer counter-rhetoric since "it is not only the rhetoric of the collective that is being 

viewed by the public, it is also the counter-rhetoric of the establishment." 

In this regard, the use of confrontation rhetoric appears most viable in 

environmental disputes when it provokes a reaction from the establishment by 

challenging 'common sense' understandings of natural processes because it is these that 

are, as Brown and Hemdl (1996: 216) suggest, based on "socially distinctive systems of 



98 

belief and complex relations of self and culture" that most people trust. Thus, when the 

creation of such strains is the actual intent of social agitators the use of confrontation 

rhetoric is viewed as a logical choice of rhetorical strategy. 

Woods (1990), too, argues that the fact that extreme rhetoric and not reason rules 

in such disputes might still be the result of an immanently 'rational' calculus. On this 

view, critical discussion between those actually engaged in the debate is said to have 

been simply 'disabled' by inconunensurable differences about the 'framework principles' 

of the nature of reality. The parties involved recognize that the issues cannot be resolved 

by reference to the 'facts,' they cannot simply 'agree to disagree,' the matter cannot be put 

to third-party settlement, whether in the form of binding arbitration, final-offer selection, 

legal courts or legislation, and the crisis carmot be overcome based on the principle of 

least moral harm. Reason, however, still dictates that it is reasonable for interlocutors to 

seek to avoid physical violence by pursuing a strategy of abandoning rational discourse 

for what would otherwise be seen as inappropriate, morally questionable, and irrational 

argumentative exchanges. Such exchanges are thought to be a practical way of avoiding 

violence since the emergence of extreme rhetoric can be used to signal a public 

'transformation' of the standoff into what can be said to be an argument of a less rational, 

and therefore less serious, nature. Whatever logic is present is positioned 'outside the 

fray' since reason only dictates the strategic use of nonrational forms of'anti-

communication' in situations in which it may be necessary to manipulate public 

perception of the seriousness of the substantive arguments raised. 



99 

This way of thinking about extreme environmental rhetoric makes it appear as 

though our most serious environmental disputes are beyond help; there is no logic 

inherent in the use of extreme environmental rhetoric per se, and there is nothing that can 

be done to improve the reasoning quality of the debate. Extreme rhetoric is merely a tool 

"outsiders' use with the intent of getting attention. Extreme rhetoric itself is rarely seen as 

capable of anything but exacerbating, instead of helping to resolve, policy controversies. 

The irony being that this is widely understood to be a relatively reasonable thing to do in 

the event of all out 'war.' 

Given this to be the case, though, one can hope that certain social institutions such 

as, say, news organizations and public hearings, serve as much needed correctives for 

such behavior; these, we want to say, provide the public with a more rational perspective 

on complex social issues. 

4.2 Institutional Interventions 

A 'free press' and public participation in decision making procedures have, after 

all, long been associated with the type of institutions and values that are thought to be at 

the heart of democracy in America. A free press is widely regarded as a catalyst for 

active and informed public self-government (Dewey, 1927; Hovel, 1949; Leonard, 1986). 

News organizations in particular have been charged with the responsibility of creating 

and maintaining a framework, or public sphere, within which a mass public might 

deliberate on issues of public concern (Goodnight, 1982). And a major part of news 

organizations' public responsibility is to inform the public of, and help prepare the public 

for, any opportunity for more direct participation in the policy making process (e.g.. 
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voting, contact with representatives, public hearings, town hall meetings). Coming full 

circle, report of interactions between citizens and 'systems' comprise much of what news 

is about. And, as if corroborating the claim that direct public participation in the policy 

making process is critical to American democracy, key environmental statutes (e.g., the 

National Environmental Policy Act [NEPA] and the Endangered Species Act [ESA]) 

require all federal agencies to use press releases to announce calls for public participation 

in environmental policy making processes via public hearings. Indeed, one of the 

designers of NEPA, Lyton K. Caldwell (1995; 217-218) recognized that "there is a 

special role for administration in the development of public awareness of environmental 

issues," but that 

merely to inform the public [through] the dissemination of information 

through the communications media... has the disadvantage of providing 

no mechanism for feedback, for ascertaining the actual degree of public 

comprehension and consensus. This is why the devise of public hearings 

upon action proposals, if honestly and competently managed, is an 

exceptionally valuable educational device informing not only the public, 

but, through popular reaction, also informing the public administrators. 

Thus the role of environmental administration in inducing the responsible 

and informed participation of citizens in public decisions may advance the 

practice of responsible and responsive self-government generally. It may 

assist the development of more adequate communication and 

comprehension between technical and administrative persormel in 
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government and the general public, thus reducing social friction and 

encouraging a more constructive and confident relationship between people 

and their public officials and institutions. 

Thus, the symbiotic relationship between a free press and public participation 

mechanisms plays an important role in the determination of whether the public has at its 

disposal the means for fair and open civic debate. 

The fact is, however, that most public deliberations on environmental issues are 

conducted by members of various interest groups that are actively involved in some, if 

not all, of the many processes of bargaining, compromise, and negotiating that ultimately 

determine the shape and substance of public policy in a modem pluralist democracy such 

as the United States (Smith, 2000). That is to say that, pace Smith (2000: 43), "although 

the behavior of interest groups is not the sole force influencing the policy-making 

process, groups and group activity, according to most scholars of American politics, do 

have a significant impact on the policy outputs of American democracy." Thus, the effect 

of competing interest group rhetoric on environmental policy related news coverage and 

public hearings points to two interesting sites for examining the public implementation of 

critical discussion. 

With this in mind, the important question is Do environmental news formats 

enhance the quality of public deliberation of environmental issues to the degree the 

theory of a free press leads one to expect? and if not. Do the official public participation 

mechanisms used in environmental policy making provide a reasonable corrective for 

distortions in public information? The short answer to both questions is. Yes and No. 



102 

4.3. Television News Coverage and Public Deliberation of Environmental Issues 

Scholars and news practitioners alike note the "enormous responsibility" the 

media must bear in communicating accurately the quality and quantity of environmental 

risk (Lacey & Longman, 1993). News organizations view environmental issues as a 

major category of news reflecting "a broad and definable area of public concem" (Lacey 

& Longman, 1993, p. 208), and most North Americans rely on television as a major 

source of environmental news (Murch, 1971; Nimmo & Coombs, 1985). Thus, the nature 

of the television coverage should be expected to make a decisive contribution to ensuring 

the quality of (and even the opportunity for) public deliberation on enviroimiental issues. 

Yet, while specific complaints about media coverage are many and varied, many critics 

see the problem not as one of substantive bias or lack of information, but as a failure to 

foster critical discussion of environmental issues. It is common for these critics to echo 

the more general concerns of Christopher Lasch, who wrote in the spring 1990 issue of 

the Gannett Center Journal: 

What democracy requires is public debate, not information. Of course it 

needs information too, but the kind of information it needs can be generated 

only by vigorous popular debate. We do not know what we need to know 

until we ask the right questions, and we can identify the right questions only 

by subjecting our own ideas about the world to the test of public 

controversy. Information, usually seen as the precondition of debate, is 

better understood as its by-product. When we get into arguments that focus 

and fiilly engage our attention, we become avid seekers of relevant 
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information. Otherwise, we take in information passively—if we take it in at 

all. From these considerations it follows that the job of the press is to 

encourage debate, not to supply the public with information. But as things 

now stand the press generates information in abundance, and nobody pays 

any attention.... Since the public no longer participates in debates on 

national issues, it has no reason to be better informed. When debate 

becomes a lost art, information makes no impression (cited in LaMay,1991: 

106). 

LaMay (1991: 104), for example, contrasts scientific writing, which teaches, with 

journalistic writing, which simply informs. Both involve the presentation and 

construction of arguments, but while scientists actively analyze information and search 

for answers. 

Journalists are another matter. Some are so averse to debating the merits of 

the arguments they've constructed that you may as well ask them to 

amputate one of their own limbs. What they do instead is heap more facts 

on the fire ... Academics can be said to teach because they sift through 

their arguments for the spurious and the irrelevant in order to build a better 

argument; journalists, dedicated to enhancing what Walter Lippman called 

'the machinery of record,' simply build a bigger argimient ~ they inform 

(LaMay, 1991: 104). 
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And Ryan (1991: 82), also echoing Lasch, argues that what people need from television 

news reports of the environment "is not simply more information, but usable information 

that allows them to engage one another as citizens." 

Others, however, including long time veterans of the industry, simply point out 

that if the news fails to inspire the 'right kind' of public engagement it is not because the 

information provided is not made usable, but rather that it's real utility is not always 

made public. Fulford (1999: 78), for example, reflects on how quickly journalists must 

learn that "journalism is an imaginative construction [that] follows the rules of its maker 

as much as it imitates reality." Indeed, Fulford (1999: 78) claims that while "journalists 

may occasionally claim they are merely messengers, passing on the facts that come to 

them. .. this pose won't withstand scrutiny. 

At their most accomplished, journalistic narratives may appear natural and 

inevitable, as if each story had to be told and could not have been told 

another way. But the facts are chosen and shaped by journalists, and 

necessarily reflect their interests and traditions. For example, all news 

media provide far more information about politics than any dispassionate 

assessment of public interest would dictate; other crucial subjects, most 

notably science, are by comparison ignored (Fulford, 1990: 80). 

And, of course, the possibility that environmental news coverage not only fails to foster 

critical discussion of environmental issues, but is perhaps designed to discourage 

informed public debate raises important questions about the kind of news coverage North 

Americans have become accustomed to getting about environmental policy disputes. 
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4.4 The Case of the Clayoquot Sound Controversy 

In a related study Maher and Jacobs (1995) examine how news coverage formats 

give shape and substance to one particular envirorunental controversy—the issue of whether 

to allow clear-cut logging of the old growth forests of Clayoquot Sound in British 

Columbia. 

The province of British Columbia forms the entire west coast of Canada. 

Approximately eighty-five percent of the province's total land mass is classified as 

forest. Five percent of the province—and less than two percent of its temperate rain

forest—has been preserved as parks, ecological reserves, or recreation areas. Of the rest, 

over sixty percent of the province's richest and most productive ancient forests has been 

cut by logging companies using the crudest of all tree-harvesting methods-clear-cutting. 

This has been done at an armual rate of more than 600,000 acres-more than is cut in a 

year from all the national forests in the United State combined. At this pace, scientists 

predicted that almost all of the commercially viable trees of British Columbia would 

be cut down by the year 2010 (Connelly, 1991). 

Public concern for provincial government forest policy rose steadily through the 

1980s and early 1990s, during which time skirmishes between environmentalists and 

logging company representatives became commonplace. Then, in the spring of 1993, the 

provincial government released a plan for future logging of the forests of Clayoquot 

Sound, an area of about 270,000 hectares on the southwest coast of Vancouver Island. 

The plan, referred to as the Clayoquot Compromise, gave over seventy percent of the 
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Sound to forestry companies for immediate logging. The rest would be held for posterity 

or used to settle Native land claims. 

Clayoquot Sound is home to the largest intact lowland temperate rainforest 

remaining on Earth. As such, it is a place rich in genetic, habitat, and species diversity. 

Nonetheless, if the question is, 'What is this forest good for?' the answer you get will 

depend on who you ask. Some people believe that old growth forests have intrinsic value 

because they are an important element in the natural processes that sustain life (as we 

know it) on this planet. Others believe they have only an extrinsic value because their 

ultimate worth is determined by what they can be exchanged for in the global 

marketplace. And in this regard, the human inhabitants of Clayoquot Sound are divided 

along the cognitive lines that typically exist in most small communities situated in the 

Pacific Northwest of North America. For here, in a little over a century, two small 

Western-style villages have emerged along the coast less than 30 miles apart, complete 

with largely separate economies that reflect one or the other imperfect version of two 

very different ideals of natural resource management and use. 

On one hand is the village of Tofino, a tourist industry town, where the 

livelihoods of the majority of the residents directly or indirectly depend on the promise 

that the old growth forests will remain standing. On the other hand is the village of 

Uclulet, a timber industry town, where the livelihoods of the majority of the residents 

directly or indirectly depend on the promise that the old growth forests will be cut down. 

Consequently, the social tensions caused by environmental policy disputes in Clayoquot 

Sound are also typical of the Pacific Northwest region; local inhabitants believe that the 
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growth of one of the two major economies in the area will ultimately depend on the 

downsizing, appropriation, or outright elimination of the other. And in the ensuing 

battles between warring factions, the rhetoric follows suite. 

After the release of the Clayoquot Compromise, for example, environmentalists, 

who had petitioned the government for years to preserve the entire region, responded 

with a massive demonstration that included daily staged blockades of the main road used 

by loggers. In the end, 932 people were arrested during the largest protest event in 

Canadian history and were tried in the largest mass trial in the history of the western 

world. 

News coverage of the issue began in April, 1993. By the time the last of the 

protesters were processed by the provincial court system in June of 1994, local and 

national television had dedicated more than 60 hours of broadcast time to coverage of the 

story. Review of videotapes of the newscasts (generally consisting of 5 minute stories) 

combined with participant observation by the first author between July and December 

formed the basis for Maher and Jacobs' (1995) analysis. 

In their report, Maher and Jacobs suggest that rather than framing environmental 

issues as public debate, the format for news reporting framed it as "melodrama" 

(Swanson, 1977) and "entertainment" (Goodnight, 1982; Postman, 1984). Faced with 

complex and competing demands, news organizations have institutionalized a procedure 

for covering environmental issues that fails to usefully contribute to public decision

making. Instead, news coverage, like advertising and public relations, works to suffocate 

the deliberative arts and to empty environmental debate of public purpose (Didion, 1988; 
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Habermas, 1974; Sennett, 1978; Tocqueville, 1969). This framing is manifest in the news 

coverage of the Clayoquot Sound controversy. 

The melodramatic framework for constructing environmental news is in many 

ways at odds with what might be demanded if the press were to act strictly as a facilitator 

of public debate on environmental issues. But this is not a simple abandonment of its 

public trust. Rather, news organizations have accepted several additional demands on 

their coverage that are not easily reconciled with the ideal of dialectical management. The 

procedures by which the melodramatic framework is implemented can be seen as a 

convenient resolution of these demands (Swanson, 1977). As such, the case of the 

Clayoquot Sound controversy, which is arguably typical of the kind of logging disputes 

that take place throughout the Pacific Northwest region. 

That is not to say that television news coverage of environmental issues has 

abandoned the general ethical demands that are more or less consistent with an ideal role 

of facilitator of critical discussion. What is covered is generally newsworthy. News 

stories do focus on matters of consequence for the public. News reports are objective and 

unbiased, in their own way; as facilitators of public discussion, news organizations do not 

overtly take sides or act as advocates themselves. Most news reporters believe it is their 

job to present competing viewpoints and to make news reports informative. They 

generally believe that news coverage should actively elicit information and present in-

depth analysis and synthesis of the issues to allow public understanding. 

Such an analysis of television news coverage, however, evades a number of 

practical and social-historical constraints that also figure into the construction of news. 
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Among the practical constraints is the need for brevity in coverage. News reports must 

encapsulate complex events and explain difficult issues in very brief time segments. 

Usually only a few minutes can be dedicated to any particular story. Likewise, newscasts 

must hold an audience. This commercial demand to maintain ratings requires that stories 

be interesting and involving. In this context the opportunity for presenting visual material 

becomes a virtual demand on televised news reports. Also as a practical matter, relating 

mostly to the effect of economic considerations, many specialty subject areas are covered 

by journalistic generalists who have little expertise in any specific subject area (except 

perhaps journalism, but even this is not guaranteed). 

News organizations must also operate within a particular socio-historical 

understanding of their ethical imperatives. The demand that information be 

"newsworthy" is usually interpreted in ways that favor coverage of particular events 

rather than gradual, long-term trends or issues in general (Detjen, 1991). And the need for 

objectivity has come to be widely understood as a demand for "balance." 

Taken collectively, these constraints and demands create a number of difficult 

conflicts. How, for example, can a reporter maintain objectivity, but at the same time 

provide in-depth analysis of the issues? Conclusions often show one side or the other to 

be wrong. How can "stories" of consequence be covered if they do not involve some 

definable, immediate event? How can objectivity be maintained through "balance" if the 

simple act of presentation legitimates a position that has no credible argument? How does 

one provide informative analysis within the confines of a short newscast? And what if 
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newsworthy stories have no visual material or audience interest? What if what is in the 

public's interest does not interest the public? 

Television news organizations have "resolved" many of these apparent conflicts 

through a kind of "commercialization of ethics" (Swanson, 1977). As a procedural 

format, a melodramatic framework allows newscasters to equate what is newsworthy 

with what is entertaining. The demand to make issues understandable (informativeness) is 

equated with a demand to simplify. And the demand for objectivity is interpreted as a 

requirement to be uncritical of the arguments assembled in a controversy. 

The melodramatic framework further defines its subject-matter in terms of 

narrative lines, an unfolding sequence of events. It encourages description in terms of 

simple, stock character types and action lines around some central conflict. And it creates 

the basis for strong audience interest, creating a sense of suspense through unfolding 

conflict and a basis for involvement through emotional involvement and identification 

with the personal struggles of the characters. All of this encourages an easy to understand 

reduction and normalization of issues and information for the audience. It provides a 

"safe" basis for "objective" in-depth analysis by reporters: focus on the strategies and 

motives behind actions, their personal consequences for the main characters, and the 

impersonal standard of who is winning the conflict. And like the Saturday afternoon 

cinematic serial, the melodramatic newscast can be dispensed in measured portions that 

keep the audience coming back for more. 

Nonetheless, we can see the failure of this framework for producing genuine 

critical discussion and public debate in coverage of the Clayoquot Sound controversy. 
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While the melodramatic framework produces coverage that looks like a framework for 

critical discussion, the presentation encourages little more than the kind of dialogue game 

that Walton (1992) calls a squabble. Maher & Jacobs (1995) focus on three aspects of this 

framework. 

4.5 The Media's 'War in the Woods' 

4.51. Conflict vs. controversy 

The primary element of melodramatic coverage is its focus on conflict rather than 

genuine controversy. Maher and Jacobs found a persistent tendency of Clayoquot news 

coverage to frame its stories as a clash of personal interests and political struggle. Rather 

than treating the protests as a means for calling attention to contrasting standpoints and 

their rationale, newscoverage consistently focused on the protests themselves and on 

sequels and reactions to those protests. Events rather than issues were the consistent topic 

of the newscasts-protests, blockades, arrests, counterprotests, court hearings, 

government announcements. Terms like "battle," "standoff," and "skirmish" were used to 

characterize protests, court proceedings, and even statements and press releases by 

government officials. Where arguments were reported they were usually framed in ways 

that pulled them out of a context of critical discussion or reasoned debate and placed 

them into the framework of dramatic clash as in the following summary by a news 

anchor: 

And another chapter of this summer's war of tlie woods was played out 

today in a Victoria courtroom. And the words were flying there as well-

accusations of conflict, bias and undue haste. However, the trial of fifty 
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Clayoquot protesters went ahead anyway. It is the first in a series of mass 

trials. 

The entire issue was quickly encapsulated by the title "the war in the woods" in news 

lead-ins and, as the protests dragged on through the summer and into the fall, news 

reporters began to focus on "the growing pressure" for the provincial government to 

resolve the problem. But events and the political struggle, not the broader environmental 

issues, became "the problem." 

Further, while reporters assigned labels to the issues~"jobs versus the environment" 

or preservation of "a way of life" versus "preservation of nature"~such facile descriptions did 

little to enhance real understanding or to encourage critical decision-making. The labels served 

more to stake out "interests" and to characterize the basis for the "growing tensions" in 

local communities and the "fhistrations" of both sides. 

Within this framework, the press actively constructed and highlighted a sense of 

conflict. Standpoints were less the expression of deliberative positions than of wants and 

strategic goals. The presentation of dramatic expressions of anger, desire, fear, and 

frustration substituted for the presentation of arguments. Notably absent from press 

coverage was any real effort to present or encourage dialogue. Instead, news coverage 

seemed to actively encourage and manufacture a sense of conflict. These qualities are 

neatly illustrated in coverage of a story of a bus caravan of Victoria businessmen who 

drove to the protest site in support the Clayoquot Sound protesters who are blockading 

loggers. The news stories focused ahnost entirely on the difficulties the bus encountered 

from two counterblockades set up by pro-logging groups from communities in the area. 
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One reporter claimed that as the caravan proceeded to the protest site the businessmen 

were "ambushed" by a pro-logging counterblockade, and that when the businessmen got 

off the bus, they were "waylaid" by the "mob" that met them. As the camera showed 

close-up frames of a closely packed crowd, the reporter commented: "The discussion 

was, well, vigorous." Sound then was tumed up to focus on businessmen and pro-logging 

protesters shouting over one another and talking all at once in an unintelligible 

squawking. 

Other, more reasoned and orderly discussions occurred at this scene, but the 

reporter decided to show this one. Not only was the selection of film footage and 

commentary guided by a search for melodramatic conflict rather than candidates for 

critical discussion, but the camera itself seemed to encourage its subjects in this direction. 

Another station, covering the scene as the businessmen mingled with blockaders at the 

second blockade by pro-loggers focused its camera on a businessman at the side of the 

road standing beside a woman from the blockade. 

The woman is facing the businessman, with her back to the camera. The 

businessman, standing in profile to the camera, has been watching something 

across the road. As the woman starts to speak, the businessman turns to her so 

that the camera has a direct view of his face. 

Woman: We don't come down to Victoria to tell you what to do. 

[ ] 

Man: Don't cut down the old 

growth. 
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Woman; Don't put your raw:: effluent into the ocean. 

[ ] 

Man: Don't cut down the old growth. 

Man: Don't cut down the old growth. 

[ ] 

Woman: Don't put your raw effluent into the ocean. 

Don't put your raw-

[ ] 

Man: Don't cut down the old growth. 

[ ] 

Woman: Don't put raw effluent into the ocean 

When the businessman turns to speak to the woman, his head bobs toward her as 

he chants. The woman then matches his measured cadence in a counterchant. In 

his last turn the businessman has tumed away to look back again at the crowd 

across the road. He yells out an even more measured chant. The woman then also 

turns to the road and yells out in parallel cadence. When the woman finishes, the 

businessman glances back and grins at the camera. 

Even more common than these tactics, however, is the outright manufacture of an 

appearance of heightened conflict by producing a series of snapshot soundbites quoting 

the opinions of unnamed individuals. The standard pattem is one of alternating pro/con 

positions, sometimes with a "third" viewpoint added that either dismisses the conflict 

itself or calls for reconciliation. While arguments do appear in the comments, they remain 
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unelaborated and are rarely responded to in any of the following snapshots. These 

collages of commentary may be used to provide illustration of the broader divisions in the 

public or to heighten the sense of opposition between the main characters in any dramatic 

scene (e.g., businessmen vs. pro-logging blockaders; protesters blockading a road vs. 

loggers trying to get to work). The technique allows a survey of viewpoints not for the 

purpose of encouraging critical examination, but for the purpose of dramatizing how 

opposing sides are locked in moral combat. 

4.52 Supporters vs. Supporting Evidence 

Whereas encouraging a framework of critical discussion would lead reporters to 

search out supporting evidence for opposing positions on key issues, the melodramatic 

framework leads reporters to search out and analyze supporting characters. News of who 

was protesting or who was arrested was a constant theme, and reflected a preoccupation 

with noteworthy character-types-celebrities, grandmothers, children, businessmen. 

Pro-logging protesters were cast as families and workers concerned about their jobs 

and the future of their communities. These character-types had little relevance to the 

credibility of the positions taken on the broader environmental/economic development 

issues. Experts were rarely interviewed to shed light on the issues. The focus on moral 

combat instead led reporters to search out individuals whose comments and actions could 

express the emotional depth and strength of commitment by the combatants. 

This orientation toward melodrama also led reporters to search out commentary 

on the moral qualities of opposing groups. The following juxtaposed interviews (from the 

caravan incident) illustrate how this created a preference for reporting ad hominem 
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attack. The first comments come from Mike Morton, spokesperson for Share B.C. (a 

Canadian arm of The Wise Use Movement): 

They've had all these theme days ... Now we've got suits day from Victoria 

and I've never seen a bunch of more uninformed, arrogant people in all my 

life. Are those people willing to lose their jobs to save Clayoquot Sound? 1 

don't know. I don't think so. 

This was immediately followed by comments from Peter Pollen, one of the businessmen, 

and former mayor of Victoria: 

Yeah I got a message of a bunch of frightened inarticulate people that were 

being manipulated by a- a- a- large corporation called Macmillen Bloedel, 

manipulated in the most uh crude way. And I think these uh people uh and 

I'd go so far as to say humble people uh who are very very concerned about 

their jobs, are being manipulated in a fashion that I think is uh extremely 

poor. 

In other stories, reporters focused on the morality of protesters who brought young 

children to be arrested on the blockade line with their parents, the seeming haste of 

government prosecutors speeding up trial dates so that arrested protesters could not 

obtain adequate legal counsel, logging trucks allegedly swerving in front of caravan 

buses, and so on. 

4.53 Narrative Continuity vs. Argumentative Extension 

The melodramatic framework replaces argumentative extension with narrative 

continuity. What is reported are events and their sequels; not argmnents and their replies. 
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In coverage of the Clayoquot Sound controversy, argumentative inquiry was continually 

minimized. The unfolding story was not a matter of reporters eliciting supporting 

evidence or following chains of rebuttal. The story was the process of dealing with the 

protests. Coverage started with stories of the protests and subsequent arrests, moved to 

the courtrooms, and spread out to cover public and governmental response. The suspense 

of what would happen next, how it would end, kept the audience involved, but also kept 

the audience from participating. By treating arguments as motives or expressions of 

feeling, little critical challenge was ever made by reporters. Claims and demands were 

accepted at face value by reporters with little effort to follow-up on their truth, 

legitimacy, or workability. Nor did reporters take such claims and demands back and 

forth to opposing sides for response and counter-response in an effort to seek resolution. 

Expert commentators were largely absent (sourced in only 3% of the total news 

coverage), being replaced instead by official spokespersons for the protesters, logging 

industry, and government (sourced in 76% of the total news coverage). In this sense, 

news coverage on the Clayoquot controversy was characterized by what Walton (1992: 

93) calls "a purely adversarial context of dialogue where the cooperation required to 

fulfill rules of good procedure that would be appropriate in other contexts of dialogue are 

ignored." In the process, Clayoquot news coverage followed a general practice that does 

little to inform the public of the relative merits of opposing views and creates a 

framework in which each side cancels the other out (Ryan, 1991). 

There is, of course, no question about the complexity of environmental issues. 

Yet, Maher & Jacobs (1995) found that few stories even attempted to explore any of the 
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many technical, legal, financial, political and social considerations related to the protests. 

Thus, much of what needed to be covered in order for individuals to participate in the 

debate in an informed manner was left out of a large majority of the news. For example, 

the short- and long-term health issues that arise due to large-scale environmental 

degradation received almost no attention; little attempt was made to evaluate the long-

term costs and benefits of extant government forestry policy or industrial forestry 

practices; and the long and tenuous string of interrelated concerns (i.e., the impact of 

deforestation on the salmon fisheries in the area, the effect large tracts of denuded terrain 

have on atmospheric conditions, the dire success rate of reforestation efforts on steep, wet 

terrain) were almost completely ignored. To cover the issue properly, news organizations 

needed to deal with such concerns, as well as the uncertainties of scientific data in 

general, and the legitimacy of the claims purported to be based on scientific evidence 

forwarded in this conflict in particular. 

4.54 Summary 

Maher and Jacobs' (1995) analysis of the television news coverage of the 

Clayoquot Sound controversy only reinforces the dismal and depressing conclusions 

reached by critics of news coverage of other public issues (e.g., election campaigns. See 

Swanson, 1977). While there is some reason to suspect that the demands of 

newsworthiness can force journalists to explore new angles on issues when protest events 

extend over long periods of time, for the most part, contemporary formats for news 

coverage place contemporary civic grievance groups in a seeming Catch 22: To gain 

television coverage of arguments, attention-getting protests are called for; direct and 
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straightforward presentation of arguments is not taken as news. But once protests are 

used, the arguments they are meant to call attention to are ignored; substantive issues are 

shunted into the seldom seen background of the protest event itself or framed in ways that 

dissolve their deliberative quality. 

The Clayoquot Sound news coverage illustrates how response to competing 

demands on news organizations has produced a format for coverage that suppresses 

issues and arguments, dissolves opportunities for reasoned engagement, and generally 

discourages critical analysis of public issues. Such coverage looks objective, appears 

informative, and seems attuned to public interest. But this is really just an illusion. News 

coverage of environmental arguments forwarded by competing faction involved in the 

debate did little to inform the public of the relative merits of opposing views in either 

case. As a result, much of what needed to be discussed in order for individuals to 

participate in public debate in a responsible, informed matmer was left out. Where 

arguments were expressed they were usually framed in ways that pulled them out of a 

context of critical discussion or reasoned debate and placed them into the framework of 

dramatic clash. Most important, perhaps, is the fact that much of what such proceedings 

offered news gatherers to work with was not designed with the intent of resolving 

disagreement but, rather, to get the type of news coverage it got, demonstrating members 

of each interest groups' ability to exploit the weaknesses inherent in what news 

organizations consider 'newsworthy,' with the intent, in certain cases, of exacerbating 

serious efforts to reconcile the dispute. 
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The question is, then, where can the public turn in efforts to go beyond such 

potentially manipulated and manipulative sources of information? Is there such a thing as 

a no-spin zone' for public participation in environmental policy making? 

4.6 The Public Policy-Making Process 

The standard description of the public policy-making process focuses on three 

stages through which all policies must pass: (1) agenda setting, which includes practically 

any action that contributes to getting policy makers to give the point at issue serious 

consideration (i.e., to set it on their agenda); (2) policy making, which includes 

practically any action that contributes to the creation of an official governmental response 

to the issue; and (3) policy implementation, which includes practically any action that 

contributes to carrying out a given response. As Smith (2000: 45) suggests, all three 

stages of the policy process are important in different ways. For a major public policy 

such as the Clean Water Act to be successful, for example, policy advocates must 

effectively maneuver the proposed policy through each stage of the process. 

Water must first become an issue that policy makers, in this case the U.S. 

Congress, are interested in addressing; the interested parties and their 

representatives in Congress must then be able to agree on a policy; and 

some organization, such as the Envirorunental Protection Agency, must 

have the incentives and resources to carry out the policy. Failure at any one 

of these stages in the policy-making process will prevent the objectives of 

the policy from being realized. 
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The rate of failure, however, varies fix>m interest group to interest group 

depending on the types of resources each group possesses (e.g., size, level of 

organization, assets). For example, an interest group that has the ability to attract 

significant media attention may have an advantage over other interest groups in the very 

early stages of the agenda-setting process. Yet, this same group may lack the ability to 

utilize more conventional means of bringing their concerns to the attention of policy 

makers (e.g., utilizing a public hearing to convince sympathetic policy makers to 

introduce a bill and lobby on the bill's behalf in the hope that it is passed by Congress 

and signed by the President) at a later stage. 

It is significant to note, too, that as a general rule if an interest group is successful 

in influencing the policy-making stage of the process, then the group is also likely to have 

the resources necessary for influencing the agenda-setting stage of the process (Smith, 

2000: 47). Indeed, there appears to be a direct relationship between the amount of 

resources an interest group has at its disposal and the amount of influence an interest 

group has with different levels of policy makers (i.e., local, state, and federal), in 

different branches of government (i.e., judicial, legislative, and executive), at different 

stages of the policy making process. 

An interest group's resource types and reserves are also related to the group's 

ability to continually and effectively participate in the policy process over long periods 

of time. This is important if only because public policy in America is made 

incrementally. Incremental theory, or simply incrementalism, as Smith (2000: 51) 

suggests, can be summarized as an approach to policy making that: (1) due to constraints 
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on the availability of information, ability, time, or because of the desire to achieve a 

consensus, considers only some of the possible alternatives for dealing with a problem, 

and therefore generally fails to undertake a comprehensive evaluation of the problem and 

its possible solutions; (2) considers only those alternatives that differ only slightly or 

incrementally from existing policy; (3) evaluates only a limited number of consequences 

for each alternative under consideration; and (4) tends to continually redefine problems in 

order to make them fit with manageable solutions. Thus, the longer an interest group can 

remain active in the policy process, the better the group's chances are of having a 

significant impact on the design and implementation of a particular policy. The drawback 

to sustained involvement with the policy process, however, is that it necessitates a certain 

complicity with the ways of'the system,' and this may have the effect of diminishing 

'outsider' sensitivity to what Brown (1989: 127) calls the "the nonrational basis of 

rational conduct" in large organizations (see below). Nonetheless, the most direct public 

participation mechanisms, and the one more realistically open to most people, remains 

the public hearing. 

4.7 Public Hearings 

Public hearings are structured forums for deliberation in which members of the 

public hear government proposals and have the opportunity to respond, typically in a 

discussion format set by the sponsoring agency or agencies. In ordinary terms, a public 

hearing may be held because a vote on a city or town ordinance is approaching, or 

because an agency is considering taking an action that affects many people in different 

and significant ways (MacEachem, 1994: 43). And, although votes favoring or opposing 
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the proposal being debated are rarely taken at a public hearing, the event may serve as an 

important barometer of public opinion that influences the vote when it eventually occurs. 

Ideally, then, as MacEachem (1994; 43) suggests, the deliberative format employed 

should allow all sides involved in the controversy to air their concerns and raise questions 

about any issue on the public agenda. 

That is to say that public hearings should be designed in recognition of the fact 

that in order for a fair and open critical civic discussion to occur, disagreements must be 

expressed and brought into confrontation with one another so that others can better 

decide which arguments 'make sense' (i.e., are based on cogent reasoning). The public 

policy process is, after all, as Hajer (1995: 22) reminds us, "first and foremost an 

interpretive activity in which different, and often contradictory claims as to what is the 

case are to be judged, compared, combined, and acted upon." As such. 

Public hearings provide activists with an important opportunity to 

demonstrate their own strength on the position they've taken and give those 

convening the hearing a sense of how concerned people are about the issue. 

Hearings also let activists observe their opponents 'up close and personal' 

and get a sense of the arguments they can expect to be made against them 

during the campaign. Finally, through their testimony at the hearing (and 

the written comments usually submitted afterward), activists can place 

additional facts and comments about their position on public record 

(MacEachem, 1994: 44). 



124 

Public hearings, then, should involve policy makers in a social process that 

highlights the function of critical discussion in managing the resolution of disputes. As 

such, public participation in policy making should take something like the form of 

dialectic argument: someone puts forward a thesis and, under regulated conditions, an 

opponent is given an opportunity to attack it. Defender and attacker then employ 

questions that contribute to the argumentation or counterargumentation and, as Tindale 

(1999: 3) suggests, the "dialogue game is won when the defender is led to allow theses 

that are contradictory." Thus, as the theory of dialectical reasoning suggests, decision 

makers should regard public argumentation as an important pragmatic activity that 

regulates controversy and, when conducted reasonably, maximizes the chances that 

resolution of doubts and disagreements will be based on sound reasoning and informed 

decision making. 

In other words, the epistemic rationality of public hearings (i.e., the soundness of 

the content and the form of reasoning) should be grounded in a type of instrumental 

rationality that recognizes that the function of public argument is to regulate public 

disagreement. Accordingly, procedures should be established that maximize opportunities 

for careful public scrutiny of arguments; encourage free and full public exploration of 

alternative standpoints; and charmelize argumentation into constructive public clash and 

extension. This way public hearings would be organized in such a way as to make public 

officials privy to the full variety of viewpoints available on contentious topics. And 

finally, given the potential volatility of such social gatherings, public hearings should be 

scheduled at neutral public locations, such as school gymnasiums or city halls. 
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The point is that government agencies should go to great lengths to ensure that 

public deliberations are held in secure controlled envirorunents and are conducted in 

accordance with what is widely regarded as reasonably secure and highly controlled 

decision making procedures. If and when this is the case, the public should then have the 

greatest confidence in the reasonableness of decisions arrived at via policy making 

procedures. Pubic hearings could then be seen as a much needed corrective to the types of 

procedural distortions one might expect to find in public debate conducted elsewhere, 

like say, in the media or a special interest group's in-house publications. Indeed, the 

inherent rationality of public argumentation might rightly be judged against the 

rationality of the type of argumentation commonly conducted in these, our most 

trustworthy public forums. In addition, because the public could then be said to have this 

type of participation mechanism at its disposal, there would be less need for concern 

about whether public policy making proceedings might one day be overrun by essentially 

non-rational, nonconcilitory, and provocative radicals, militants, and extremists. The 

important questions is, then. Does the public presently have this type of public 

participation mechanism at its disposal? 

4.8 Formal Rationality 

For much of the history of large modem bureaucratic organizations it was 

presumed that these Hobbesian leviathans operated as purposeful and functionally 

differentiated structures characterized by, among other things, an absolute rationality of 

action (Menz, 1999; see especially Taylor, 1972 [1903] & Weber, 1949 [1905]). Indeed, 

the decisionmaking procedures of these highly differentiated and highly specialized (i.e.. 
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highly organized) social collectives were said to embody the classic Aristolelian concept 

of "calculable or deliberative intellectual virtue which involves its derivation by logical 

processes from valid premises" (Simon, 1964: 223-224). For it was then common 

knowledge that, as Hobbes (I957[165l]: 25) put it. 

When a man reasoneth, he does nothing else but conceive a sum total, from 

addition of parcels; or conceive a remainder, from subtraction of one sum 

from another... reason, in this sense, is nothing but reckoning, that is, 

adding and subtracting (emphasis in original). 

In the second half of the twentieth century, however, the relatively facile division 

maintained between what Weber (1949) called formal, or rationally calculable principles 

of decisionmaking, and substantive rationality, or the common sense notion of rationality 

as 'the power of being able to exercise one's reason' was beginning to show signs of 

collapse. Simon (1957; 198), for example, was among the first to challenge the view that 

formal rationality accurately described the decisionmaking procedures of bureaucratic 

organizations by noting that "the capacity of the human mind for formulating and solving 

complex problems is very small compared with the size of the problems whose solution is 

required for objectively rational behavior in the real world-or even for a reasonable 

approximation to such objective rationality." According to Simon, rationality is therefore 

bounded by the capacity of the human mind and these bounds are not erased by the use of 

computers. 

. . .  O n l y  i n  t h e  v e r y  s i m p l e s t  s i t u a t i o n  d o e s  b e h a v i o r  c o n f o r m  r e a s o n a b l y  

closely to the predictions of classical models of rationality. But even this 
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evidence exaggerates the significance of those classical models for human 

affairs; for all of the experiments are limited to situations where the 

alternatives of choice are fixed in advance and where information is 

available only from precisely specified sources (Simon, 1976: 131 as cited 

in Bartlett, 1986, 225). 

Further, as Brown (1989: 129) suggests, several ground-breaking theoretical and detailed 

ethnographic studies of the actual decision making practices of several different types of 

organizations (e.g., Garfinkel, 1967; Cicourel, 1963) clearly demonstrated "how 

rationality is employed by social actors retrospectively as a rhetoric to account for actions 

that, from a rationalistic point of view, were chaotic and stumbling when performed." 

By looking beyond the question-begging assumptions of functionalists (and 

by looking beneath the analytic categories of Weberians), 

ethnomethodologists have shown that the activities themselves—whether 

their consequences be called manifest or latent, functional or dysfunctional-

-are composed of what ordinary folk would call nonrational elements 

(Brown, 1989: 127-128). 

Indeed, as Brown (1989: 130) further suggests, whatever immanent 'rationality' 

there is in policy making procedures 

is less a guiding rule of organizational life than an achievement - a 

symbolic product that is constructed through actions that in themselves are 

nonrational. Probably we could even say that the dichotomy between 

rationality and nonrationality is itself ultimately ungrounded, emerging 
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mainly from the legitimacy in our culture of 'rational,' and the illegitimacy 

of 'nonrational,' conduct. Precisely because this particular hierarchy of 

legitimacy prevails in the modem West we tend to legitimize our activities 

by accounting for them in terms of rationalistic vocabularies of motives. At 

the level of micro processes, however, the dichotomy between rational and 

nonrational conduct break down completely, suggesting that both these 

forms of activity have the same basic components. 

Thus, as Simon (1964: 573) says, rationality is perhaps more accurately described as "a 

style of behavior (a) that is appropriate to the achievement of given goals, (b) within the 

limits imposed by given conditions and constraints." As such, there are only two types of 

rationality that we should be concerned with: (1) Substantive rationality in which "the 

rationality of behavior depends upon the actor in only a single respect-his goals. Given 

these goals, the rationality of behavior is determined entirely by the characteristics of the 

environment in which it takes place"; and (2) procedural rationality in which the 

rationality of behavior is determined by the rationality of the intellectual process that 

generated it. Because the fact is that when substantive and procedural rationality are 

appropriately combined we say, pace Simon (1978: 9), that "'Reasonable men' reach 

"reasonable' conclusions in circiunstances where they have no prospect of applying 

classical models of rationality." 

What is generally recognized as rational behavior, then, appears to emerge from a 

confluence of activities that relate to the definition of appropriate goals; the identification 
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of relevant situational elements; and the description of acceptable deliberative 

procedures. But where does this leave us? 

As Bartlett (1986: 222) points out. 

Distinguishing among different kinds and forms of rationality is rejected by 

many scholars. Some insist that all rationality can readily be reduced to 

substantive economic rationality or, for that matter, common ordinary 

rationality. Other are uncomfortable with the philosophical possibility of an 

action being simultaneously rational and irrational according to different 

principles of rationality. Still others argue that rationality is a seamless web, 

and that useful and consistent differentiation between alternative forms is 

not possible. In some respects, the difficuhies many have with the idea of 

multiple kinds of reason is similar to the difficulties nonmathematicians 

tend to have with the notion that there can be multiple systems of formal 

logic or multiple alternatives to Euclidian geometry. 

Certainly, we may concur with Bartlett (1986: 223) in saying that "rationality or reason 

are not synonymous with logic, although there are relationships. Logic provides tools and 

standards useful in evaluating rationality." Nonetheless, it is difficult to see where and 

how one should proceed from here. 

Perhaps we should first ask if the issue of the potential existence of contentious 

definitions of rationality (and nonrationality) is best served by following Paul Diesing 

(1962: 2 as cited in Bartlett, 1986: 222) who describes his purpose "as not to argue about 

terminology." "If anyone wishes to argue that social, legal, and political rationality are 
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all ultimately special variants of technical or economic rationality," Diesing says, "I shall 

not object, so long as all the differences I point out are recognized and preserved." Such a 

view does, after all, appear to beg the very question of purpose when the major 

differences between different types of rationality can be readily reduced to the different 

technical vocabularies of specific trades, sciences, and arts. It is analogous to saying that 

one would like to drive a car, but dislikes the idea of touching steering wheels. So, if 

someone offers to do the driving, it doesn't matter where they go or how they get there 

just as long as they use our roads and stop at all of our destinations along the way. Isn't 

the question of whether all rationality can or should be ultimately reduced to technical or 

economic rationality the point at issue? And what is the purpose of even discussing 

different conceptions of rationality if all concerns about the role played by the dynamics 

of symbolic interpretation in the creation of such conceptions are never allowed on the 

agenda? As Brown (1989: 128) suggests, perhaps the only hope we have of moving our 

thinking beyond the tautological idea that individuals always behave rationally, and the 

idea that the rationality of an organization's activities resides not in the individual but in 

the organization's decisionmaking procedures, and the idea that some appropriate 

combination of the two might result in something more than a reification of human 

motives to nonhuman entities and arbitrary and relative definitions of rationality, is to 

break with the terminologies of formal, economic, and technical rationalities borrowed 

from the past. As a culture, this might make us less susceptible to overly narrow 

conceptions of rationality and foolishly Utopian ones. There is, after all, no good reason 

for US to limit ourselves and our decisionmaking by eschewing closer analysis of the one 
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observable thing that truly distinguishes human beings from other animals; namely, our 

use of language. 

We will begin, then, by taking a closer look at how the terminology of the 

"dominant habitus mentalis [habit of mind] of modem Western societies" (Brown, 1989: 

9) relates to language use and meaning, and ultimately a great many Westerner's 

understanding of rational deliberation. 

4,9 Positivistic Policy Making: The Last Stand of Absolute Rationality? 

As Brown (1989: 9) reminds us, positivism represents "the world vision that by 

and large has accorded with and supported the rise of industrial capitalism and the nation 

state." And in a very real sense, this means that our policy making procedures have 

already been overrun by those who were once considered nonrational, nonconcilitory, 

and provocative radicals, militants, and extremists. But that was centuries ago, and we 

know them now as Renaissance men, denizens of the Age of Enlightenment, and captains 

of industry who were once only lowly privates before the Industrial Revolution. Indeed, 

as a culture we have become so accustomed to the presence of the truly revolutionary 

ideas we've inherited from these relatively recent periods of intellectual and social 

upheaval that their radical nature no longer seems radical. Instead, these ideas have 

become something like the largely unspoken rules of our entire social organization. And 

like the rules of any well-established organization, they are effectively "unseen and 

untouchable and hence, like all dogma, not to be violated, altered, or questioned" 

(Edelman,1964 as cited in Brown, 1989: 136). 
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That is to say, pace Brown (1989: 9-12), that the dominant modem 'habit of 

mind' still "draws sustenance from the practical experiments of Bacon and the 

mathematical deductions of Descartes" since: 

It takes physical science as its model and assumes a natural standpoint in 

which reality is strictly distinguished from the symbols that represent it. 

From this position the meaning of a word or expression is the thing or 

behavior to which it refers. Statements that are true are those that 

correspond to objectively verified facts or conditions. Moreover, for 

positivists such objective, law-like statements can provide the bases for a 

scientific management and politics ... [and] the goal of conu-olling a 

population by means of an absolute state was paralleled by the hope of 

controlling nature through knowledge of absolute laws. 

Yet, as early as the 1930s Karl Popper (1957: 111) declared the foundations of positivism 

to be less bedrock than swamp. 

Science is like a building erected on piles. These piles are driven down from 

above into the swamp, but not down to any natural or 'given' base; and 

when we cease our attempts to drive our piles into a deeper layer, it is not 

because we have reached firm ground. We simply stop when we are 

satisfied that they are firm enough to carry the structure, at least for the time 

being. 

Popper's positivistic piles, then, are the contemporary world's 'pillars of the earth' (see 

Fig 1.1, Ancient Hebrew cosmology), and as we see below, this is an especially apt 
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metaphor when used in relation to the environmental sciences. For now, however, suffice 

it to say that perhaps the greatest success of those who advocate the positivist view has 

been the propagation of a belief in the proposition that the only valid knowledge is that 

based on objective facts formulated into general laws. The effect this belief has on 

environmental policy has been, and continues to be, nothing less than profound. 

4.10 The Anti-rhetorical Turn in Policy Making 

In a review of the major themes introduced in his popular book, A Moment on the 

Earth (1995), Gregg Easterbrook (1998: 66) summarizes the fundamental principles for 

the view of ecological thought he calls ecorealism by stating that "the founding principle 

of ecorealism is this: Logic, not sentiment, best serves the interests of nature ... the 

ecological impulse must be grounded in rationality ... Love nature? Learn science and 

speak logic. Many lesser creatures will thank you" (emphasis added). Thus, perhaps 

unintentionally, Easterbrook nicely summarizes the antirhetorical turn in American 

environmental policy making. 

As Brown (1989: 28) says, "the positivist sees language as a copy of facts or 

things" and generally concur with Ayer (1946) in the belief that language is nonsense if it 

does not stand for facts or for logical relations between such facts. Thus, positivists claim 

that science uses univocal language; it therefore 'is the highest grade of knowledge and 

there is nothing beyond it' (Brown, 1989: 17 quoting Levin, 1983: 2-3). Further, as the 

political scientist David Easton (1953: 221 as cited in Brown: 1989: 19) suggests, policy 

positivists believe that "facts and values are logically heterogenous," and only "the 

factual aspects of a proposition refers to a part of reality... The moral aspect of a 
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proposition ... expresses only the emotional responses of an individual." Further still, 

what Brown (1989: 20) calls the "antirhetorical rhetoric" of positivist social planners 

advocates the view that individuals are not collaborators in persuasive discourse, but are 

rather convinced of things by the shear force of scientific facts and logic. On this view, 

the public is not presumed to be comprised of individuals who participate in civic debate 

because they are trying to come to an understanding about something, but rather because 

they are "looking for additional bits of definitive information to fit with their previous 

bits" (Brown, 1989; 22). Quoting Bazerman(1984: 35), Brown (1989: 22) reminds us 

that "in this world individuals do pieces, follow rules, check each other out, add their 

pieces to an encyclopedia of behavior of subjects without subjectivity. There is not much 

room for thinking or venturing here, but much for behaving and adhering to 

prescriptions." 

The significance of this is, of course, that this same type of thinking about the 

world and human nature has been carried into how contemporary industrialists and 

bureaucrats plan, manage, and get things done. So much so, in fact, that by the 1940s "the 

offspring" of widespread collaboration between managers and politicians interested in 

rational policy control, on the one hand, and intellectuals convinced of the possibility of a 

'policy science' to guide social planning, decision making, and problem solving, on the 

other, were the many 'intellectual technologies' that replaced intuitive judgments with 

decision algorithms (i.e., rules and procedures for solving problems). Examples include 

game theory, simulation, cybemetics, decision theory, utility theory, and operations 

research, all of which. Brown (1989: 22) argues. 
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can be seen as extensions and applications of the earlier positivist ideals of 

strictly objective knowledge, universal general laws, predictive certainty, 

and operational control. 

Statistical analyses of cost-benefit alternatives are though to provide 

the objective bases for rational decisions. Models of rational decision 

making are used to enumerate the processes of setting goals, identifying 

obstacles, developing alternatives, designing and implementing selected 

programs, and feeding program evaluations back into the planning cycle. 

The method assumes that its objects can be positively known and the causal 

factors identified and manipulated. Neither of these assumptions resorts to 

interpretive procedures on the level of meaning nor, indeed, do they even 

require the notion of an intending consciousness (except that of the 

manager-analyst herselO-

As a result, the nature of public policy in America changed dramatically in the 

first half of the twentieth century to reflect an ever widening gap between what is 

considered proper roles for experts and citizens in decision making procedures. And now, 

"in the imagery of positivists, experts are thought to deal objectively with facts and 

citizens are seen to act on the basis of values, opinions, and interests" (Brown, 1989: 25). 

On this view, "citizens set the 'ends' of government politically, whereas experts 

direct the administrative 'means' for their efficient achievement" (Brown, 1989; 25). As a 

result, what Brown calls technical rationality is thought to have supplanted social 

rationality in actual policy making procedures. Policies are viewed as simply technical 
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responses to problems that have a technical solution. Expert policy designers strive to 

create "scientifically valid means for achieving a finite, specifiable ends" (Brown, 1989: 

25). Such an approach to policy making does not entail the development of decision 

making procedures that are well-equipped to handle questions concerning problem 

definition, especially when such questions involve the evaluation of institutional decision 

making process itself, or the role of society as a whole in the creation of a problem. 

This helps to create the common but nonetheless false impression that there is a 

fundamental difference between social policies and cultural policies (Brown, 1989). 

People assume that social policies are always simply designed "to affect institutional or 

distributive arrangements such as employment rates, economic growth, or levels of 

educational attainment," whereas cultural policies are always simply designed "to affect 

the concepts and symbols that are embodied in social institutions and public discourse, 

and that justify social practices" (Brown, 1989: 26). Thus, most Americans accept the 

government's role in the creation of the former, if only in principle, but regard the 

formation of systematic, domestic cultural policy by government as illegitimate. Yet, as 

Brown (1989: 26) suggests, "there are many examples of cultural policies emanating 

from both government and private sources. Given the materialistic, reductivistic, and 

literalist bias of positivist thought, however, such policy actions, though potent and 

consequential, become hard to discern and even harder to discuss." 

The task of discerning the difference between social and cultural policies is 

further complicated by the fact that public policy making is now widely thought of as 

state policy making. In this regard, public policy making "has come to be thought of as 
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something that the state does" (Brown, 1989: 26). And the more the technical complexity 

of the policy making process increases, the less of a role there appears to be for the public 

to play in policy making, and the more the public transfers responsibility for the design of 

social and cultural policies to the state. The assumption being that the state will always 

act with the best interests of the public in mind; that the interests of the state are the same 

as the interests of the public. This, however, is not always a sound assumption. 

Nonetheless, the very term 'public policy' has come to mean 'government intervention,' 

and it is becoming increasingly clear that the so-called 'privileged response of citizens,' 

otherwise known as the voice of social rationality, is afforded only a token role in policy 

making proceedings that are dominated by a much more narrowly defined technical 

rationality, such as public hearings. 

4.11 The Rhetorical Return in the Environmental Sciences 

If technical rationality dominates in all phases of the policy making process it is 

perhaps understandable that 'ordinary folk' sometimes find it difficult to express 

themselves effectively in public hearings. From a non-technical perspective those in 

control of the deliberative proceedings appear to expect all who wish to participate in 

policy debate to behave in a nonrational marmer. Further, if and when 'outsiders' 

question the necessity for such strange institutional behavior they are likely to be told that 

it is necessary; it insures that all citizens are given the opportunity to engage in rational 

discussion about the point at issue. Such an environment is hostile to ordinary, everyday 

reasoning. 

As Dryzek and Schlosberg (1998: I) make clear, however. 
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Environmental politics is about how humanity organizes itself to relate to 

the nature that sustains it. Thus it encompasses matters of how people deal 

with the planet and its life, and how they relate to each other through the 

medium of the environment. It impinges on other areas of political concern 

such as those related to poverty, education, race, the economy, international 

relations, and human rights inasmuch as what happens in these areas affects 

our environment (and vice versa). 

In other words, environmental policy making should involve more than simply 

technical issues. And, nowadays, policy analysts are hard pressed to find any aspect of 

the policy process that is conducted as if this were not the case. For what these 

researchers find instead of objective policy analysis is that the very nature of the policy

making process in the United States practically guarantees that broader social concerns 

will enter into the debate. But this is for reasons that one might not expect or desire. 

Policy incrementalism, for example, has important consequences for our 

understanding of the ultimate rationality of environmental policy arguments in situations 

involving environmental justice concerns. First, incrementalism means that new, unique, 

or seemingly radical policy alternatives are rarely, if ever, given serious consideration. 

Second, it means that "policies are rarely comprehensive in the sense that they thoroughly 

evaluate, question, and analyze all the possible options available to decision makers" 

(Smith, 2000: 52). Third, "the incremental nature of the policy-making process virtually 

assures the established relationships and alliances, which enabled programs to develop, 

remain and guide subsequent policy adjustments" (Smith, 2000: 52). 
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On other fronts, there is a short-term bias operating in the logic of political 

decision making which is arguably fueled by election cycles that require politicians to be 

responsive to constituent short-term concerns (e.g., tax increases), and there is a tendency 

on the part of both policy makers and individuals to discount future considerations, 

including the needs of future generations, when evaluating the strengths and weaknesses 

of the different options from which they believe they must select (Smith, 2000: 54). Both 

result in an increased likelihood that the rational and logical choice for society may not 

be the rational choice for society's elected representatives. 

As Bell (1985; 96) argues, these and other nontechnical concerns contribute to the 

creation of situations that allow, and even encourage, a certain dependence on what might 

otherwise be seen as fallacious reasoning. What Bell (1985: 97) calls argument from 

political advantage, for example, "justifies a policy based on the political benefits of 

proposing or enacting it rather than on its contribution to the general welfare." Argument 

from experience, on the other hand, "urges deference to the wisdom and judgment of 

people well acquainted" with certain problems "even when their reasoning is not entirely 

persuasive." Argument based on a preference for direct effects "discounts policy 

consequences mediated by a sequence of events." Argument based on a preference for 

numerical goals and standards "gives [such goals and standards] special weight even 

when the rationales behind them are weak or outmoded." Argument from felt needs 

"demands that problems that have attracted public attention be addressed by programs 

specifically tailored to them." And argument from the nature of government "depends on 
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certain ideologically appealing but logically untenable notions of the relationship 

between government and society." 

Bell (1985) also argues that the reason policy makers use and accept the use of 

these types of arguments is because they intuitively recognize that while society demands 

that government be both legitimate and competent, the demands of legitimacy and 

competence often conflict when legitimacy involves acceptance by the population at 

large and competence is a matter of special skills or knowledge. "Well-reasoned policies 

that further public goals but cannot secure acceptance in the political process are of little 

use; the demands of competence must bend to the demands of legitimacy" (Bell, 1985: 

114). Likewise, because simple arguments usually prove more persuasive in public 

debate, "those policy proposals that are relatively complex and difficult to explain in a 

few words tend to lose out" (Bell, 1985: 99). Similarly, "policies subject to 'obvious' but 

ultimately untenable criticisms are hard to sustain in public debate, since uninformed or 

unscrupulous people can always be found to reiterate these obvious criticisms" (Bell, 

1985: 99). Consequently, "adapting to limited public rationality" is seen as "necessary 

and proper" (Bell, 1985: 114). 

The problem, then, as Bell (1985: 99) summizes, 

is not that human rationality is inherently limited - administrators 

themselves are able to understand relatively complex arguments and often 

deplore the oversimplifications to which public discussion is prone. Rather, 

the problem is that the institutional settings for public debate are not 

entirely conducive to the elaboration of reasoned policy. 
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This introduces two intriguing paradoxes in the received view of the established 

public policy making process: (I) the agreed upon standards for critical discussion allow 

participants to hold two beliefs that otherwise appear to contradict one another. "On the 

one hand, policy makers can hold that their policy proposals are based on objective 

assessments of merit. On the other, they can hold that rejection of those proposals is 

legitimate as proper deference to criteria other than the merits" (Bell, 1985: 89); and (2) 

the rules and procedures that fail to encourage reasoned engagement with the issues and 

work to protect arguments based on unchallenged first principles are used to exclude or 

marginalize 'outsider' efforts to contribute to the debate if and when these latter efforts 

exhibit some of the same characteristics. 

Thus, as Oelschlaeger (1995: 54) notes, 

How peculiar and quaint those who make the noises of earth-talk seem to 

the technocratic elite! What could be more irrelevant to saving the planet 

than the land community, land ethics, and thinking of ourselves as flesh of 

earth? The socially legitimated and institutionalized ideology, as Johnson 

notes, 'is comucopian, with a strong belief in human ability to dominate 

nature, through science, technology and their application via the market

place, and with the necessary support of the state.' The paradox of 

envirorunentaiism suggests that the situation is otherwise: we are not in 

control but simply along for the ride, mired in a failed story and as yet 

incapable of creating a viable alternative. 
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4.12 Summary 

Contemporary environmental policy disputes rarely turn on the kind of problems 

that are amenable to classic models of rational calculus. Policy designers are often forced 

to work up against and sometimes way beyond the inherent boundaries of demonstrated 

proofs and rational speculation. At first glance, this may appear to be a bad thing. But in 

reality, increased appreciation for the complexity of ecosystems, combined with greater 

recognition of the effects of decades of conscious and unconscious neglect of the 

important relationships that exist between human beings and the nonhuman world, has 

drawn attention to the need for change in the ways we view nature, science, and politics. 

As a result, the once radical notion that the maintenance of healthy ecosystems requires 

the integration of social, economic, and ecological considerations at broad spatial and 

temporal scales (see Moote, Burke, Sabrina, Cortner, and Wallace, 1994) now promises, 

and some would say threatens, to become the standard working philosophy of natural 

resource (ecosystem) managers. 

Such new developments have practically demanded that we pause to more closely 

examine the epistemological foundation of the entire environmental policy 

decisionmaking structure. Such new ways of thinking do, after all, stand in stark contrast 

to the kind of thinking that has served as a foundation for the scientific management 

techniques relied upon almost exclusively in the past. Indeed, the most contemporary 

approaches to environmental policy making are, as we see in the following chapter, 

unabashedly critical of envirorunental policy making that overemphasizes scientific and 

technical issues and under-represents managerial and political ones. 
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It can also be argued that one cannot even begin to truly understand the impact 

and significance of competing environmental arguments as long as the interpretive act is 

removed from the framework of broader social concerns, and that people are right to 

question any interpretation of an argument's meaning and significance that has been 

arrived at this way. For, within the larger ethno-historical context of events, we may find 

that the accepted standard by which an individual or groups' arguments are judged is 

somewhat, if not entirely, misleading. And as Neass (1984: 268) suggests, the confusion 

only increases "when the rhetorics of a movement is treated like seminar exercises in 

university philosophy." 

Nonetheless, as Roe (1994) says, "a good number of people believe that the best 

way to deal with complexity is to focus on what is already simple; with uncertainty the 

idea is to reduce or to assume that certainty is within reach; and with polarization, to 

focus on what we agree with already." And decision makers are right to question the 

utility of new approaches to decisionmaking. Thus Roe (1994: x-xi) raises an important 

question when she asks if it is possible for "policy analysts [to] still say something useful 

about issues of high uncertainty, complexity, and polarization, if the only things we have 

to analyze are the scenarios and arguments that animate them?" And this, then, is the 

central question addressed in the next chapter. 
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The hold of literacy on the modem mind is stronger than it appears. Indeed, 
we are language animals, story-telling cidture-dwellers whose specifically 
human beingness is enframed by language. 

- Max Oelschlaeger 

. . .  t h e  g r e a t e s t  t h i n g  b y  f a r  i s  t o  b e  a  m a s t e r  o f  m e t a p h o r .  I t  i s  t h e  o n e  
thing that cannot be learnt from others: and it is also a sign of genius, 
since a good metaphor implies an intuitive perception of the similarity 
in dissimilars. 

- Aristotle 

Only a fool, milking his cow, denies the cow's reality. 
- Edward Abbey 

He sounds radical. On the other hand, he makes perfect sense. 
- Peter Wild on Abbey 
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CHAPTER FIVE; RADICAL RATIONALITY 

Not long ago any claim to the effect that the people engaged in environmental 

disputes might not be instrumental rationalists capable of objective analysis went largely 

unheard. Nowadays, however, this no longer appears to be such a radical proposition. 

Indeed, there are compelling grounds upon which to question the claim that human 

beings ever were, or ever will be, capable of purely objective detachment. And as we 

have also seen in previous chapters, the majority of cultural artifacts that have survived 

since early American society reflect what can only be described as a predominantly 

irrational Judeo-Christian narrative understanding of the natural world that positions it as 

both separate from human beings and created solely for human use and service. These 

same artifacts also reflect an equally irrational political philosophy, perhaps best 

expressed by Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations, that merges the Protestant work 

ethic with the domination of nature (Worster, 1990). 

In addition, the present era appears to be dominated by the philosophical 

assumptions of an idealized methodology of objective observation and the associated 
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standpoint of the intellectual spectator that Brown (1987; 2) describes as "a positivistic, 

instrumental conception of rationality" that "serves the needs of a techno-administrative 

corporate or statist elite in a world of privatized individuals, universalized legal and 

technical norms, and commodity consciousness." One could even argue that 

"'Rationality' has become the ideological catchword for the mystification of political 

domination" (Brown, 1987: 38). There is, at least, considerable intersubjective agreement 

on this point. And Brown (1987: 37) is certainly not alone in arguing that "the more 

social practice is dominated by the instrumental calculation of experts and managers, the 

less scope is left for average people to exercise practical insight and moral judgment." 

Many critics have argued along these lines by pointing out how the hegemonic control 

exercised over our social systems by techno-administrative experts and managers 

encourages a sense of powerlessness which leads the lay individual to be insensitive to, 

and uninformed about, an environment over which he believes he has little influence. 

If, however, we are to heed the call for modification of the ideal of rational 

objectivity, we would be well advised to have our policy makers publicly contemplate the 

implications of making an important element of this modification a recognition of the 

unique kind of knowledge that Toulmin (1982: 207) describes as that which "we typically 

arrive at on the basis of our reciprocal dealings with other human beings." For such 

'everyday knowledge,' as Toulmin (1982: 207) says, obliges us to "recognize that no 

event or process has any single unambiguous description." This raises the question of 

whether the best we can do for the moment is to try "to understand all the interlinked 

chains within which our affairs are caught up, and consider how they might be modified 
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so as to operate more advantageously as wholes: that is to say, in such a way that these 

entire systems become better adapted" (Toulmin, 1982: 207). We must then ask if 

metaphorical relations between 'interlinked chains' in entire social systems are best 

understood as being predominately organic or mechanical in nature. 

Before becoming entangled in the traditional strands of this debate, though, we 

would be also well advised to consider whether, as Brown (1987; 3) suggests, arguments 

based on the traditional strands of this dispute have in fact become sterile and 

unproductive. And we should perhaps be especially attentive to the possibility that such 

debates are in fact "founded in error or bad faith" simply because "each side is unaware 

of its own linguistic processes as well as those of its opponents" (Brown, 1987; 3). For 

such a discovery would have a profound effect on the development of a better 

understanding of the environmental arguments and disputes of interest in this study since 

there are numerous administrative (i.e., procedural), political, social, economic, technical, 

and philosophical issue parallels, and many common concerns. 

In what follows, then, we endeavor to follow the lead of Brown and others in the 

practice of "taking the viewpoint of the other" by engaging in "a communication process 

that by its very nature is dialogical and dialectical" (Brown, 1987: 27). In the process, we 

turn first to an analysis of the "rhetorical trope and the logical method of dialectical 

irony" found in the discourse of the aforementioned disputes. An effort is then made to 

distance and derealize what is assumed to be Real in and about each narrative "in order to 

permit the realization of new meanings and forms" (Brown, 1987:4). The goal is simply 
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to embark upon an effort to develop a better understanding of 'all the interlinked chains 

within which our affairs are caught up.' 

5.1 Narrative Analysis 

Having set out to cut across the old distinctions between rhetoric and dialectic by 

adopting a methodology based on the precepts of normative pragmatics, it is by now easy 

to see how an insistence on attention to the uses of argument in ordinary language in the 

controversies in question leads to a need for some form of narrative analysis. The 

expressive and functional designs of extreme environmental messages, news coverage of 

these messages, and even the policy arguments that they are meant to undermine, are all 

closely aligned with the expressive and functional design of narrative forms of 

communication. Indeed, in many instances the rationale for the truth claims forwarded 

can only be understood when placed in the context of the narrative tapestries of belief, 

myth, and assumption, symbol and metaphor from whence they came. 

With this in mind, it is significant that pragmatic-dialecticians, such as van 

Eemeren. Grootendorst, Jackson, and Jacobs (1993: ix), can be counted among the many 

who argue that narratives "can serve the kinds of functions and present the kinds of 

evidence and reasoning usually associated with more argumentative discourse." For what 

pragma-dialetics brings to the analysis are well developed standards for rational 

deliberation to which narrative arguments should be held. These standards focus attention 

on whether narrative arguments make useflil or obstructive contributions to the decision 

making process. Thus, evaluation of the rationality of narrative argument centers on 

whether it enhances or diminishes the conditions for its own reception; whether it opens 



149 

up or closes down the free and fair exchange of information; and whether it encourages 

or discourages critical scrutiny of the justification for alternative positions. 

That is not to say, however, that the analyst should be concerned simply with the 

evaluation of the rationality of interconnected series of propositional constructions. 

Narratives, like many other forms of human communication (e.g., poetry), contain 

auxiliary forms of 'expressive acts,' in Langer's (1988) sense of the term, which is to say 

•formal units,' or 'modulus,' 'of living processes,' that are not strictly propositional-

interrogative, imperative, vocative—as developed in use. Examination of these, too, must 

be figured into the analysis. Indeed, despite the fact that it is, as Chatman (1990: 6) says, 

"customary to distinguish Narrative from Argument, Description, and Exposition," it is 

argued here that creating four distinct categories of text-types only to analyze them in 

isolation and then proffer definitive functional explanations for each is more than 'a little 

problematic;' it is a misleading and ill-conceived reduction of human reasoning and 

knowledge to an understanding of abstract formal structures. Such an approach willfully 

ignores the fact that notions of categorical control can only be expressed and given 

meaning with the help of human agency, and as a type of formal structure itself, human 

agency is marbled with narrative. 

Nonetheless, it is recognized that if narrative analytic techniques are to perform 

effectively as a subset of the empirical analytic practices advocated by students of 

normative pragmatics, then narrative analytic techniques must hold the analyst 

accountable to the actual practices and intuitions of'everyday narrators.' Here, though, 

one finds no good reason to side with those discourse analysts and ordinary language 
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philosophers who present 'spontaneous' speech acts like, say, 'conversational 

storytelling' as 'more natural acts' for human beings than, say, writing a novel or a short 

story. For as Fludemik (1996: 19) put it. 

If one defines the natural in terms of the human (as is after all entirely 

appropriate from a hmnan perspective), one should not be surprised to find 

products of human invention such as narratives proliferate on a scale from 

the more immediately spontaneous enactment of conversational storytelling 

to increasingly more deliberate and reflexive manifestations in the creative 

shapings of literature. 

This is significant if only because in this sense, as Brown (1987: 157) suggests, all 

narratives can be understood as "iconic social representation of moral action, an 

expression and preparation, therefore, for the largest such representation—the democratic 

political community. " 

Following Branigan (1992: 3) and Fludemik (1996: 26), then, any reference to 

narrative herein should be understood as reference to what Branigan (1992: 3 as cited in 

Fludemik) describes as "a way of organizing spatial and temporal data into a cause-effect 

chain of events with a beginning, middle and end ihat embodies a judgment about the 

nature of the events as well as demonstrates how it is possible to know, and hence to 

narrate, the events'' (emphasis added). References to narrativity are then understood as 

references to "a fimction of narrative texts" that "centers on experientiality of an 

anthropomorphic nature" (Fludemik, 1996:26) since narrative appears to be unique to 

human communication. 
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5.2 Everyday Narratives 

There is, after all, good reason to believe that popular literature has been, is, and 

will likely continue to be an important source of knowledge about nature; that our 

knowledge about nature is profoundly dependent upon literature; that literary forms, and 

in particular narrative forms, of communication comprise the basis of all environmental 

arguments, scientific or otherwise. Such natiu-e narratives do play a central role in our 

lives. Some have the power to stir our emotions and make us ponder their meaning. We 

want to know what we are expected to take from the telling. Is there a point, a lesson, a 

call to action? And each competes for our attention and allegiance, often offering very 

different suggestions about how we should live, who we are, what nature is, and where 

we fit in. As Taylor (1995) suggests, we even develop our own nature narratives and 

sometimes unconsciously and uncritically ftise our personal narratives with the traditional 

narratives of our community and culture. And Gare (1998: 20) is not alone in arguing that 

"if people are to change the way that they live, if they really are to live in a way that is 

ecologically sound, then their lives and the institutions and traditions of which they are a 

part must be constituted by different narratives than they are at present." 

Further, research on the role of cultural myths in politics reminds us of the long

standing, if sometimes 'thorny,' relationship between narrative argument and political 

argument that has often been the concern of American scholars. Lee and Murfield (1995), 

for example, draw attention to the fact that politicians traditionally trade on their ability 

to drum up support for and against particular public policy platforms on the basis of 

complex narrative arguments involving cultural myth and political ideology. And we 
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know that these arguments are used to maintain, change or create interpretations of 

experience and initiate, stop and/or maintain social action (i.e., that these narrative 

arguments have persuasive effects) (see Brick and Cawley, 1996; Hemdl & Brown, 1996; 

Kempton, Boster & Hartley, 1995). 

Further still, it seems fair to say that American nature narratives, like narratives in 

general (see Campbell, 1949,1973; Maclntyre, 1981; Fisher, 1984,1987; McAdams, 

1993; Brown, 1998; Gare, 1998; Harre, Brockmeier & Muhlhausler 1999), enjoy 

widespread acceptance as linguistic, psychological, social and philosophical frameworks 

for American inquiry into human and nonhuman nature and experience. 

As Raglon & Scholtmeijer (1996: 38) suggest, however, literature appears to have 

been unfairly neglected as a source of knowledge about nature, and this is at least partly 

due to the belief that "stories speak of a different kind of knowledge -- one that has been 

little appreciated in the modem era." In fact, the narrative form, in general and in 

particular, tends to be associated with the environmental sciences only in celebration of 

the differences between the 'intuited' and the 'known,' the 'artistic' and the 'scientific,' 

the "subjective' and the 'objective,' or some other pair of categories for oppositional 

ways of thinking. The fact that since around the begirming of the twentieth century policy 

experts have tried to curtail all such 'nonscientific' influences on public policy making 

processes, ostensibly restricting the justification for policy decisions to 'apolitical' and 

'value-free' scientific advice (Pierce, Steger, Stell & Lovrich, 1992) is also significant in 

this regard.' 
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The problem is that this gives one the impression that even if a significant number 

of Americans do base their environmental beUefs and values on what are largely 

unsubstantiated imaginative models of how one should structure one's understanding of 

the natural world it does not and should not matter to public policy decision makers. Yet 

our understanding of the argimientative role played by certain 'images, metaphors, story

lines and concepts' in environmental discourse and decision making is tragically under

developed. We are only just beginning to understand why some researchers think that 

contemporary nature writing "is without doubt the literary genre that 'speaks for nature' 

in the contemporary world" (Raglon and Scholtmeijer, 1996: 22), or why so many 

Americans now base their environmental beliefs and opinions on arguments made in 

popular books by influential nature writers (e.g., Henry David Thoreau, John Muir, Mary 

Austin, Aldo Leopold, Edward Abbey, Aime Dillard, and Barry Lopez) who have only 

appeared on the scene over the course of the last 150 years. We still have no clear 

understanding of just how such literature influences the public's understanding of 

environmental issues. And there are still relatively few environmental dispute researchers 

(Helvarg 1994; Ramos 1995; Rowell 1996; Hemdl & Brown 1996) who argue that we 

should take more seriously the role played by such arguments in environmental debate. 

To complicate matters, as Colby (1978: 108) says, "Everything we know about 

narrative suggests that a story can mean many things to many people. A story can also 

mean different things to the same person at different periods of his life." For example, 

traditional interpretations of some of our culture's most ancient and respected 'nature 

stories' (e.g.. Genesis) have come imder heavy fire in recent decades. And, as Rowell 
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(1996: 21) suggests, the principle impact of the existence of competing environmental 

narratives has been their 'polarizing effect' on public opinion. For nowadays, as in days 

gone by, intense rhetorical conflicts between adherents of competing worldviews have 

driven a wedge between different members of the same communities — whether they be 

workers and environmentalists, or industrialists and government representatives -- and 

have made the conduction of truly civic debate difficult if not impossible. 

One has to wonder, too, why members of certain social groups appear to rely 

almost exclusively on provocative narrative accounts of events in what appear to be 

efforts to encourage escalations in hostilities between competing members of 

communities engaged in environmental policy disputes (see Helvarg, 1994). Should we 

accept the claim that what these agent provocateurs do is at base a reasonable response to 

the rhetorical situation in which they find they must function day-to-day? Is there a logic 

to such extreme environmental rhetoric? How are we to decide? On the one hand, many 

professional environmental policy analysts argue that the arguments forwarded in such 

disputes deserve only to be shurmed and ignored since they merely obscure the general 

public's real interests in environmental policy deliberations (see Brick & Cawley, 1996). 

These experts believe that the abundance of different narrative accounts of events tossed 

around in such disputes make such disputes difficult if not impossible to resolve because 

they reflect little more than heated personal exchanges between opinionated individuals 

and/or special interest groups. On the other hand, some scholars (see Short, 1991) argue 

that such disputes are worthy of serious scholarly attention since the discordant 

interpretations and values proffered for consideration by individuals engaged in such 
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arguments hinge upon the same differences in understanding of relations of power and 

assumptions about causality and responsibility, legitimacy, authority, interests, needs, 

values, and societal obligations that are prevalent throughout contemporary 

environmental discourse. Others, too, believe that it is possible that public policy disputes 

are not necessarily difficult to resolve because of an abundance of stories from which to 

choose, but rather "because experts lack the rhetorical awareness and skill needed for 

recounting narratives, and because members of the public lack the rhetorical awareness 

and skill needed for testing narratives against one another" (McGee and Nelson, 1985: 

145). Presumably the more one knows about rival narratives and competing systems of 

reasoning the more acute the critical test of claims, reasons, and evidence. 

All of which implies, of course, that narrative is alive and well and, indeed, is 

thriving in many of our most democratically important social systems and systems of 

reasoning. And in case there is doubt about this among present readers, note that on a 

similar tack Roe (1994) has already sailed policy analysis in the direction of a four step 

process for conducting what she calls Narrative Policy Analysis [NPA], each step of 

which closely aligns with the steps aheady taken in the present study or that which is yet 

to come. In fact. Roe (1994) shows how one might effectively apply NPA to public 

controversies involving issues relating to everything from global warming to animal 

rights and, significantly enough, has found that: 

The case material establishes an important point: the way to undermine a policy 

narrative is not by trying to subvert it empirically ~ a tactic that only increases 

uncertainty and, therefore, the pressure to retain the policy narrative being 



156 

critiqued. A better way to undermine a policy narrative is by creating a 

countemarrative (the "counterstory" mentioned earlier), finding ways to 'rewrite' 

dominant policy narratives, or engaging other dominant narratives that happen to 

run counter to the narrative being disputed. 

5.3 Narrative Policy Analysis 

NPA begins with the analyst's identification of dominant policy narratives that: 

(1) manifest in actual policy disputes marked by high uncertainty, complexity, and/or 

polarization; (2) conform to a conventional definition of stories (i.e., they have a 

beginning, a middle, and an end, and if presented in the form of an argument, identifiable 

premises and conclusions); and (3) can be said to underwrite (i.e., "establish" or 

"certify") and stabilize (i.e., "fix or "make steady) certain policymaking assumptions. 

The analyst then identifies those other narratives involved in the issue that "do not 

conform to the definition of story [e.g., circular arguments] or that run counter to the 

controversy's dominant policy narratives" (Roe, 1994: 3). The former Roe calls 

nonsiories; the latter, counterstories. The dominant narratives, nonstories or/and 

counterstories are then compared to see if perhaps their combination generates a 

metanarrative [small-m] that is said to be 'told' by the comparison (the governing precept 

being that of semiotics and gestalt psychology, meaning terms are defined by what they 

are not) (Roe, 1994: 4). Finally, the analyst determines "if or how the metanarrative, once 

[and if] generated, recasts the issue in such a way as to make it more amenable to 

decision making and policymaking" (Roe, 1994: 4). 



157 

Such an analysis in no way relativizes science, or otherwise implies that reality is 

arbitrarily and in every sense socially constructed. As Roe (1994: 10-11) points out, "the 

starting point of narrative policy analysis is the reality of uncertainty and complexity in 

the polarized issues and controversies of today ... Why disputants believe what they 

believe is of less interest to the narrative policy analyst than the fact that they believe 

what they do and the consequences that follow from these beliefs." And Roe (1994: 12) 

makes it clear that while NPA argues for tolerating as many voices as possible, this is 

"not because of some a priori privileging of pluralism of the Other, but because it is in 

these multiple voices that we may find a metanarrative ~ small m, please - to help us 

deal with our current difficulties. Tolerance is here a methodological, not normative, 

imperative." And finally, NPA recognizes that when all of the parties concerned are in 

the grip uncertainty and high contingency, "where no one involved knows what really is 

in their best long-term interests, and where most everyone is playing it by ear, including 

many, if not all, the so-called power brokers" then "power and politics do not disappear 

[but rather] operate only when access to decision making resources is articulated and 

differentiated through and by means of competing policy narratives about the issue in 

question" (Roe, 1994: 12). Indeed, says Roe (1994: 13-14), 

competing narratives that change peoples' minds and end up 'telling the 

better story' are the primary way we know that unequal access to 

information and resources among the key parties to a controversy really 

does matter when it comes to how that issue is perceived, communicated, 

and managed in situations of high ambiguity ... [Thus] Narrative policy 
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analysis allows one to reflect on how instrumental policy narratives are in 

shaping and determining major policymaking controversies today. 

In sum, Roe presents a strong case for the claim that narrative analysis deserves to 

play a central role in efforts to better understand the nature of power and politics. For 

although, as Roe (1994: 15) says, "nothing in the approach reduces or resolves the 

technical uncertainties and complexities underlying the policy narratives that animate 

science, technology, and environmental controversies," what NPA does do is "identify 

that other story, if there is one, which turns out to be more tractable to analysis and 

policymaking. At best, what a narrator seeks in a metanarrative is a way that jump-starts 

decision making, at least until that time when the metanarrative itself comes under attack 

by polarizing and complexifying positions." 

In this regard, the identification of a controversy's policy metanarrative allows the 

analyst "to cast the controversy and its opposing parties in a different, less familiar 

context than the parties typically see themselves in ... to defamiliarize and 

decontextualize what the opposing parties take to be the givens of their controversy by 

rendering their differences into another story completely, the metanarrative (Roe, 1994: 

14). Thus, the approach is said to be "underwritten by the very same consequentialism 

and pragmatism that drive conventional policy analysis and policymaking: Does the 

approach offer insights? Does it make the controversy being analyzed more 

understandable and tractable to decision making?" (Roe, 1994: 17). 

The difference between NPA and conventional policy analysis and policymaking, 

however, cannot be stressed enough. For as Roe (1994: 17) says, "to undertake a 
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narrative policy analysis is not merely to start with the uncertain, complex, and polarized. 

It is to legitimate and maintain that uncertainty, complexity, and polarization." Indeed, 

Roe places special emphasis on the fact that the approach needs uncertainty, complexity, 

and polarization because without them there would be "no policy narratives to underwrite 

and stabilize the assumptions for decision making ... [and] no binary contraposition 

around which to semiotically frame the comparison of story and nonstory/counterstory 

into a metanarrative." Thus, that which is disabling and paralyzing to so many analysts 

and critics, namely "the spectacle of opposing parties so polarized that one camp defines 

itself entirely in terms of being opposed to the other," is for narrative policy analysts 

"exactly the contraposition with which semiotics and narratology have made them 

comfortable" (Roe, 1994: 18). 

At the intellectual core of NPA, then, is the notion that some of the analytical 

techniques originally developed to evaluate fiction can be productively applied to the 

kind of stories, scenarios, and arguments that are frequently forwarded in certain kinds of 

policy debates. As Roe (1994: 9) says, 

to put it simply, [we are] asked with increasing frequency to take positions 

on issues about which the only thing we have to analyze are the polarized 

arguments in favor or against, and for which truth claims cannot be the sole 

guide in deciding them one way or the other, given their persisting 

uncertainty and complexity. Against this background, techniques developed 

for evaluating texts whose truth claims are moot take on considerable 

appeal. 
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The point is that both conventional policy analysis and contemporary literary 

theory place significant emphasis on the role of stories and storytelling in securing and 

endorsing the assumptions needed to make decisions under conditions of uncertainty and 

complexity. Roe (1994: 9) notes how Herbert Simon and his students recognized this in 

relation to decision making that takes place in the face of complexity (i.e., when matters 

are highly interrelated and interdependent), and uncertainty (i.e., when we do not know 

how things are related, if at all). And she points out that more recently other researchers 

(e.g., Richard Neustradt and Ernest May, 1986) have advised policy analysts that the best 

way to find out the real problems in a complicated issue of many unknowns is not by 

asking directly "What's the problem?" but rather "What's the story?" behind the issue. 

The fact is, says Roe (1994: 9), "few practicing policy analysts and academics in 

the policy profession would disagree that stories in the bureaucracy can convey a great 

deal of information and fairly efficiently at that... What has been by and large missing 

until Narrative Policy Analysis is a way of channeling this appreciation into better 

managing or solving concrete policy problems." 

The failure of the type of public forums discussed in the previous chapter, then, is 

perhaps not that the arguments forwarded in them during periods of high uncertainty, 

complexity, and polarization reflect highly politicized and highly imaginative narrative 

structures, but rather that these forums fail to recognize nature narratives for what they 

really are (i.e., cogent propositional frameworks for the understanding of the cause and 

effect relations that obtain in a chain of events), or to put them to good use in the 

furtherance of the task of environmental policy making. 
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5.4 Multi-Storied Knowledge 

As shown in previous chapters. Abbey, Foreman, Arnold and other advocates of 

extreme environmental rhetoric have come to much the same conclusion as Roe (1990) 

and others after similar, if less codified, analyses of highly uncertain, complex and 

polarized public controversies. Edward Abbey, for example, developed a strategy of 

argumentative engagement that was largely based on the presentation of narratives, 

counter-narratives and metanarratives, and his work was explicitly designed to expose 

the discursive discrimination and decision making assumptions inherent in the dominant 

environmental policy narratives of his time. In this Abbey would likely agree with 

Langer's (1988: 51) claim that "the prime function of art is to make the felt tensions of 

life, from the diffused somatic tonus of vital sense to the highest intensities of mental and 

emotional experience, 'stand still to be looked at,' as Bernard Bosanquet said, 'and, in 

principle, to be looked at by everybody."' 

In addition, as if corroborating Brown's (1987: 96) quip that "today's fictions are 

tomorrow's factions," Dave Foreman and other environmental activists have essentially 

and literally embodied the ideas (and characters) found in Abbey's narratives, while Ron 

Arnold and others have tried to counter the environmental counter-narrative with what 

they consider to be more accessible versions of the dominant policy narratives that the 

counter-narrative attacks. And it appears that those who are most prone to the use 

extreme environmental rhetoric, regardless of the depth of their ecology, frequently rely 

on melodramatic techniques to draw media attention to their concerns, sometimes with 
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the intent of setting up and triggering certain kinds of public debate on specific issues, 

other times to just simply start a new debate, often without truly knowing what to expect. 

In this sense, these activists behave as if in agreement with Lasch (1990 as quoted 

in LeMay, 1991: 106) who, as you may recall from Chapter Four, suggested that, "We do 

not know what we need to know until we ask the right questions, and we can identify the 

right questions only by subjecting our own ideas about the world to the test of public 

controversy." In fact. Abbey meant very much the same thing in reference to inspired 

thinking when he suggested that "most thought is generated in the company of others -

by problems, conflict, disorder" (JE, 9/7/78). Both comments mean essentially the same 

thing: One cannot have a debate in the absence of alternative positions. It is exceedingly 

difficult to justify or refute a position if it is not taken seriously or articulated by others. 

Indeed, the metanarrative 'told' by the combination of the implicit and explicit 

intentions of some of those who rely most on extreme environmental rhetoric points us in 

a direction that is entirely opposite to the one suggested by Woods (1990) above. That is 

to say that extreme rhetoric is not necessarily simply an endgame played by those who 

believe that the best anyone can hope for in disputes based on so-called incommensurable 

differences' is a stalemate. As is detailed below, extreme environmental rhetoric has, in 

fact, an otherwise overlooked but nonetheless legitimate and potentially productive 

epistemic value in enviromnental discourse and decision making. 

5 . 5  S p e a k i n g  T r u t h  T o  P o w e r ;  T h e  E p i s t e m i c  V a l u e  o f  A b b e y ' s  N a r r a t i v e s  

Abbey's work, especially from Solitaire forward, clearly reflects the author's 

expressive and functional grasp of and appreciation for the type of metanarrative Roe 
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(1994) refers to above. For Abbey realized that both those arguing for progress and those 

arguing for protection of the environment share a world view, hidden assumptions, and 

myths about human beings and nature that dominated the industrial era. And as Botkin 

(1990: 6) says, "Neither point of view has gotten to the roots of the issues, which lie deep 

in our ideas and assumptions about science and technology, and go even deeper in myths 

and ancient world views." 

In this regard, it should be recognized that much of the strength and worth of 

Abbey's contributions to envirorunental discourse lies in his ability to expose difficult 

questions about the nature of knowledge by stripping away the shroud of politically-

charged, value-laden narratives used to conceal them. And what better way to do this, he 

reasons, than via the creation of equally plausible counter-narratives. Consequently, we 

should not be surprised to find that many literary critics (e.g., Ronald, 1982; Slovic, 

1992; Payne. 1994; Rothenberg, 1998; Raglon, 1998; Chaloupka, 1998; Moore, 1998; 

Quigley, 1998; Morris, 1998; Twining, 1998; Wild, 1999) point to how Abbey's books 

appear to be designed to call into question the ethical, social, and moral assumptions of 

his age, denounce the corporate greed that he believes is desecrating his beloved desert 

lands, and carry on the author's lifelong crusade against the constrictive powers of 'the 

establishment.' This was the author's intent. And Raglon (1998: 173) perhaps 

summarizes this intent best when observing how the following excerpt from Abbey's 

Fire on the Mountain (1962) "strips away the protective covering on [the] 'gospel of 

efficiency' with satiric brilliance": 

He won the argiunent, the old man said, but he lost his immortal 
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soul. So he tells me this and asks me, What is the yucca good for? 

How could I answer a question like that? I know how the yucca 

feels about it but I couldn't put it into words any more than a yucca 

can. I couldn't say it holds the soil down -- there ain't no soil here. 

I couldn't say it casts a welcome shadow ~ it won't shade a rabbit. 

Well, he saw he was pushing me into a comer, and he made his big 

play. The yucca is not good for anything, he says. It drinks your 

water and it eats the minerals in your ground but it doesn't do you 

one ~ one nickel's worth of good. What should I do about it? I 

asked him. Kill them, he said; kill every — every homy one of the 

ugly things. And don't stop there, he said; look at those 

Cottonwood trees along the wash, sucking your river dry. What can 

I do about that? I asked. Ring them, he said. They're bleeding you 

like vampires - cut them down. Think of the awful waste. Don't 

you believe in conservation? he asked. 

It is clear, after all, that Abbey dipped his pen in the ancient origin of the word 

'narrative' when sitting down to write his books. Any responsible analysis of Abbey's 

arguments must address this fact, and the fact that there are many arguments deeply 

embedded in the fabric of these narratives. It is also clear that many of these arguments 

were designed to challenge not only, as Chaloupka (1998: 126) suggests, our 

"contemporary notions of the self ~ the dominant modernist version that privileges 

consumerism, avoidance of politics, and deference to economic arrangements, but also 
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the trapped green sensibility that promotes dreamy wholeness, denial, and science (if its 

own brand of that science) as a response to social and ecological ills." Thus, Abbey's 

narratives can be said to 'give voice' to opposing notions and contemporary values in 

conflict, forcing their clash in an expressive design ripe with "an intellectual and 

emotional drama" (Morris, 1998: 245) that is arguably devoid of any real violence. 

In this regard, as Bakhtin (1981: 262-263) says, a novel "can be defined as a 

diversity of social speech types (sometimes even a diversity of languages) and a diversity 

of individual voices, artistically organized." And the same can be said of ancient texts 

such as the Bible. For, as Alter (1981: 36) notes, "In the biblical story the invented 

dialogue is an expression of the author's imaginative grasp of his protagonists as 

distinctive moral and psychological figures, of their emotion-fi-aught human intercourse 

dramatically conceived, and what that entire process of imagination essentially means is 

the creation of fictional character." 

Recall the many appeals for dramatic displays of'passion' and 'action' that are 

readily found throughout the environmental narratives we have explored thus far. Now 

consider what Brinton (as cited in Tindale, 1999) has to say on the subject of arguments 

that are meant to evoke such emotions: 

The evoking of an emotion might or might not be "reason-giving." If it is 

reason-giving, then it treats the emotion (or the proposition that you ought 

to undergo the emotion) as a conclusion. If you ought to feel grateful for 

reason A, B, and C, then my presenting you with A, B, and C is no less 
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appropriate than my presenting you with reasons for doing x when you 

ought to do .t... it can be a legitimate kind of argiunent. 

The point that Brinton makes, according to Tindale (1999: 73), is that pathos is 

tied to ethos when "having the appropriate feelings is itself an aspect of good character." 

It follows, then, that when 'good characters' express their feelings about something or 

someone that others are unsure of, others are 'given reason' to believe that it is 

appropriate for them to feel the same way toward that thing or person. As such, "Using 

character appeals to support or to weaken a claim has obvious association with both the 

ad vereciindiam (appeal to expert/authority) and to the ad hominem " (Tindale, 1999: 74). 

Tindale raises the character of Socrates to illustrate this point. 

Were Socrates to advise us to do something, would that be a reason for 

doing it? ... While Socrates' approval or disapproval does not make the act 

noble, his status as a deliberator and judge of extraordinary perceptiveness 

is so much beyond our own that our reasons for doing the act are increased. 

It may not suffice as a reason for doing the act, but Socrates' ethos provides 

us with a specific sort of reason for doing it (Tindale, 1999: 74). 

This has much to do with the force of many of the arguments at work in Abbey's 

environmental narratives. For what is it, after all, that Abbey does best if not create good 

and bad characters through which to manipulate the transference of the audience's 

adherence to things, actions, and people? In The Monkey Wrench Gang, for example, are 

we not presented with deliberators and judges of 'extraordinary perceptiveness' that offer 

us reasons to believe that how they feel about things, actions, and people is the 
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appropriate way to feel about those things, actions, and people? When Hayduke, or 

Bonnie, or Doc Sarvis, or Seldom Seen Smith, or (taking a step back) Abbey advises his 

readers to do something, or feel something, could this be construed by some at least as a 

reason for doing it or feeling it? The answer is. Yes. For where else can we turn for an 

explanation of the diverse and powerfiil reactions exhibited by people exposed to 

Abbey's arguments? 

Heruy James (1888) once asked : "What is character but the determination of 

incident? What is incident but the illustration of character? What is either a picture or a 

novel that is not character?" (emphasis in original). "Whether or not a story is 

believable," says Fisher (1992: 207), 

depends on the reliability of characters, both as narrators and actors. 

Determinations of one's character are made by interpretations of a person's 

decisions and actions that reflect values. In other words, character may be 

considered an organized set of actional tendencies. If these tendencies 

contradict one another, change significantly, or alter in 'strange ways,' the 

result is a questioning of character. Coherence in life and literature requires 

that characters behave characteristically. Without this kind of predictability, 

there is no trust, no rational order, no community. 

Here, as Chatman (1990: 12) might say. Argument is at the service of Narrative, and in 

Fielding's Joseph Andrews Chatman finds a remarkably apt example of what he means 

by this. Fielding's eighteenth-century novel begins with the following argument: 
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It is a trite but true observation, that examples work more forcibly on the 

mind than precepts; and if this be just what is odious and blamable, it is 

more strongly so in what is amiable and praiseworthy. Here emulation most 

effectually operates upon us, and inspires out imitation in an irresistible 

manner. A good man therefore is a standing lesson to all his acquaintance, 

and of far greater use in that narrow circle than a good book. 

And let us not forget that, as Carey (as quoted in Tindale, 1999:74) says, "how one makes 

a case against an opponent reflects on one's own character." Thus, in Abbey's characters 

we see both 'better versions of ourselves,' as Richard Weaver (1953) might say, and 

equally well-drawn versions of the people we may really have become. 

It is significant, then, as Killingsworth (1989: 196) points out, that 

the heroes of The Monkey Wrench Gang are set against a force of global 

proportions. The nature of their very actions—the form of their rebellion, the 

monkeywrenching itself—is determined by the limits that the Machine sets. 

Even their ability to think in animal, organic terms is threatened—hence the 

urgency of their mission: to act while the mind is free ... Their call to battle 

is 'We've got work to do.' 

That is not to say that Argument supports only the demonstrative and discursive 

elements of a Narrative. A narrator might also use a fortiori argument, for example, 

blended with supposition, analogy, and hyperbole, to dramatize the impact of a plot event 

or a character's motivation. Abbey (1988: 29) does just this when answering to the 

question of the necessity of eco-sabotage: 
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If a stranger batters your door down with an axe, threatens your family and 

yourself with deadly weapons, and proceeds to loot tour home of whatever 

he wants, he is committing what is universally recognized—by law and in 

common morality--as a crime. In such a situation the householder has both 

the right and the obligation to defend himself, his family, and his property 

by whatever means are necessary ... The American wilderness, what little 

remains, is now undergoing exactly such an assault. 

.\nd Killingsworth (1989; 198) argues that what is most important for a literary culture 

"is the theoretical role played by the instrumental aim in fictions that, if taken on their 

own terms, must be read as radical moments in history rather than as dead artifacts that 

appeal to the mind and the taste of the passive spectator." For, as Killingsworth (1989: 

186) points out, an author's instrumental aim might also take the form of "a structural and 

thematic force" in works, such as Abbey's Gang, in which it is clear that "the theoretical 

formulations of reality, whether they be scientific or philosophical or even mythological, 

do not exhaust what is 'real' for members of a society." 

Indeed, as alluded to above, many people have commented on the broader 

connections between Abbey, Abbey's work, and society, and it is significant to note that 

interpretation of the arguments Abbey makes fall within a discernible range of views 

about the author's instrumental intent. Ronald (1982: 183), for example, believes that 

Gang was "designed to project Abbey's increasingly complex vision of what man can do 

to stop the twentieth century fi'om carmibalizing its land and its humanity." As such, she 

argues that Abbey "means not only to explode those structures that are changing the face 
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of the West, but also to detonate the reader's innocent regard for them" (183). Greiner 

(1983), on the other hand, believes that Abbey's emphasis on conflict indulges in the 

creation of a "false ecofiction" that is inherently at odds with the integrative nature of 

ecology and therefore less genuinely radical than "true ecofiction" that demonstrates the 

interrelatedness of people, activities, and systems of thought. Slovic (1992: 104), 

however, believes that that Abbey's goal is "far more universal." Instead of merely 

presenting an environmental ideology or even a group of fictional role models for would-

be activists, Slovic argues that Abbey was "trying to prompt a more basic kind of 

consciousness among his readers, to provoke not a single-minded political movement but 

rather an awareness on the individual level of the need to question moral and aesthetic 

assumptions (Slovic, 1992: 104). And Raglon (1998: 179) believes that Abbey tapped 

into a demand for a new response to environmental issues, a need for "some way to evade 

the attitude of defeat lurking within doom-and-gloom environmentalism." 

On the following points, however, the majority of Abbey's critics agree: (1) 

Abbey made useful contributions to environmental decision making by serving to open 

up a more free and fair exchange of information and encouraging critical scrutiny of the 

justifications of alternative positions; (2) the expressive design of Abbey's arguments 

arguably enhanced the conditions of reception for his message, even if in some cases it 

may have diminished the conditions of acceptance for it; and (3) Abbey's approach was 

not that of a didactic demagogue, but rather, as Quigley (1998) suggests, that of a satirist 

celebrating humanity ~ and condemning humanity ~ for its vanity, its silliness, its 

irreverent diversity. Thus, Abbey is celebrated in some circles for his "ability to compel 
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his readers not to think a certain way, but to think period, to abandon secure mental ruts" 

(Slovic: 100). For his writing arguably reaches to the core of rational thought, and what 

one finds there are many of the wormy themes discussed above. 

In sum, then, whatever else others may think of him, let it be said that Abbey was 

first and foremost a novelist with an ear for both the mundane and the technical 

vernaculars of his time. Not coincidentally, he was also an avid collector of popular 

slogans, and if there is one slogan that best summarizes Abbey's reasoned approach to 

the rhetorical situation perhaps it is this one: 

Just Say NO 
To One Word Solutions 

For Abbey's narrative arguments, when taken as a whole and placed within the larger 

ethno-historical context of American nature stories, are best understood as "part of the 

natural evolution of the philosophy of environmentalism" (Bower as cited in Short, 

1 9 9 1 ) .  A n d ,  o n  t h i s  v i e w .  A b b e y ' s  c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  d i s c o u r s e ,  i n  a n d  o f  

itself, was neither radical nor extreme but, rather, the evolutionary, social, political, and 

philosophical reflections of a man of his time. That Abbey was, and still is, widely 

considered an 'outsider,' a 'crank, an 'irrational extremist,' is indicative only of the fact 

that there are ways of pitting people against reason and reason against people. If, 

however, the question is was Abbey's extreme environmental rhetoric irrational? or did 

Abbey behave in an irrational maimer in the articulation of his narratives? my one word 

solution is No. In this case, as Redding (1988) might say, it appears the invocation of the 

irrational has served as an evasion of analysis. For as Peter Wild suggests in an epigram 
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that opens this chapter, it is possible for someone to sound radical and make 'perfect 

sense.' 

Thus, as Moore (1998) puts it, complaints about Abbey's lack of decorum do 

indeed seem thin, as does the understanding of his work in the minds of those who would 

use it in heavy-handed doctrinaire positions. For it is a given that "the majority of 

Abbey's readers (receptive or otherwise) will not, as a direct result of reading his work, 

be compelled to bum down billboards, pull up survey stakes, and the like (even as 

monkeywrenching has come to be seen by many as a viable alternative to conventional 

political channels)" (Moore, 1998: 272). Abbey merely argued the feasibility of this 

option, and appears to have accomplished a little more. And however much Abbey 

accomplished is owed to his recognition and acceptance of the fact that, as Brown (1987: 

160) says. 

Nowadays public discourse is characterized by the inauthentic 

communication that Bateson called a 'double bind.' If one challenges the 

hierarchic relationships as defined by the implicit norms of the 

communication, one is being 'irrational' or 'crazy.' Conversely, if one 

remains 'rational' and restricts ones responses to the explicit content, one is 

accepting a relationship of domination. One rhetorical strategy in such a 

situation is to impose a counter-double bind: to communicate 

inauthentically authentically, to use lies, in Kierkegaard's sense, in the 

service of truth, for example by using craziness or absurdity to affirm sanity 

and reason. This might be done by structurally inverting the oppressive 
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communication to denote rationality while connotatively making this 

rationality absurd. Reality is thereby exposed through fantastic portrayals. 

Artists have done exactly this in such statements as Duchamp's teacup lined 

with fur or Cage's forty-five-minute-long Lecture on Nothing (\959). 

.\nd, I will add, in Abbey's New West and New Western heroes. 

"Fictional portrayal and political praxis," says Brown (1987: 163-164), 

are thus linked through social mimesis, because the reproduction of the 

world is the authorization of our existence. Art can reveal our present 

conditions and authorize the creation of new ones ... Social orders are 

nominally secured through the myth that the obtaining version of reality is 

the sole legitimate one, self-sufficient and complete. For those defending 

established power, 'The selected view of the world must be seen as the only 

possible view; it must be identified with the real world. All other versions 

of reality must be seen as whimsical and arbitrary and, above all, in error' 

(Goode, 1969: 83). At this conjuncture the revolutionizing writer seeks to 

commit such great 'errors' that our collective treasure, our language, is 

reclaimed and purified. Within her own order of representation, the writer 

can escape the iron cage of language on her own parole, shattering frozen 

categories and suggesting new, possibly more adequate, forms for self and 

society. It is through such artistic illusions that the word and the world 

progress. 
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Given this to be the case, then. Abbey's frequent references to his innermost 

thoughts and opinions as the 'confessions of a barbarian' is another mark of his 

percipience. For as Williams (1992: 7-8) says. 

In the course of history barbarians may have strengthened society by 

infusing it with diversity, making it aware of its weaknesses, and keeping it 

alert. It was not predation by barbarians which society feared as much as the 

inflow of radical and threatening ideas, the infiltration of individuals 

planting seeds of doubt, encouraging spontaneity and giving value to 

rebellion. 

Indeed, Brown (1989: 48-49) argues that "critical thought is a beginning of 

emancipation, and critical discourse is an embodiment of intellectual freedom." It is hard 

for Brown to imagine an emancipatory political program emerging from a discourse that 

was not critical and self-reflective. "Opposition to dogmas," he says, "an attitude of 

sustained doubt, a willingness to take the viewpoint of the other, a suspension of 

intellectual closure, a desire to align concrete instances with general principles, a love of 

cogency of thought for its own sake—all these are convictions of members of the party of 

truth." 

Today, however, as Botkin (1990: 12) reminds us, there is still a strong tendency 

to "analyze ecological systems looking backward, as though they were nineteenth-

century machines, full of gears and wheels, for which our managerial goal, like that of 

any traditional engineer, is steady-state operation." And, as Brown (1989: 37) reminds us, 

while some (e.g., liberal) positivists argue that such a "scientific rationalization of society 
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is good because it enables us to pursue more efficiently our humanistic values ... [and 

that] a systematic, cost-benefit approach to organizing the means ... leaves open the 

question of what constitutes utility," critics have rightly pointed out that "carried to its 

ultimate application, rationalization or technical efficiency involves the instrumental use 

not only of tools but also of persons ... [and] rationalization as a social process creates 

its own constituency, a new class of managers, owners, and technicians" who value the 

process of rationalization if for no other reason than that it represents and advances their 

interests. Further, Brown sides with those critical thinkers who believe that in such 

"dystopian social orders,' 

the very vocabulary by which social values [can] be discussed [is] either... 

absorbed upwards by the state or reduced downwards to the sphere of 

personal opinion. Objectivity and reason [is] conceived in terms of cost 

effectiveness for systems maintenance, whereas feelings and values [are] 

relegated to the private realm. Moral language [is] considered subjective 

and private, and therefore [ceases] to exist as a public discourse ... [and] 

the application of scientific methods to the management of society [will} 

have brought with it an epochal change in our conception of citizenship and 

polity, of personal dignity and political obligation (Brown, 1989; 38). 

Thus, the largely rhetorical question posed by such critical thinkers is Isn't such a change 

already upon us? 
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5.6 The Strategic Withdrawal of the EstabHshment (A.K.A. Send in the Clowns!) 

Without doubt one of the most interesting aspects of what is going on in public 

debate nowadays is that instead of the merger of'the public' with the establishment in 

stmggies between confronters and the establishment for self-confirmation (Jacobs, 1982), 

there is now a disappearance of the establishment, coupled with the emergence of a 

struggle between different factions of the public for self-confirmation, and an almost 

complete alienation of all others from environmental policy debate. This suggests that 

perhaps Ron Arnold (1987: 145) was right and the establishment has realized that it 

cannot save itself by itself in an activist society; that the only thing that can defeat an 

activist movement is an activist movement. So, perhaps now the establishment simply 

sponsors its own confrontational social activists, such as Ron Arnold and other members 

of the Wise Use Movement, and 'dovetail' their activities with pre-existing industry 

programs, ~ "with industry developing hard facts and providing money, materials, and 

transportation, and the citizen activists becoming part of the message delivery system" 

(Arnold, 1987: 145-147). This would certainly allow the establishment to appear to have 

disappeared from "highly controversial actions" while arms-length proxy spokespersons, 

who are free to use more radical means of communication, including any means of 'anti-

communication' they choose, do all they can to shape public opinion "through education, 

by creating heroes and heroines, by championing the free enterprise cause, and by giving 

a sense of drama to industry" (Arnold, 1987: 147). 

In fact, as Grum.bine (1995: 16) suggests, the emergence of groups such as those 

that comprise the Wise Use Movement may be simply "a response to life in the 1990s 
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where 'environmental protection' is no longer at the margin of economic activity." As 

such, WUM groups may very well represent what Grumbine (1995: 16) describes as "a 

last-ditch attempt by the most radically utilitarian members of society to maintain their 

nonsustainable lifeways" since "for the WUM, whose members see no value in wildness 

and little human relationship with nature beyond the pecuniary, use is the beginning and 

the end of the story." And the reason that anti-envirorunental politicians have been 

effective in accomplishing their objectives may be no more complicated than, as Bruner 

& Oelschlaeger (1994: 379) suggest, the fact that WUM proffered 'persuasive rationales,' 

'slogans, myths, and narratives' "play to the established cultural narrative; that 'Man' is 

over nature, that nature is nothing more than an ecomachine which we technologically 

manipulate, and that a good society is one which totally fulfills itself through market 

preferences" (Bruner & Oelschlaeger, 1994: 383). 'Wise Use conservation' could then be 

seen as just "another rhetorical ploy, a new name for the anthropocentric, ecologically 

uninformed conservation philosophy formulated by Gifford Pinchot and President 

Theodore Roosevelt at the turn of the century." And the sort of arguments cast that 

reduce complex environmental issues to catch phrases such as 'owls versus people' might 

be understood as what Bruner & Oelschlaeger (1994: 380) describe as "essentially 

manipulative" messages that serve only to divert "the democratic debate from more 

fundamental issues, such as sustainable forestry that provides jobs for people and habitat 

for creatures, the formulas through which the National Forest Service is funded, the long-

term ecological role of old-growth forests, especially as this role involves biodiversity. 
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and the question of what public interests are served by the logging of old-growth forests." 

Indeed, many people think that this is exactly what WUM rhetoric is all about. 

Whether Wise Use is wise use of public resources by the establishment, however, 

remains to be seen. About all that can be clearly ascertained at the moment is that since 

the emergence of the Wise Use Movement, the public has witnessed deep and shallow 

ecologists in action as they encounter what appears to both factions to be irrational 

interlocutors. And, as Jacobs (1982: 152) found in his study of witnessing and heckling, 

under such circumstances, the very idea of entering into critical discussion appears 

pointless, as efforts to engage in critical discussion dissolve the very conditions for its 

possibility. What evolves instead, 

is a speech event organized in ways that are quite different from those 

envisioned by a model of critical discussion. The event itself exhibits a 

highly stable, almost ritualistic pattern of conflict with no real movement 

toward consensus and little apparent effort at mutual adjustment.... Rather 

than working to overcome a lack of consensus, this speech event works to 

exploit a lack of consensus .. .What the participants face is a kind of 

comprehensive disagreement where the longer they stay to listen, the deeper 

they probe for justifications ~ and the more they debate, the more alienated 

they become ... In other words, critical discussion requires some common 

ground, however provisional, for fields to come into alignment on issues 

and to be modified. And these fields have no obvious common ground 

(Jacobs, 1982: 158-159). 
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The reason this is so, however, appears to be the result of a failure of those on 

both sides of the debate to recognize that, as Winner (as cited in Quigley: 300) suggests, 

their vision of nature is "itself a human creation, an abstract representation of certain 

kinds of phenomena." And this is perhaps because, as Winner says, "the reflection of 

social conditions, issues, policies, and Utopias in ideas of the natural is something more 

easily recognized in earlier periods than in our own." 

5.7 The Nature of Signification and the Signification of Nature 

Thus, it seems fair to say that our ability to recognize metaphysical 

'interconnections' and 'reflections' in our ideas of the natural depends upon our ability to 

recognize that, as Lenneberg (1969; 641 as cited in Leacock, 1972: 126) says, "in all 

languages of the world, words label a set of rational principles instead of being labels of 

specific objects." For recognition of language's inability to objectively represent Reality 

underscores the simple fact that regardless of whether one thinks 'the world is real' and 

'the world is knowable' or not, worldly things and worldly relations between things are 

made real and knowable via the interpretation of symbolic communication. If, for 

example, we believe that a thing called 'wilderness,' defined as 'unspoiled nature,' is 

being 'spoiled' by something called 'industrial development,' defined as 'natural human 

avarice.' it is both the definitions we use for things (i.e., 'wilderness' and 'industrial 

development') and the meaning of the relation that is thought to exist between them (i.e.. 

one is being 'spoiled' by the other) that makes up our conception of this 'natural process.' 

This conception changes radically if the word 'improved' is substituted for the word 

spoiled,' and can be easily rendered problematic by redefining any 'natural' thing 
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involved in the process as 'unnatural' (i.e., unnatural human avarice). And this introduces 

the question of what it means to say that nature is made real and knowable via symbolic 

communication. Thus, the question becomes whether the creative process involved in the 

'making of meaning' affects our understanding of things like 'natural processes.' And the 

answer is how can it not? For our conception of what is a 'natural process' is intrinsically 

related to the meaning we ascribe to things and the relation between things in nature. 

As Jacobs (1982: 229-230) suggests, multiple perspectives on what are arguably 

singular rhetorical events may emerge within the situated productions of the events 

themselves; lead to quite different interpretations of those events; and be "reflexively 

organized in such a way as to maintain the incommensurability of the perspectives within 

the situated confines of the event." That is to say that multiple perspectives can be 

interdependent, that each perspective may employ 

as material for building itself the rhetorical performances df occupants of 

different perspectives. So that rather than having a rhetorical event in which 

participants move toward one another, this rhetorical event creates a radical 

relativity of meanings which polarizes participants and fuels an exceedingly 

divisive conflict (Jacobs, 1982: 230). 

To illustrate what Jacobs means by this take, for example, the profound effect that 

different nature narratives have had on the way scientists and nonscientists alike view 

nature and natural processes. This effect manifests in the ethical underpinnings that 

inform human relations with the nonhuman world, in the framing of 'environmental 

problems' and 'environmental solutions,' in the definitions of'environmental reformists' 
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and 'environmental radicals,' and in our understanding of'environmental chaos' and 

'environmental control.' And why should this surprise us? The word 'narrative' is, after 

all, derived from the Latin word, gnanis, which means 'knowing,' and is therefore meant 

to convey epistemological values in reference to a system of reasoning. Further, as 

Chatman (1978: 53) notes, "Narrative events have not only a logic of connection, but a 

logic of hierarchy. Some are more important than others" (Chatman, 1978: 53). Thus, as 

Polanyi (1985: 14) says. 

In telling a story, the narrator has two tasks: to give enough detail 

so that interlocutors understand the nature of the change brought 

about, and to differentiate among the various events and states 

which are used to tell the story so that it is clear to the interlocutors 

precisely which complex of circumstances and events should be 

used to infer the point being made. 

It is this logic of connectivity and hierarchy that gives narrative the power to structure 

perspectives and arguments: Each narrative constitutes a propositional framework for the 

understanding of events and posited relations between events. And as Brown (1987: 12) 

says. 

Far from being merely concrete or nonrational... metaphors are forms of 

symbolization that abstract qualities perceived as similar from dissimilar 

phenomena. In the metaphor, the relevant features of a situation are stated 

as an analogy. Metaphors are logically economical, eliminating the need for 

an overload of qualifying terms ... In short, the analytic value of the 



182 

dichotomy between 'abstract' and 'concrete' speech codes is doubtful; it 

solves no problems and conceals more than it reveals. 

When it comes to environmental arguments involving first principles, then, 

narrative reasoning is not fundamentally different from other forms of reasoning. Edward 

Abbey realized this when it became clear to him that one cannot play solitaire with 

reason, language, or meaning if the goal is to confront "the bones of existence, the bare 

incomprehensible absolute is-ness of being" (1968: x). The world as we know it is a 

projection of human consciousness, it cannot not be interpreted by humanity. All that is 

outside the human mind that is known to the human mind is, by definition, connected to 

"the indoor human world" (JE, 1/63). 

So, just as Lawrence (1998: 152-154) suggests. Solitaire brought Abbey, and 

arguably many of his readers, to that "point of crisis," that "rupture in the relationship 

between word and object," that tests the limits of a basic assumption found in most nature 

writing, namely "that there is something out there, beyond or before the human, to be 

observ ed and quantified." And, as was mentioned in Chapter 2, Solitaire reveals Abbey's 

recognition of nature as something that can only be accessed through culturally 

determined metaphor (Lawrence, 1998); through language, a symbolic medium. Thus, it 

is Abbey's respect for the limits of his ability to experience the 'bare incomprehensible 

absolute is-ness of being' that makes it clear to him that the nature of signification itself 

is the source of the environmental crisis. For Abbey realized that different conceptions of 

'natural processes' directly affect what environmental policy makers ostensibly attempt 

to regulate. And he realized then that the question then becomes What is it that is really 
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being regulated? Natural processes? The meaning of the term 'natural processes'? 

Neither, because it makes little sense to say that anything 'natural' can also be 

'regulated'? or both, because the thing and the woru(s) used to describe the thing are one? 

In short. Abbey knew that what is ultimately at stake is the determination of the basis of 

definitions for things and relations between things, and he had long before recognized the 

important role played by narrative in arguments from definition. 

5.8 Mother Nature vs. the Mechanical Bride 

Nowadays, given what we know about the process of modem-day public policy 

making, the public is beginning to appreciate both what Abbey said and how he said it. 

For it appears that the aforementioned 'epochal change in our conception of citizenship 

and polity, of personal dignity and political obligation" has indeed already taken place. 

The conceptual vocabulary, models and metaphors, the stylistic tropes and devices 

through which experience is construed in official policy deliberations and the policy 

sciences nowadays describe and create the social choices before us and the background 

against which these choices are assessed; these choices and this background are rife with 

positivistic assumptions about the neutrality of scientific words and facts; and 'moral 

language' is considered subjective and private. Indeed, the discussion of values has all 

but ceased to exist as a public discourse. Further, there is wide-spread acceptance of the 

belief that this is as it should be. For, as Brown (1989: 38) suggests, many scholars argue 

that since positive science seeks predictability and control, it should encourage those 

conditions that permits this type of knowledge, meaning "a stable, technically 

manipulable social and political order." 
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The point is that perhaps we should not be surprised to find that the contents of 

theories that are derived from this method are in fact "largely technocratic, inviting elitist 

management of society or, at their most generous, participation through top-down liberal 

reform" (Brown, 1989: 38). But neither should we be surprised to find that those who are 

critical of logical positivism "blame positivism not only for its political prejudices but 

also for its attempts to mask them under the alibi of objectivity" (Brown, 1989; 39). And 

nor should we ignore the fact that, as Botkin (1990: 13) reminds us, it at least appears that 

we are living through a time of change: a transition in our civilization from 

the mechanical age, that of gears and wheels, to a new era that appears to us 

as the space and computer age... we are moving away from the 

mechanical view to a different set of perceptions in which the distinction 

between organic and inorganic is no longer very clear. We have not settled 

on the right metaphors, images, and symbols. That is to say, we have not 

settled on a set of assumptions about 'nature' that is so well accepted that it 

becomes an unspoken and unconscious complex of beliefs ... [and] More 

than any other factor, confronting and recognizing these changes in our 

deep-seated assumptions is the major challenge that faces us in interpreting 

nature and in dealing with environmental issues. 

One such deep-seated assumption that desperately needs to be confronted and 

challenged is the belief that, as Short (1991: 184) might say, it is impossible for extreme 

environmental rhetoric to have "both instrumental and consummatory dimensions when 

examined as a strategic and recurrent form of persuasion." 
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Unfortunately, what the metanarrative told by the synthesis of extreme 

environmental arguments also tells us that the failure of the news media and official 

public participation forums to draw attention to the value of narrative reasoning, or to 

even seriously attend to it, has perhaps contributed to the failure of such forums to draw 

the public into a more constructive clash on the issues. In this regard, the value of 

extreme environmental rhetoric is being squandered, and the underlying assumptions and 

beliefs of our most trusted public venues for policy deliberation, with or without intent, 

are in many ways responsible for distorting public understanding of its ultimate purposes. 

5.9 Coming To Terms 

Botkin (1990) relates how his encounter with certain problems in the field in the 

mid-1970s compelled him to search for the epistemological basis of environmental policy 

decision making. Botkin (1990;vii) describes some of the elusive and highly curious 

"contradictions" he has found in policy decisions about managing nature. He examines a 

number of contemporary international wildlife management policies and programs 

"based on ideas that were clearly contradicted by facts," and reflects on how often such 

policies are backed by those who are most responsible for gathering the facts that 

contradicted the outdated ideas. Thus, Botkin (I990;vii) concludes that 

. . .  t h e  s e a r c h  f o r  a n  e x p l a n a t i o n  l e d  d o w n  m a n y  p a t h s  a n d  r e q u i r e d  p e e l i n g  

back layer after layer of impression and observation. At the surface were the 

activities of our society: scientists doing research; legislators signing bills; 

government officials dealing with policies. Underneath these was a layer of 

belief, myth, and assumption, of symbol and metaphor: the clock, the tree. 
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and the stars. Here were exposed four ancient questions about the 

fundamental relationships between human beings and nature: What is the 

character of nature undisturbed? How does nature influence human beings? 

How do human beings influence nature? What is the proper role for human 

beings in nature? At this level, the solution to the paradox lies with a shift in 

perception, the change in metaphor, myth, and assumption. 

It appears now that Botkin was on the path most traveled. Abbey and the many 

who have contributed something to this study of the logic of extreme environmental 

rhetoric have, at least, also taken this well-trodden, yet nonetheless convoluted trail. 

Contra Botkin (1990: viii), however, the path he describes offers no pretence of being 

able to "peel back" some final layer of metaphor, myth and assumption; it does not 

promise that yet another, 'more real' layer of reality, "perhaps closer to the level at which 

our minds function" will someday be revealed. In fact, this path leads one to believe that 

while it is true, as Botkin ( 1990) suggests, that if we take the prescribed path we arrive at 

"two fundamental world views that some philosophers have characterized 

metaphorically as those of Apollo, god of light and knowledge, and of Dionysus, god of 

music and dance, the classical opposition of the analytic and the rational... and the 

intuitive and emotive" (Botkin, 1990: viii, emphasis added), Botkin fails to convince 

even himself that such metaphors come firom something found within the physical 

functioning of the brain. Language is perhaps best understood as consisting of structured 

packets of elementary particles essential to the cognitive energies produced by the human 

brain, but only metaphorically speaking. 
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That is to say that one must assume that if there are other than surface layers to 

the meaning of human language these can only be articulated and known through 

metaphor, myth, fundamental assumptions, symbol and belief for these are the conceptual 

symbolic communicative products of interactions between the mind and the brain. 

Chemical reactions do not speak for themselves. A bomb is so much more than a big 

bang. Thus, the right questions and more sophisticated proposed solutions to our 

environmental problems recognize that the nature and behavioral characteristics of the 

phenomenon under study demand that we get closer to the level at which language 

functions on the mind. 

Nonetheless, Botkin (I990:viii) is right to suggest that "the solution to the 

paradox of theory and observation lies in a new blending of these apparently opposed 

modes of thought;" that putting these layers together leads us to new constructions of 

perception. Where Botkin is slightly off the mark again, however, is in failing to point out 

that these new constructions are perhaps only useful in helping us to understand our 

nature, not necessarily all of nature itself, and our role in environmental crises, not 

necessarily environmental crises themselves. The distinction is subtle, but nevertheless it 

is significant that it be made and be made more clearly. 

As Botkin (1990: 5) says. 

We tend to think that out actions are limited simply by tools and 

information. But it is not for the lack of a measuring tape or an account 

sheet of nature that we are unable to deal with the envirorunent. The 

potential for us to make progress with environmental issues is limited by the 
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basic assumptions that we make about nature, the unspoken, often 

unrecognized perspective from which we view our environment. This 

perspective, ironically in this scientific age, depends on myth and deeply 

buried beliefs. In order to gain a new view, one necessary to deal with 

global environmental problems, we must break free of old assumptions and 

old myths about nature and ourselves, while building on the scientific and 

technical advances of the past. 

But again, if the goal is to develop a new perspective on how to 'deal with global 

environmental problems,' we must do more than 'break free of old assumptions and old 

myths about nature and ourselves, while building on the scientific and technical advances 

of the past.' We must also design and implement new environmental policies. And the 

way to do this, according to Roe (1994: 2), is by first recognizing that the "stories 

commonly used in describing and analyzing policy issues are a force in themselves, and 

must be considered explicitly in assessing policy options." Then it is more simply a 

matter of understanding that if these stories (which Roe calls policy narratives) "often 

resist change or modification even in the presence of contradicting empirical data," it is 

"because they continue to underwrite and stabilize the assumptions for decision making 

in the face of high uncertainty, complexity, and polarization" (Roe, 1994: 2). 

That is why Roe (1994: x) says, and many others already mentioned have at least 

suggested, that "unless you are able—not just willing, but able—to treat seriously people's 

stories about those situations where facts and values are in dispute, you are not taking the 

situations seriously." For in an atmosphere of decision making most aptly described as "a 
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hodgepodge of muddling through, groping along, opportunistically, incrementally, 

hopefully by rules of thumb and bounded rationality, in organized anarchies where 

nothing is ever thrown away but is rarely available or agreed upon when you need it the 

most" (Roe, 1994: xi), where "many public policy issues have become so uncertain, 

complex, and polarized -- their empirical, political, legal, and bureaucratic merits 

unknown, not agreed upon, or both — the only things left to examine are the different 

stories policymakers and their critics use to articulate and make sense of that uncertainty, 

complexity, and polarization" (Roe, 1994: 3). 

Thus, as if corroborating Botkin's (1990: 6) claim that "only by exposing the 

roots will we be able to achieve a constructive approach toward our environmental 

problems," it appears that Abbey's intent was to do just that in the hope of'kick-starting' 

the debate. As such, a major part of Abbey's strategy of engagement was based on his 

understanding of the dictum that "argumentation has an aim other than the deducing of 

consequences" (Tindale, 1999: 70) and that this aim is, as Perelman (1982: 9) says, "to 

elicit or increase the adherence of the members of an audience to theses that are presented 

for their consent." "This," Tindale (1999: 70) reminds us, "involves transferring to the 

thesis the adherence that an audience already holds to certain ideas," which is arguable 

just the sort of perceptual activity that helps to explain the kind of emotions aroused by 

arguments that strain long-established relations between people, ideas, and things. 

As Botkin (1990) notes, however, the irony is that those holding the most extreme 

positions in conservation and in economic development actually share a definition of the 

world. 
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To both preservationists and engineers, nature is as malleable as heated 

iron. From the engineering perspective, this tractability is good and should 

be exploited; from the preservationist's perspective, it has allowed the abuse 

of nature. Operating from the same perspective, these two viewpoints gave 

rise to apparent conflict. But looking at it from outside the mechanistic 

paradigm, the contradiction appears more like a subtle difference in the 

assessment of our ability to successfully engineer that malleable and 

engineerable nature (Botkin, 1990: 105). 

Novels like The Monkey Wrench Gang have served to make such broad outlines 

of the conflict more obvious to many who might otherwise have failed to register it. For 

Abbey wove both of these extreme positions into the highly accessible narrative of Gang, 

and in action and dialogue, philosophical introspection and self-reflection, the members 

of the Monkey Wrench Gang argue for the ecocentric definition of being, while Bishop 

Love and his cohorts argue for more anthropocentric ways. In fact. Abbey meant for each 

side to represent a definitive stand on the issues, and thereby together state the presumed 

boundaries of the dispute. And clearly, as Abraham Lincoln said, "the sheep and the wolf 

are not agreed upon a definition of the word liberty" (as quoted in Weaver, 1953: 105). 

The point is that, just as in the case of slavery, the conflicts created by some 

environmental fiction have served to demonstrate how and why the relationship between 

words and essences lay at the heart of the problem. 

Consider, for example, the fact that the narrative argimient forwarded by shallow 

ecologists is clearly based on an anthropocentric ideal, yet it is rigorously mechanistic 
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and said to be divinely inspired. Shallow Ecology is, in fact, based on a narrative 

understanding of human beings' place in nature that depends on three primary 

propositions: 1) human beings are the preeminent species on the planet; 2) nature exists 

for humans; and 3) human needs come first. By contrast, the argument from definition 

forwarded by deep ecologists is clearly ecocentric, but it, too, is based on a narrative 

understanding of human beings' place in nature that depends on three primary 

propositions: 1) all life forms possess intrinsic value; 2) nature exists to support all life 

forms; and 3) the priority of one's needs is not simply determined by any one's 

membership in a particular species. It is significant to note that our most serious 

environmental controversies center on the clash of these competing arguments fi-om 

definition. 

Consider, too, the type of acts that Ron Arnold (1997: 12) -- and Bishop Dudley 

Love -- define as 'ecoterrorism' based on "the official definition of terrorism" supplied 

by the FBI." Foreman and Abbey -- and members of the Gang — define these same acts 

as 'civil disobedience' based on established definitions of analogous behaviors performed 

in the service of what are widely believed to be progressive social movements. This is 

just the sort of debate that raises some of the most difficult questions about the relation 

between language choice and logic in environmental argimients. 

Martin (1990) tackles some of these questions in relation to several well-known 

analyses of civil disobedience. He concludes that, while "ecosabotage cannot be reduced 

to a form of civil disobedience unless the definition of civil disobedience is expanded" 

(Martin, 1990: 291), ecosabotage can be understood as a special case of the more general 
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concept of conscientious wrongdoing. The point being that what one group calls 

ecoterrorism and another group calls civil disobedience is, in fact, one and the same 

behavior or set of behaviors. How we come to understand that behavior in the terms that 

we do, however, is the question of interest. 

As Caldwell (1995) points out, there are many 'distinguishing assumptions' that 

comprise the 'state of mind' we call modernity, and it is important that we occasionally 

take stock of any respects in which the distinguishing assumptions of the dominant social 

paradigm in Western cultures have become inconsistent with emerging physical realities, 

and how such assumptions might be threatened by counterconcepts and conditions. 

Nowadays, Caldwell (1995: 264) argues, "as the persuasive power of modem 

ideology has declined, counterconcepts have grown in influence" such that the idea of 

'popular rights' is being challenged by the idea of'social responsibilities;' the concept of 

'autonomous egoism' is challenged by the concept of'organic interdependence;' 

'progressive expansion' confronts 'controlled growth;' 'economic primacy' must contend 

with 'ecological necessity;' 'technological imperative' is stood up against 'selective 

innovation;' and 'permanent revolution' has heard the rebel yell of'dynamic 

equilibrium.' And, as Caldwell's (1995: 279) rightly argues: 

whether a growing acceptance of these counterconcepts would be 

interpreted as optimistic or pessimistic would depend greatly upon the 

expectations of the interpreters. For persons wholly committed to 

conventional modem thinking, dominance of the counterconcepts would 

probably be viewed as a negative and pessimistic forecast. For persons 
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alienated by the destructive tendencies of modem civilization, the 

counterconcepts offer hope for a reintegration of man and nature without 

sacrificing those advantages of modernity that are consistent with the 

continuation of a high quality of human existence. This appraisal could be 

called optimistic. It could be hopeful though pessimistic if the appraisal 

accepted the counterconcepts as necessary and theoretically possible for the 

salvation of society but questioned whether society would or could be 

guided by them. 

It is the latter view - that of the 'hopeful pessimist' -- that Caldwell claims for 

himself Indeed, Caldwell would likely agree with Oelschlaeger (1995:45) in the belief 

that "the hold of literacy on the modem mind is stronger than it appears." And 

Oelschlaeger (1995: 45) agrees with those who believe that we are "language animals, 

story-telling culture-dwellers whose specifically human beingness is enfiramed by 

language," and those who argue that "the common core of the dominant ideology 

concerning the relationship between wilderness and civilization is environmenialism 

itselfy For environmentalism, according to Oelschlaeger (1995: 46), 

in whatever guise, is a way that literates theorize the world, a worldview 

that totally enframes our perception, valuation, and categorization of 

wilderness and its relation to us as human beings. Environmentalism as 

ideology is the theorizing of difference in a fashion that draws an 

uncontested boundary between the human and the so-called nonhuman. 

More specifically, environmentalism perpetuates the legitimating narrative 
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that separates culture (including history, society, and personality) from 

nature (including land, air, water, and other creatures). 

Thus, Oelschlaeger (1995: 50) describes the contemporary situation as being 

"caught between a failed story, the past that yet overdetermines us, and another that is 

powerless to be bom, the future that is not yet but might come to be." And the road from 

here to there, Oelschlaeger (1995: 50) says, "is marked by the signposts of language. 

There is no other way for Homo narrans. To change culture one must reconsider 

language, radically reconsider language." For, as Caldwell (1995: 263) says, "Society 

must evolve from its own stock of ideas the concepts that will lead toward a more 

conserving and enduring age." 

Nonetheless, if what Brooks (1971) had to say about the environmental movement 

of the 1960s and 1970s is any indication, the prognosis for rapid change is not promising. 

Indeed, it appears environmental discourse still suffers from the same 'severe handicap' 

Brooks identified nearly three decades ago: 

scarcely one of its key words has been defined with precision. Some of 

them have mutually exclusive connotations, depending on the background 

of the person being addressed. In short, there is no accepted vocabulary to 

express a set of values which need to be presented precisely and 

persuasively. This is particularly serious because these values are often in 

fundamental contradiction to the cherished cliches of the society in which 

we live. 
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In fact, the key words that Brooks mentions are still on the lips of those involved 

in environmental decision making today. They include; 'wilderness;' 'national parks;' 

'recreation;' 'conservation;' and 'natural environment.' And it is telling that, as Brooks 

(1971: 12) says, words like these were 'O.K.' in the late sixties and early seventies as 

long as they were carried forth by "old ladies in tennis shoes." For then as now the 

establishment's welcome mat is quickly pulled out from beneath the feet of anyone who 

endeavors to define such concepts in ways that might threaten or "interfere with the 

practical business of the country." And as Brooks (1971: 12) suggests, we are all meant 

to know that the practical business of America is business. So, perhaps the more things 

change the more they remain the same. 

Nowadays, however, the key problem term in dispute is 'ecosystem 

management'; "the new paradigm that calls for government to manage and protect 

ecosystems as real objects on the landscape that possess characteristics such as health, 

integrity, and sustainability" (Fitzsimmons, 1999: 2). And debates inspired by competing 

ideas about just what the term 'ecosystem management' should mean appear to contain a 

healthy dose of self-reflective thinking about the literalness of such terms. Nonetheless, 

as Fitzsimmons (1999: 2) says, about the only thing that the experts can agree on is that 

"scientists, land managers, land users, and others do not agree on one definition of 

ecosystem management." By last report, however, namely the final report submitted to 

the President of the United States, Bill Clinton, in 1996, by members of the National 

Policy Dialogue on Ecosystem Management - which was comprised of members of the 

administration, federal agency employees and other public sector personnel. 
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environmentalists, farmers, cattlemen, foresters, academics, and others (including 

Fitzsimmons) — 'ecosystem management' was defined as "a collaborative decision 

making process that strives to reconcile the promotion of economic opportunities and 

livable communities with the conservation of ecological integrity and biological 

diversity" (as cited in Fitzsimmons, 1999: 6). Still, says Fitzsimmons (1999: 6), "the 

process that the administration has in mind is to implement only those goals that it 

already embraces without the benefit of widespread public debate." 

Thus, as Quigley (1992: 295) says. 

The problem here is not merely a philosophical but also a political one. The 

tendency to posit transcendental principles, whether for resistance or power 

structures, establishes, as Michael Ryan has stated, 'a point of authority (an 

agency), a hierarchical command structure, and a police force.' This 

tendency asserts certainty and closes down open-ended play... Knowledge 

is then [rightly] seen, not as disinterested understanding, but as biased 

organization and domination. 

In this sense, as Killingsworth (1989: 185) suggests, the rationality and the 

success of rhetorical, poetic, and scientific discourse "may well be determined by the 

degree to which they make their influence felt instrumentaily in the world." Certainly, the 

establishment seems to think so. And even both deep and shallow ecologists recognize 

the need to operate effectively within shared political parameters (see Chapter 3). The 

irony is that because those parameters are both rejected by and reject 'politics as usual' 

on the basis of the charge of irrationality, the debate between deep and shallow ecologists 
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is rarely if ever overtly and seriously conducted in established public participation 

forums. And news coverage of the debate isn't significantly more helpful either unless 

one believes that the role of the news should be to contribute to the 'paralysis of public 

analysis' one hears so much about.^ 

Related to this, too, are several serious problems with the conventional view of 

confrontation rhetoric that have to do with, as Jacobs (1982: 214) says, "the assignment 

of praise and the attribution of motives." First, those who claim that confrontation 

rhetoric is characterized by demands for radical change (i.e., that confrontation rhetoric is 

"the rhetoric of discontinuity" [Brown as cited in Ehninger, 1972: 211-212]) on behalf of 

"have nots' are hard pressed to explain the use of confrontation rhetoric by social 

organizations of 'haves' dedicated to upholding the status-quo, such as the Wise Use 

Movement. Second, while it appears such critics are right to suggest that the motive of 

confronters is to create intense moral conflict and to weaken or perhaps destroy an 

ideology, there is no good reason to believe that the locus of such motives cannot be 

housed within the realm of those 'inside the system.' Third, while it is perhaps a given 

that confrontation involves struggle and that, as Jacobs (1982: 216) suggests, "if it is to 

be sustained, the rhetoric of a movement must be met by active opposition" (emphasis in 

original), this is not to say that those who go beyond the 'acceptable' or approved 

channels of communication are always motivated to do so because of resistance from the 

establishment, as many appear to believe (e.g.. Golden, Berquist, and Coleman, 1976 as 

cited in Jacobs, 1982:217). Such thinking gives the false impression that the rhetorical 

strategies that are conventionally aligned with the use of confrontation rhetoric only 



198 

occur to those 'outside the system,' and are therefore only employed outside of 

established decision making procedures. Whether this is true, however, is an empirical 

question, the answer to which may have significant implications for what we take to be 

rational rhetoric. For it appears that such motivations are at least as likely to be inspired 

in the establishment by resistance to the establishment. A more interesting claim deals 

with the matter of the manner of acceptable expression. 

5 . 1 0  P o l i c y  P a r a l l e l s  

It is significant to note, too, that socially rational questions, such as those raised 

by Abbey in his novels and essays, have a tendency to inspire and be inspired by 

significant technical challenges to the rationality of policy making procedures. For 

example, environmental science, as Hays (1998: 103) suggests, "is perhaps the most 

significant development in the history of science in the last half of the twentieth century," 

and "it has slow and subtle, but profound effects on how we look at the world." Owing to 

such effects, legislators found that they were able to push the National Environmental 

Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969 through a policy window created by public concern about the 

state of the environment. And NEPA was intended by its designers to force action to 

achieve greater rationality in governmental decision-making (Barlett, 1998: 85). As such, 

"NEPA constitutes a far-reaching attempt to influence decisions-and thus to alter the 

substantive outcomes of government activities—by changing the rules and premises for 

arriving at legitimate decisions" (Barlett, 1998: 87). 
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Indeed, implicit in the design of NEPA is a relatively new form of rationality that 

has a significance beyond the more obvious features of the Act. For, as Barlett (1998: 90) 

suggests, 

it is not just any conception of rationality that underlies NEPA~not some 

superficial and simplistic view of scientific rationality, nor some warmed 

over and disguised revisitation of the rational-comprehensive 

decisiormiaking model of classical public administration. Rather, NEPA 

provides a 'constitutional' charter for government use of a particular form 

of reasoning distinct from other legitimate historical forms: ecological 

rationality (emphasis added). 

5 . 1 1  E c o l o g i c a l  R a t i o n a l i t y  

Ecological rationality is a functional and critical kind of reasoning with unique 

characteristics that distinguish it from other forms of rationality. First, ecological 

rationality demands a systematic, interdisciplinary, integrated use of the natural and 

social sciences, with an emphasis on ecology. As described and developed by Bartlett 

(1986: 229-230), 

ecological rationality may be thought of as a rationality of living systems 

... based on principles and organizing concepts developed by the science of 

ecology—and dependent on ideas and findings from a wide range of other 

sciences ... [with] roots in an ecological metaphysics, a world view with its 

own distinctive ethic, assumptions, and metaphors that direct the 

interpretation of reality and the application of logic to choices. 



200 

Second, ecological rationality calls for the identification and development of 

methods and procedures that will insure that "presently unquantified enviroimiental 

amenities and values may be given appropriate consideration in decisionmaking" 

(Bartlett, 1989: 93). Thus, ecological rationality recognizes the importance of both 

scientific facts and environmental values in policy making yet entails a view of both as 

different and equally legitimate and interconnected ways of thinking about environmental 

issues. As such, ecological rationality does not presume that the world would be vastly 

improved if only politics were made more like science, nor does it prescribe special 

privileges for the views of the public, political, or administrative elite. Instead, as 

embodied by NEPA, ecological rationality simply recognizes that "decisions do not 

emerge from a black box, but are shaped and channeled before they are officially 'made'" 

(Bartlett, 1998: 92), and that nothing is gained by denying the existence of many forms of 

rationality. Thus, as Barlett (1998: 93-94) summarizes, "NEPA emphasizes the 

integration of the other forms of rationality with ecological rationality ... [and] is, in 

effect, the result of a political decision that addressed a basic and increasingly critical 

deficiency in the decision structure of the United States." 

The goal of ecological rationality, then, is not the development of a narrow 

technical intelligence but rather a much broader "practical intelligence" of the sort that 

Diesing (1982) and Dewey (193) describe. Thus, the designers of NEPA "sought to 

change the procedures used to arrive at and to justify agency choices" thinking that 

"decisions would be affected not only because balances of political influence would be 

shifted, not only because a different set of incentives would henceforth bear on 
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bureaucratic decisionmakers, but because a new way of thinking would thereafter be 

required of bureaucratic agents" (Bartlett, 1998;). The purpose of the National 

Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969 is, after all. 

To declare a national policy which will encourage productive and enjoyable 

harmony between man and his envirormient; to promote efforts which will 

prevent or eliminate damage to the environment and biosphere and 

stimulate the health and welfare of man; to enrich the understanding of the 

ecological systems and natural resources important to the Nation; and to 

establish a Council on Environmental Quality. 

A new way of thinking and doing was therefore required. With this in mind, as Bartlett 

(1998: 87) says, 

NEPA's designers sought to alter the processes and procedures by which 

decisions that might specifically affect the human envirormient were 

actually shaped, channeled, and made. NEPA sought to affect 

decisionmaking by extending, legitimating, and mandating particular choice 

criteria and by requiring consideration of a different set of factual premises . 

.. NEPA thus attempts to institutionalize a measure of protection against 

what Alfred E. Kahn had labeled 'the tyranny of small decisions.' 

As one of the designers of NEPA, Lynton K. Calwell (1995: 49) suggests, "There 

are many things about forests that cannot be learned from a study concentrated 

e.xclusively upon trees." For Caldwell (1995: 142) recognized that policy effectiveness 

"depends very largely upon the internalization, in the human individual, of those 
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understandings, values, and attitudes that will guide his conduct in relation to his 

environment along generally beneficial lines." 

One might safely assume, then, that insofar as the reforms to the environmental 

policy making process initiated by NEPA succeed, public hearings succeed as a forum for 

ecologically rational dialogue. Looking back over the field twenty-five years after the 

introduction of NEPA, though, Caldwell (1995: 290) says. 

In essence, the problem was (and is) how to organize our perception and 

understanding of a universe comprising interconnecting systems and 

subsystems beyond numbering ... Obviously the universe and mankind's 

world are too vast, complex, and dynamic for the entirety to be 

comprehended simultaneously in other than an abstract metaphysical sense. 

What we have yet to fully appreciate, Caldwell (1995: 296) argues, is "that the 

crises are really not in nature, but in human relationships with nature, which, more than 

twenty years ago, I described as crises 'of will and rationality,'" and that "the notion that 

the failure may be institutional, as well as political, has not been widely accepted." 

Finally, Caldwell (1995: 301) says, "it might be argued that the sense of crisis felt by 

perceptive people today manifests a belief that governments, as presently constituted, are 

largely incapable of dealing rationally with our more serious socio-environmental 

problems." 

5.12 Summary 

Brown (1989) demonstrates how the philosophic opposition between positivists 

and romantics, like the philosophical opposition between technical and social rationalists. 
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takes as its starting point the clash between mechanistic and organic conceptions of the 

world, the latter of which is said to manifest most directly in everyday accounts of 

behavior. It is in this arena. Brown says, that 'mentalistic' concepts (e.g., 'trying,' 

"intention'; 'motivation') must compete for the 'status of knowledge.' 

On this view, 'actions' are understood as being essentially normative and bounded 

by rules in contexts, and 'motions' are understood as being essentially empirical and 

bounded by laws of physical sciences. And, according to Brown (1989: 35), the 

philosophical clash of these competing notions gives rise to a number of intriguing issues 

since the fact that action "must be understood in terms of reasons, rules, and projects 

which themselves are problematic constructions" calls the very possibility of a 

positivistic social science into question, while the empirical reality of laws of physical 

sciences limits what can be claimed by any purely interpretive approach. Thus, instead of 

attributing the indeterminism of both positivist and romantic paradigms to a lack of fit 

between theories and evidence. Brown (1989: 32) claims that it would be "much more 

useful to construe this indeterminism rhetorically as a feature of language itself, for 

language is the medium through which we constitute reality as an object of experience 

and by which we shape both theories and data." This requires that both positivism and 

romanticism be "reformulated and sublated into an ontology and epistemology that 

encompasses both scientific and artistic modes of representation" (Brown, 1989; 32). 

Nonetheless, in this Brown is not alone. 
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Langer (1988; 91), too, believes that it is "in art, as in life, and nowhere else in the 

universe as we know it, that we find the appropriate conditions of necessity and 

freedom." And, says Langer (1988: 393), 

That facts are conceived under the influence of language is generally 

recognized; that they determine the truth and falsity, respectively, of some 

kinds of proposition is also usually conceded. But when it comes to 

analyzing even quite ordinary and apparently clear statements to see what 

concepts have gone into their construction, what relations those concepts 

have to each other and to the facts which we see in their images, and 

especially what assumptions they imply or tacitly require, what conditions 

make a proposition as a whole true or false—there we are in the midst of the 

present-day labyrinth 'logico-philosophicus.' 

Thus, both Langer and Brown are in general agreement with the sort of thinking 

about relations between language use, reason, and human experience popularized by the 

writings of Dewey, Wittgenstein, Dilthey, Husserl, Polanyi, and Schutz. For, as Brown 

(1989: 33) says, these thinkers are largely responsible for breaking the trails most 

traveled by those who dare to accept "the commonsense understanding of experience as 

the framework within which all inquiry must begin and to which it must return." And 

Brown believes Schutz (1970: 272 as cited in Brown: 34) expressed this view best by 

pointing out that 

any knowledge of the world, in common sense thinking as well as in 

science, involves mental constructs, syntheses, generalization. 
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formalization, idealizations specific to the respective level of thought 

organization. The concept of Nature, for instance, with which the natural 

sciences have to deal is, as Husserl has shown, an idealizing abstraction 

from the Lebenswelt. 

Indeed, Schutz, says Brown (1989: 34), most accurately "drew the implication of 

such thinking for the social sciences" by making it clear that it is "exactly this layer of the 

Lebenswelt... from which the natural sciences have to abstract... [that is] the social 

reality which the social sciences have to investigate." All of which is, of course, 

significant to the development of our understanding of ourselves and our place in nature 

since what is at stake in social theory is nothing less than "our root images of the person, 

social action, and our knowledge about them" (Brown,1989: 36). 

The only truly viable solution, according to Brown (1989: 41), is a "dialectical, 

critical hermeneutic" capable of revealing "the factual limits of subjective idealist social 

science" since, as both he and Langer claim, human society is only in part like the rest of 

nature, but is nonetheless in part like nature, and as such, cannot be fully known via 

either language-interpretive social theory or the laws of physical sciences. Thus, Brown 

(1989: 48) concludes that "instead of acting like shamans and priests who seek to produce 

a closed unity of mental structures and social structures, human scientists can assume a 

critical posture by showing how such unities, whether positivist or hermeneutic, help to 

naturalize the arbitrariness of any social order." And Roe would no doubt agree since she, 

too, believes that "conventional policy analysis, indeed, much of contemporary social and 

cultural studies, has long needed approaches that do not shy away from uncertainty. 
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complexity, and polarization but in fact thrive on them and see them as the basis for 

action, not paralysis" (1994: 17). 

Thus, it seems safe to side with those like Brown, Langer, and Roe who advocate 

an approach to policy analysis that, as Brown (1989: 51) suggests, views both "scientific 

and ethical discourse-that is, forms of talk that presuppose causality or freedom" as 

rational since both "presuppose various criteria of economy, congruence, and 

consistency." For on this view, the policy sciences are clearly understood as being neither 

purely social physics nor purely social ethics, language is seen not as a reflection either of 

the world or of the mind, human worlds, and minds are thought to "emerge from the 

social historical practice that is language" (Brown, 1989: 51). And, as Abbey suggested 

and Brown (1989; 53) says, one's enemy is neither the scientist nor the humanist as such, 

but rather "the cognitive monopolist who maintains that her system is preeminent and all 

inclusive and that every other version must eventually be reduced to it or rejected as false 

or meaningless." 
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Language speaks! 
- Max Oelschlaeger 
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION: HEALTHY COMMUNITIES & HEALTHY 
ENVIRONMENTS 

Without doubt, the narrative entrenchment of environmental arguments, the sad 

state of contemporary environmental discourse, the emergence of this discourse in public 

forums for policy deliberation, and recent escalations in environmentally-related violence 

(see Ruch, 1999) all point to legitimate reasons for us to lament activists' use of the 

"social technologies of persuasion' in apparent efforts to disrupt and destroy opportunities 

for reasoned discourse in our communities. Conventional efforts to transform potentially 

violent environmental-property-rights conflicts into nonviolent civil deliberations have 

failed. Public participation in important debates about environmental policy issues is 

declining, partly because a significant segment of the public has come to regard global 

environmental problems as purely political, purely moral, and/or purely private 

arguments between individuals and special interest groups (Kemper, Boster, and Hartley 

1995). What debate remains more often than not takes the form of confrontational 

exchanges between competing interest groups that appear to have a vested interest in 

perpetuating overly-simplified perspectives on highly uncertain and complex 
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environmental issues. And it is clear that extant public forums for deliberation of 

environmental issues such as news coverage and public hearings are rarely able to deliver 

the kind of information that either the public or government officials consider ideal. 

Nonetheless, it is also clear that the normative pragmatic approach to 

environmental argumentation can be used to educate debate participants about the need 

for normative standards for evaluating how well actual contributions to the policy process 

perform the function of producing critical engagement. Such 'on the ground' analyses 

reveal that when different arguments are recognized as embodying specific expressive 

designs, and each design is evaluated in accordance with reasonable critical standards, the 

principled and factual basis of rival positions, if there is any, can be teased to the fore. To 

assist public evaluation, decision makers might even be able to provide the public with 

reasonably impartial reports on the relative principled and factual merits of rival 

arguments. The production of such reports is in the public interest if and when, as in the 

case of serious environmental disputes, the health and well-being of citizens is 

jeopardized by intense conflicts between members of competing interest groups who 

cannot be trusted to either provide unbiased assessments of the basis of their claims or 

resolve their disagreements nonviolently when left to their own devises. 

Finally, we should keep in mind that not long ago Stewart Udall, Former 

Secretary of the Interior, stated, "Hell, there was no way Barry Goldwater or I in 1955 

could have said we were against Glen Canyon Dam. All hell would have broken loose 

politically, and we would have been regarded as traitors in our own state of Arizona." For 

here is an example of the effect that the submersion of the principled basis for political 
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decision making can have on public policy makers. And we simply must remember that 

even people like Michael Dombeck, Chief Forester of the USPS (United States Forest 

Service), push rhetorical considerations before us by claiming that, say, the performance 

of the USPS "'should be based on the long-term health of the land, rather than the number 

of board feet produced" (as quoted in Thompson, 1999:66, emphasis added). 

Thus, we should take seriously all claims conceming environmental 

preservationism, environmental conservationism, environmental extremism, 'true' 

environmentalists and their work since it appears that there has been some blurring of the 

boundaries drawn around these topics in popular environmental narratives. It is important 

that we clarify such things before moving on. 

Looking ahead, then, a sincere appreciation for the role of narrative in the policy 

making process should introduce new ways in which everyday citizens can participate 

more equally in policy deliberations. Opening such alternative avenues for the acceptance 

and public evaluation of narrative arguments should significantly democratize the public 

policy making process. Would average citizens appreciate this? They would if they think 

the argumentative demands of policy experts smack of elitism. A person can be grateful 

for knowing the function of standardized argumentative procedures is to guard against 

specious reasoning, and still regard formal rules for thinking and arguing as top heavy 

and sometimes impractical. 

In situ, 'in the heat of the moment,' people often make questionable 

argumentative moves that, by the standards of formal reasoning, are susceptible to the 

charge of invalid and/or unsound argumentation. Yet, pointing this out to people in the 
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language of formal reasoning is like stopping the flow of debate with a reading from 

Roger's Rules of Order. This often only serves to further frustrate citizen efforts to 

express what they have to say. When everyday people are told that they failed to 'make 

their case' in an 'appropriate' manner, they cannot be assumed to know what they did 

'wrong' or to understand expert instruction on how to put it right. And even if they do, it 

cannot be assumed that they must agree with their accuser's definition of what is wrong. 

The point is that as long as there are extreme environmental advocates, extreme 

environmental opposition groups, and radical moderates who organize evidence and ideas 

to win policy battles (Hays, 1998), there will always be a practical need for ways of 

evaluating the potential impact of narrative arguments on the policy process. Different 

historical narratives, for example, are used to place different values in sharper historical 

focus to give them firmer roots and political justification: Environmental opposition 

groups tend to seek historical support for the contention that environmental measures 

threaten the future economic well-being of the society; environmentalists tend to reduce 

everything to effects on the environment; scientists and technologists, "avoid analysis of 

their own world of decision making because it challenges their notion that they reflect 

only a search for universal truth" (Hays, 1998: xix); and newsgatherers, "are so focused 

on what is 'newsworthy,' the search for drama to excite the public, that a more detached 

view is dismissed as irrelevant" (Ibid.). (Unless the detachment is the drama.) 

In sum, there is a practical need for the development of a greater understanding of 

how narrative arguments influence our way of thinking about nature and environmental 

issues, and it is simply unreasonable for policy makers to exclude serious evaluation of 
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them from policy making processes. A real danger for the future, then, is that American 

decision makers will continue to ignore narrative arguments, or dismiss them as purely 

political, purely moral, and/or purely private arguments between individuals and special 

interest groups. For this transmits a potent message to the rest of the world. The message 

is that these arguments should not be taken seriously; they do not figure into the policy 

process in any significant way. And we now know this to be false. 

When placed in the context of all of the 'subversive' environmental narratives that 

have come before them, today's most 'radical' environmental narratives hardly seem 

radical at all. Most now rather mundanely carry on the tradition of rejecting strictly 

anthropocentric, utilitarian views of nature, sounding the call for decentered stewardship 

of natural resources and wilderness areas, and advocating alternative paradigms of 

human-nonhuman relations that might be mistaken for the Jeffersonian ideal of agrarian 

democracy. Even the more recently articulated notion that the nonhuman world has rights 

that deser\'e to be defended by direct action is entailed by the extension of ethics that was 

argued for by Aldo Leopold over half a century ago. 

The irony is, of course, that it appears that narrative arguments have not only 

kick-started contemporary radical environmental debate, but has also contributed to what 

appears to be a deeper entrenchment on the part of those most clearly on opposite sides of 

important, yet nonetheless fairly basic, philosophical divides. This, however, only serves 

to highlight the fundamental difference between the rationality of Abbey's contributions 

to contemporary environmental discourse and that of others like Foreman and Arnold. 

Abbey may have inspired Foreman to act (and Arnold to react) by teasing to the fore 
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significant philosophical challenges to the dominant environmental narrative of the time, 

but Foreman's call to return to "wilderness fundamentalism" (Foreman 1991: 26), and 

Arnold's call for continued "unlimited economic growth, technological progress, and a 

market economy" (Arnold 1996: 18) promise only to perpetuate the false dichotomy of 

nature-civilization unless the views expressed by the parties involved can be brought 

together in a more constructive clash. But because both are essentially authoritarian 

movements, it is doubtful such a clash will occur as long as neither side recognizes their 

mutual essentially symbolic groundings and cease to behave from the perspective of 

keepers of absolute truth and pure reason, regardless of whether these are said to be based 

on a natural intuition or a cultured technical rationality. The 'greater art' recognizes that 

most people do not see the world as it is, but rather as they are, and one needs a broader 

view. 
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Notes 

Chapter One: 

1. Of course, we cannot 'know' such things. As one might expect, the presumably 

pre-Hterate societies left no record of any discussions they may have had on the 

topic. 

Chapter Two: 

1. Instead of being conciliatory. Abbey was cantankerous. When expected to be 

pragmatic, he was quixotic. Where the situation called for moderation, he went to 

extremes. In short. Abbey ignored the advice of those rhetoricians who council 

envirormiental advocates to enhance their credibility by exhibiting, as Payne 

(1991: 171) says, "a semblance of evenhandedness, at least in their presentation of 

facts and their disputes over facts." 

2. Indeed, Abbey later found out that although Kirk Douglas, the actor, bought the 

movie rights to Cowboy, Universal Studios would only let Douglas produce the 

movie under the hobbling designation of a 'disapproved pictiu-e' (Douglas, 1993). 

Even worse, and perhaps more telling, when Douglas's movie version of Cowboy 

was released the same year under the title. Lonely Are the Brave (1962), studio 

executives were reportedly "so startled" by the public's positive reaction to the 

film, they pulled it out of domestic circulation just two weeks after its first 

screening. Abbey's only consolation was that the film received glowing reviews 

in both Time and Newsweek, and even broke box office records in London. 

Nonetheless, despite allegations of intentionally mishandling of the movie's 
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distribution and release in America, Universal's executives, "dropped it flat" 

(Douglas, 1993). In short, while the motives of the participants in these events 

cannot be ascertained for certain, the events themselves paint a provocative 

picture of the political and moral geography of the time. 

Chapter Five: 

1. Ironically, these restrictions were inspired by narrative arguments for the 

infallibility of science and the virtues of a stoic national character (see Payne, 

1994). 

2. Arnold is relying on the definition of terrorism found in a recent FBI Terrorist 

Research and Analytic Center document entitled Terrorism in the United States: 

1994 (Washington, D.C. Department of Justice, 1995: 24) in which terrorism is 

defined as "the unlawful use of force or violence, committed by a group(s) or two 

or more individuals, against persons or property to intimidate or coerce a 

government, the civilian population, or any segment thereof, in furtherance of 

political or social objectives." 

3. Then, news coverage can be said to have a very effective 'public purpose,' 

although it is not one that is likely to be found in any description or theory of a 

free press. 



216 

Appendix 

Rhetoric Dialectic 

Process: unilateral (speaker to audience). 

Paradigm Case: monologue 

Materials: 

Praxis: 

Structure: 

Tendency: 

Goal: 

Quality 
Standards: 

Epistemic 
Orientation: 

Traditional 
Critique: 

symbolic inducements 

adds motivational appeal and 
linguistic style in order to 
animate the inferential forms 
and propositional content of 
logic 

identification 

to situate 

make truth effective 

extrinsic (outcomes) 

relativistic 

attacked as ornamentation, 
bombast, seduction; critics fear 
cynical sophistry 

bilateral (exchange) 

dialogue 

pragmatic acts 

adds institutional 
conmiitments and 
deliberative format in order 
to test inferential forms and 
propositional content 

opposition 

to transcend 

search for truth 

intrinsic (procedural 
implementation) 

critical 

ignored as arcane and 
esoteric technique; critics 
dismiss as peculiar curiosity 

'Dark Side': power over people lack of power over people 
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