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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTIONS 

 The ability to effectively write about environmental issues, to process scientific 

information in a skillful and creative way, and to persuade people to think differently 

about the problems facing their environment, are some of the most significant methods 

available to spread environmental awareness.  Nature writing is a practice with firm roots 

in American culture; the genre has worked alongside fiction and other forms of literature 

since colonial times and it maintains its relevance today.  Such environmental literature 

has been critical in shaping American ethics, influencing public opinion, and fostering the 

growth of ecological preservation and the formation of environmental advocacy groups.  

Nature writing must be viewed as a vital means of changing people’s environmental 

ethics and philosophies.  In adding to environmental discourse, nature writing broadens 

and strengthens the way in which people view their natural surroundings, and hopefully 

such writing changes the way people care for their environment.   

 Writing of this kind communicates important messages about the state of the 

environment to the public, a feat that is crucial in spreading environmental awareness and 

increasing activism.  The most influential environmental writings, whether non-fiction 

accounts, articles or narratives, have been important contributions to the shape of federal 

legislation throughout American history.  Without environmental writing, many critical 

environmental issues would not have garnered the public support needed to enact legal 

change, and thus, these issues would never have been legally protected.  In today’s world, 

writing is still utilized to reach large populations, to call for change, and to stimulate an 

ecological consciousness among the American public.  It is my opinion that 

environmental literature is absolutely necessary in addressing environmental problems, 
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working in conjunction with scientific data to call attention to growing environmental 

crises. 

 The power of nature writing is profoundly exhibited in the life and works of John 

Muir, a staunch preservationist and the founder of the Sierra Club.  Muir, one of 

America’s earliest, most influential, and widely celebrated preservationists, propelled the 

earliest notions of environmentalism, when Americans were exploiting nature in the 

interest of uninterrupted development and progress.  He struggled from around 1850 until 

his death in 1914 to alert citizens of the beauty and power inherent in the natural world, 

and to promote governmental protection of the environment through his writing.  Muir 

accomplished much in his time in regards to land preservation and environmental ethics, 

and citizens still experience his influence today, almost a century after his death.   

In this project, I explore the genre of nature writing and the fields of 

environmental history, environmental ethics and environmental philosophy.  I believe 

that environmental literature has the power to create real and effective change on 

American environmental policies, both directly and through its effect on public opinion.  

The best nature writing is capable of changing the mindset of the reader. Environmental 

literature aims to help readers find new and improved ways to conceive of their natural 

surroundings.   

My aim is to understand how literature can transform environmental ethics and 

philosophy into a belief system that cultivates an increased awareness and appreciation of 

the environment.  These ideas are discussed in Chapter Two, which focuses on the genre 

of nature writing throughout history.  Muir is placed in the context of other nature and 

science writers, in order to evaluate why he has maintained such a lasting impression 
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across the United States, creating in many instances what could be called “Muirania.”  

Other writers worth mentioning in this study have included Guifford Pinchot, Ralph 

Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, John Burroughs, Aldo Leopold, and Rachel 

Carson.  Such environmental writers may be contemporaries of Muir, such as Pinchot, 

but my study also includes modern environmental writers, to examine the evolution and 

current state of the genre. 

In changing the way people think, environmental writing helps to build more 

thoughtful and comprehensive environmental ethics, and has been historically important 

in strengthening public support for conservation projects and positive environmental 

legislation.  Muir’s work is a perfect example of writing that garnered critical acclaim 

and attention among both laymen and legislators.  Without a proper understanding of 

American environmental history and a solid knowledge of the times in which Muir lived, 

any grasp of his success would be incomplete.  Therefore, Chapter Three details 

American environmental history, starting from the colonial times and onwards until after 

Muir lived.  History, in this context, is a very important aspect of my study.  Rooting my 

project in a historical discipline allows me to thread together other disciplines in a way 

that adds both breadth and depth to the project.  Through history, it is possible to gain a 

wide perspective on environmental ethics and philosophy, environmental literature, 

environmental studies, and on significant figures such as Muir. 

Additionally, in this study, it is important to understand Muir’s writings in the 

context of the time in which he lived.  Chapter Four is devoted entirely to Muir, as he is 

my case study, my lovely hero, my proof that writing can work miracles.  His own 

childhood and young adult experiences are certainly worth examination, as such 
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experiences inevitably contributed to the mindset Muir grew to embrace about the natural 

world.  Muir’s religious background and its effect on his writing style is another 

important component to this study.  Entire books have been devoted to Muir as a 

Buddhist, Muir as a Calvinist, Muir as a Christian romantic.  I do not intend to go into 

Muir’s religious background extensively, which would be beyond the scope of this paper.  

I do introduce my readers to his general style of writing and to the influences and events 

in his life that contributed to his writing techniques.  Also, while visiting the John Muir 

Historic Site for early research in this study, I became interested in Muir’s later life and 

last years on a fruit ranch in Martinez, California.  His later years, and his unending quest 

to save Hetch Hetchy Valley in his old age, will be briefly detailed later in this project, as 

I find these years as indicators of Muir’s persevering, passionate character. Though I do 

not delve into this period of Muir’s life extensively, it is necessary to point out the 

fascinating final stage of Muir’s life.  

Areas of significant interest to my study include the climate of the times in which 

Muir lived, his connection to the American West, his writing style, his contemporaries, 

and his effects as a writer and a man.  I also explore the areas of American wilderness 

that were saved for current and future generations as a result of his writings and 

publications.  My research has included a detailed study of his books, journals, essays 

and articles, as well as an examination of the political, social, and economic issues of his 

times.  Autobiographies, published books, articles, journals and letters, and a multitude of 

biographies (from several different decades) on Muir have made such a project feasible.  

In Chapter Four, I explore Muir’s writings in depth in order to analyze how Muir 

was able to gather such tremendous support in spite of the climate of the times in which 
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he lived.  This reinforces my understanding of the genre of nature writing and Muir’s 

place within it.  Here, a petite biography on Muir is set forth, as well as a more extensive 

exploration of a few articles Muir wrote with vigor in his life that were dedicated to forest 

preservation, both within Yosemite National Park and in some other national parks as 

well.  Muir’s influential writing concerning the preservation of vast areas of forestland is 

a major reason the United States still has old growth forests today (as well as National 

Parks!).   

A study of Muir and his writing is not complete or satisfactory without a field trip 

to the places of which he wrote.  The visit to Yosemite National Park (arguably Muir’s 

most beloved place) has greatly benefited my research and has strengthened by 

appreciation of Muir.  While completing an Undergraduate Summer Scholars Research 

Project the summer prior to my senior project, I focused my attentions on Muir’s 

connection with Yosemite National Park.  Muir was integral to the creation of this park, 

and his work has helped to preserve many areas within the park over time. Yosemite was 

of great importance to Muir, and it became an area he devoted much of his time and 

energy into saving.  On this trip, I was able to view the natural sites that Muir saw 

throughout his lifetime and I was also able to compare how this park has changed over 

time, based on his journals.   I enjoyed comparing the natural beauty I saw while in 

Yosemite with Muir’s The Yosemite and other books.  The voyage allowed me to 

understand the modern issues facing the Yosemite National Park, as well as the important 

role Muir played and continues to play for visitors of the park.   I have attempted to 

connect the variety of issues facing Yosemite National Park now (Chapter Five) with its 

history in Chapter Three and Chapter Four.  
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Beyond the Yosemite area, I was able to visit the University of the Pacific (a 

school where most of Muir’s descendants have been educated and the home of the John 

Muir Papers), the Muir Woods, and the John Muir House Historic Site in Martinez, 

California.  Each of these trips helped foster a greater understanding of Muir and his 

influence.  The connections I made while in California have been invaluable.   

Also, a thorough understanding of the Sierra Club is absolutely necessary for this 

project, including its current state and its evolution since Muir created it in 1892.  This 

has involved research on the establishment of the Sierra Club and on the important 

figures involved in this organization over time, as well as talks with Sierra Club 

representatives and discussions with current members of the Sierra Club.  I have devoted 

most of my discussion time to those involved in the Sierra Club John Muir Education 

Committee.  

Finally, while this research is deeply rooted in a historical discipline, such a study 

requires a firm understanding of environmental literature, American environmental 

history, politics, and the foundations of environmental ethics and philosophy.  My senior 

thesis employs these disciplines as they have evolved over time, and I use Muir as an axis 

around which the rest of my research and my arguments revolve.  Most importantly, 

perhaps, is my interest in the current state of environmental literature and affairs.  In 

Chapter Five I explore the current status of the National Park System, the Sierra Club and 

various other environmental organizations, as well as the current administration and the 

ways in which environmental policies are made today.  I make the argument that we have 

entered an age in America where the environment is last on a long list of national 

objectives, and where nature writing is not read as voraciously as it was in the past.  
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Though the environment is in a seemingly precarious state, I have great optimism that 

environmental writing of all forms is still one of the most important methods of spreading 

environmental awareness, one we will depend upon greatly in the future.  Writing as such 

is capable of opening dialogue, stretching the powers of discourse to new heights, and 

creating change. 

It must be noted that this senior project has allowed me to explore a field in which 

I am very interested and has given me a close look at environmental writing.  The 

opportunity has exposed me to a genre of writing I have yearned to understand and to 

study since I was first introduced to the great works of nature writing as a young adult.   

Most importantly, I feel that completing such an extensive research project has allowed 

me to witness the power of the pen in a terrific and effective way, develop a deep 

appreciation for John Muir, and help me to identify my own talents and abilities.   
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CHAPTER TWO: NATURE WRITING 
 

Nature writing, the genre of writing most often linked with John Muir, is an 

important aspect of my study, and a practice worthy of closer examination. While 

subsequent chapters address American environmental history, environmental 

philosophical ethics, and John Muir as a case study, the subject of nature writing is key in 

linking writing with efforts for environmental protection.  This chapter introduces the 

fundamental characteristics of environmental literature and aims to provide the reader 

with a comprehensive knowledge base regarding the genre of nature writing and its 

important role in environmental thought and action.   

In examining the capacity of environmental literature to create positive 

environmental change, it is necessary to have a solid understanding of the history of 

nature writing, key nature writers over time, Muir’s role as a writer, and also the current 

status of the genre.  These components are helpful in establishing the scope of my paper, 

as well as laying out the groundwork for following chapters. Muir can be better 

understood in his appropriate context, given an awareness of the qualities inherent to the 

field of environmental literature.  

The power of writing to convey messages about the state of the environment to 

the public is crucial in bridging the gap between the sciences and humanities.  Just as 

scientific research determines modes of environmental protection, literature calling for 

the conservation or appreciation of nature plays an integral role in public perception of 

environmental health, in new ways of perceiving nature and in establishing new 

environmental ethics.  If the infamous gap between the sciences and the humanities can 

be bridged through environmental literature, environmental protection can become a 
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leading factor in American policy making.  One may wonder why I chose to focus my 

attentions on Muir, as he lived over a century ago and worked in a very different time and 

place in American history.  In response to such inquiries, Muir reflects my view that 

writing is capable of creating significant positive environmental changes, both in the past 

and in the present day.  Muir’s writings and his lifestyle are admired and emulated today 

and his impact continues to affect the American public.  Americans have Muir to thank 

for the foundations of the National Park System, for protected forest lands in the western 

United States, and for important environmental legislation in the time period in which he 

lived, all of which are still significant today.  A better understanding of nature writing can 

help one to grasp these larger, intertwined concepts.  And most of all, an exploration of 

nature writing as a genre brings one closer to nature and environmental thinking, and 

such things are just what Muir advocated in his lifetime. 

 

Nature Writing: Definitions, Characteristics, Explanations 

The ability to effectively write about environmental issues, to process scientific 

information in a skillful and creative way and to persuade people to think differently 

about the problems facing their environment, is one of the most effective methods 

available to spread environmental awareness.  Environmental literature needs to be 

viewed as a vital means of changing people’s environmental ethics and philosophies.  

Nature writing is best understood within the scope of its development over time and with 

the knowledge of the many writers who have contributed to the field.  
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The genre known as nature writing or environmental literature “has become a 

prominent facet in the ever-expanding field of environmental studies.”1 Nature writing 

has only recently begun to receive critical attention, leading some people to believe that 

this is a new field, born as a result of new environmental movements and increased 

environmental awareness. A description of this style of writing is helpful in 

understanding how the genre has evolved over time and how it can best be understood 

within a modern framework.  In fact, any writing that describes the influence of nature on 

culture and ethics is to be considered a type of nature writing.  Participants in current 

dialogue in the field of environmental literature differ in opinion as to what exactly 

constitutes nature writing.  Such ideas will be discussed further when addressing the 

current ways scholars define the canon of nature writing.   

There are many ways to view the field of nature writing; sometimes works of 

poetry or fiction are included in anthologies, whereas other collections only include non-

fiction accounts of experiences with nature.  From the conservationist essays of John 

Muir to the fiction of William Faulkner, writings concerning the natural environment 

have existed for centuries.  Indeed, “writing that takes into account the impact nature and 

place have on culture is one of the oldest--and perhaps most singular--threads in 

American writing.  Herman Melville in Moby-Dick, Thoreau...and novelists such as Willa 

Cather, John Steinbeck, and William Faulkner come quickly to mind here.”2  In regards 

to the more conventional, non-fiction works of nature writing, Muir remains one of the 

most widely recognized writers of the environment.  In order to comprehend the 

meaningful life and work of John Muir, it is absolutely necessary to understand Muir in 

                                                             
1 Slovic, Scott:  “Giving Expression to Nature: Voices of Environmental Literature,” Environment.  March, 
1999,  3 
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the context of nature writing, from the work of his predecessors to those who followed 

after him.  Nature writing has evolved as a genre and Muir plays a role in such 

developments and in the increasing respect people have acquired for these writings. 

Nature writing, “as a recognizable and distinct tradition in English prose, has 

existed for over two hundred years,” and “it has engaged the imagination and talents of 

major literary figures on both sides of the Atlantic, produced works of worldwide 

influence, and achieved a broad and enthusiastic readership.”3  While nature has been the 

subject of many works of literature in every country and in every time period, nature 

writing in prose has found a unique reverence and permanence within American culture.   

Writing about nature, then, has in many ways existed for centuries as a way of 

connecting human beings to the natural world.  Nature writing as a genre has developed 

and changed over time.  It evolved into a more complex form, particularly in the late 

1800s, when romantic writers challenged the forces of modern industrialization and 

called for a simpler, more harmonious life to be led closer to nature.  Indeed, “modern 

nature writing emerged in response to the Industrial Revolution of the late eighteenth 

century and has become without question”4 a critical factor in environmental discourse. 

Nature writing is now usually placed under the larger umbrella of environmental 

literature, a genre of writing encompassing all literary works that take nature as a theme. 

Too often in the past nature writing has been branded as flowery and sensational essays 

about pretty landscapes or little animals, instead of being rightly acknowledged as a 

literary form of its own.  Over time, though, modern day writers have bolstered this genre 

with works that make it “clear that nature writing- as a form of literature, as a school of 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
2 Lopez, Barry.  “A Literature of Place” http://arts.envirolink.org/literary_arts/BarryLopez_LitofPlace.html 
3 Robert Finch and John Elder, Nature Writing: The Tradition in English, 21 
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philosophy and a mode of political thinking- has become a permanent and essential part 

of our culture.”5  Nature writing, then, “has remained a constant, inspiring readers and 

enriching lives with the grace and beauty of the natural world.”6  Nature writing is 

typically a “non-fiction work that is lyrical, informational, and apolitical,” with a base of 

readers and writers since the eighteenth century.  As non-fiction prose, most nature 

writing seeks to explore the relationship between human culture and the natural world.  

The genre “concerns itself with phenomena that take their own time, with self-

perpetuating activities that go on without help or notice from human beings,”7 and 

writings usually focus on wilderness areas and environmentally sound ethics.   

Nature writers offer "a personal statement, often charmingly literary, told at first 

hand by a well-rounded observer who is as much at home in the humanities as in the 

nature sciences, especially the biological studies.”  Writers of environmental literature 

should be " tolerant, eloquent, reflective, well-read, and also freshly and patiently 

observant” and must also possess a keen interest in both literature and nature.  Most 

nature writers show “sharp, specific, sensuous detail” of how one “lives in harmony with 

nonhuman nature, adjusts to this nature, examines it--marveling at its features large and 

small."8  These attributes can commonly be found in classic works of nature writing. 

Though American culture has changed a good deal over time, the major goals of nature 

writers remain the same; writers attempt to instill a sense of respect for nature in their 

readers, and most writers call for environmental protection or environmental sensitivity.  

Additionally,  "in its unmilitant, serious, informed way the nature book celebrates life. It 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
4 Scheese, Nature Writing: The Pastoral Impulse in America, 6 
5 Murray, Writing about Nature: A Creative Guide, x 
6 Ibid 
7 Lillard, The Nature Book In Action, 35 



 

 

17 

 

implicitly rejects the notion that nature is dead or obsolete...It rejects the idea that in the 

long run humanity can win over nature."9  There are many ways to characterize 

environmental literature, but it is perhaps even more helpful to look back in time to 

understand how this genre has changed over the centuries.  Using a historical perspective, 

the genre of nature writing comes into clear focus as a constantly evolving, historically 

rooted type of writing, since the very beginnings of American culture. 

 

American Nature Writing over Time:  

Writing began “as a means by which to record, count, calculate, codify, and 

taxonimize human relationships with nature,”10 but it wasn’t until the nineteenth century 

that literature focusing on the glories of nature became popular.  In the United States, 

early environmental literature can be seen in the writings of explorers, who carefully 

recorded their initial perceptions of their surroundings on their voyages.  Such travel 

writing served to document visions of a New World, with new environmental features 

and a magnificent diversity of landscape.   

Early settlers often praised the majesty of nature in their writings; such ideas can 

be seen in America beginning in the seventeenth century.  Many early colonists, 

particularly those settling in New England, left Europe in search of religious freedom, to 

be found in America.  While these early inhabitants were not environmentalists in the 

contemporary sense of the word, they did espouse certain values and ideas about nature 

in their discourse.  Samuel Danforth, a rhetorician from the late 1600s in Puritan New 

England, wrote and spoke on the importance of balancing nature and civilization as 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
8 Ibid, 40 
9 Ibid, 44 
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populations “expanded out across the fresh, uncorrupted continent.”11  Danforth 

incorporated Puritan religious undertones in his work, often evoking a sense of doom, so 

that the public would be inclined to act as stewards of nature in God’s name, utilizing the 

environment for the grace of God.  Such discourse, at this point in time, did not 

necessarily serve to protect the environment, but mostly shows the way people began to 

think and analyze their natural surroundings.   

By the late eighteenth century, scientific innovations and the Age of Reason 

created a type of “enlightenment rationalism” that treated nature in a more utilitarian 

manner than ever before, but at the same time, encouraged the ongoing study of the 

environment.  At this point, “scientific method thus became... the dominant rhetoric of 

Western culture,”12 and nature was seen as an endless world to be classified, recorded and 

studied. At the same time, nature writing continued to evolve.  In fact, as scientists rushed 

to classify and codify nature, natural historians and intellectuals, such as John Bartram 

and Gilbert White, “described in their journals the impact of environment upon plants, 

animals and especially humans.”13  Here, “the cultural climate and the natural 

environmental were thus both auspicious for the burgeoning of a genre of nature writing 

in English.”14  For the first time, the diversity of plants and animals was remarked and 

rejoiced upon by interested scholars.  It should be noted that all of the writers and 

thinkers in this period approached nature in strictly utilitarian means: no calls for 

environmental protection or sanctity were even considered by scientists, scholars or the 

general public.  No matter the goal, however, writing about nature became a serious 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
10 Dobrin, Natural Discourse: Toward Ecocomposition, 65 
11 Opie and Elliot, “Tracking the Elusive Jeremiad: The Rhetorical Character of American Environmental 
Discourse,” 14 
12 Ibid, 18 
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endeavor in the eighteenth century, following the works of figures such as White and 

Bartram.  White, more so than any other writer of his time, was able to establish the 

“pastoral dimension of nature writing in the late eighteenth century” and some consider 

White the “patron saint of English nature writing.”15  In fact, after White’s work, nature 

writings began to embrace a common theme, that of “the search for a lost pastoral haven, 

for a home in an inhospitable and threatening world.”  These new features of the late 

eighteenth century are still definable traits within the genre today; such characteristics 

have lasted for over two centuries as a popular and effective way of understanding, 

appreciating and respecting the natural world. 

Though nature writing as a genre took root after the work of White, the dominant 

theories of nature were still under an anthropocentric lens.  Despite the great interest in 

the natural world and its occupants, nature was still seen as an “insentient and inferior 

material world,”16 and as a “commodity, defined as a utilitarian tool in service to 

humanity.”17   Bartram, for example, employed optimism and emotion in his writings, 

eliminating the doom-laden rhetoric popular in earlier years.  Bartram’s son, William 

Bartram, wrote on the diversity of plants in the southern United States, conjuring 

fabulous scenes of green meadows and breathtaking savannas ripe with awe-inspiring 

flowers and wild creatures.  Though he praised the beauty of nature, his writings 

encouraged the human utilization of nature; he imagined crowds of people reaping the 

benefits of these great lands and relocating to take advantage of the pristine Southern 

meadows and fields. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
13 Ibid, 16 
14 Finch and Elder, 22  
15 Opie and Elliot, 24 
16 Ibid, 18 
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After such periods of expansion and scientific discovery, the nature writing field 

gained immense popularity and was made more concrete with the work of 

transcendentalists and naturalists such as Muir.  In examining the evolution of American 

nature writing, the early 1800s saw the awakening of environmental thought.  This period 

is of particular importance for a study on Muir because active figures in this period, such 

as Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson, were huge influences on his 

lifestyle and writings. 

 

Influences on Muir and Those Who Came After: 

 Nature writing is a more contemporary term that applies to writings concerned 

with the natural world, and the field truly blossomed with the work of Henry David 

Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson of the transcendentalist movement.  The roots of 

nature writing, then, were firmly planted in American environmental history starting in 

the mid-nineteenth century. The transcendentalists and romantics pushed new sentiments 

and spirits forth in America and led to the blossoming of great literature, music, poetry, 

painting and philosophy from roughly 1835 to 1880.  Transcendentalism “protested 

against both Christian literalism an Enlightenment empiricism and sought to replace them 

by depicting the flow of a divine spirit from nature,”18 praising nature with passion.  As 

Emerson said in 1871, the transcendentalist “believes in miracle, in the perpetual 

openness of the human mind to new influx of light and power; he believes in inspiration, 

and in ecstasy.”19  For Emerson and other romantic transcendentalists, the powers of 

rhetoric and discourse became a powerful tool to establish and “verify the vital 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
17 Ibid, 20 
18 Opie and Elliot, 21 



 

 

21 

 

relationship between humanity and nature,” when “nature is the symbol of spirit” and an 

emblem for the potential of freedom and harmony within humanity. 

Transcendentalist writers began to see “that nature could serve as an end in itself 

and was not merely something to be conquered or exploited.”20  Thoreau articulated and 

solidified some of the traits that had been appearing in nature writing before his time.  A 

very important value Thoreau helped to generate, and one Muir also embraced in his 

writing, was the kindred connection between man and nature.  For Muir, in fact, “all was 

unity, everything was whole, with no part of that whole any more important than any 

other part.”21  Indeed, “what characterizes the most convincing nature writing is a 

willingness to admit both the kindredness and the otherness of the natural world.  Its 

history is thus in part a history of our views about ourselves as a species, part of the quest 

for the essential characteristics and boundaries of being human.”22  An influential (and 

very popular) excerpt from Walden, Thoreau’s transcendental masterpiece, explains such 

an idea: 

In the midst of a gentle rain while these thoughts prevailed, I was suddenly 
sensible of such sweet and beneficent society in Nature, in the very pattering of 
the drops, and in every sound and sight around my house, an infinite and 
unaccountable friendliness all at once like an atmosphere sustaining me, has made 
the fancied advantages of human neighborhood insignificant, and I have never 
thought of them since. Every little pine needle expanded and swelled with 
sympathy and befriended me. I was so distinctly made aware of the presence of 
something kindred to me, even in scenes which we are accustomed to call wild 
and dreary. 
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There is a direct connection with the messages imparted in Thoreau’s words and 

the major themes utilized in Muir’s writing style.  Muir’s own writing conveys the same 

tones in his A Thousand-Mile Walk to the Gulf, one of his first published books: 

To lovers of the wild, these mountains are not a hundred miles away.  Their 
spiritual power and the goodness of the sky make them near, as a circle of friends. 
You bathe in these spirits-beams, turning around and around, as if warming at a 
campfire.  Presently you lose consciousness of your own separate existence; you 
blend with the landscape, and become part and parcel of nature.   

 
 Similarly, another excerpt from A Thousand Mile Walk to the Gulf is helpful in 
illustrating the messages Muir conveyed in his writing: 
 

If my soul could get away from this so-called prison, be granted all the list of 
attributes generally bestowed on spirits, my first ramble on spirit-wings would not 
be among the volcanoes of the moon. Nor should I follow the sunbeams to their 
sources in the sun. I should hover about the beauty of our own good star. I should 
not go moping among the tombs, not around the artificial desolation of men. I 
should study Nature's laws in all their crossings and unions; I should follow 
magnetic streams to their source and follow the shores of our magnetic oceans. I 
should go among the rays of the aurora, and follow them to their beginnings, and 
study their dealings and communions with other powers and expressions of 
matter. And I should go to the very center of our globe and read the whole 
splendid page from the beginning.23 

 
Though Thoreau is considered one of the greatest nature writers in American 

history and even one of the great writers of American literature, perhaps a figure of even 

greater importance to Muir was Ralph Waldo Emerson.  Emerson acted as a preacher, 

poet and philosopher in the transcendentalist movement and is one of the most respected 

nature writers, namely because of his book Man and Nature and his leading role in the 

creation of the transcendentalism.  For “Emerson, and for a multitude of nature writers 

following him, the production of discourse and the diversity of the natural world are 

inseparable.”24  He acted as Thoreau’s mentor and also became a personal friend of Muir 

later in life.  Emerson, nearing the end of his life, visited and camped with Muir at 
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Yosemite National Park, an enormous event for Muir, who followed Emerson’s work 

throughout his life. Along with the transcendentalist movement, the early prominence of 

nature writing in America can be associated with the exploration of a new diverse, 

abundant continent in correlation with the boom of the industrial age.”25  Although these 

earlier accounts “have little in them that we would recognize as distinctly modern, and 

certainly nothing that might be construed as a political call to arms for environmental 

reform, they are nonetheless important precursors of the environmental reform movement 

in America.”26   

Writers who came along directly after the transcendentalists, such as John Muir 

and John Burroughs, came to supply their readers with an antidote to industrialism and 

urbanization and an alternative to the hard sciences.  This was “not by a retreat into 

unexamined dogmatism, but by restoring to scientific inquiry some of the warmth, 

breadth and piety which had been infused in it by”27 its earlier writers like Thoreau and 

Emerson.  In fact, “writers such as Thoreau, George Perkins Marsh, and John Burroughs 

laid the vital groundwork for environmental reform,” but “not until John Muir did an 

American nature writer effectively combine esthetic, ecological, economic and ethical 

rationales into a persuasive polemic for political change.”28  In complete contrast to the 

“rationalist” theories popular a century before, Muir “believed that people needed to have 

an empathetic involvement in nature that was being lost in objective utilitarian science.”29  

Muir stressed the interconnectedness of life forms, arguing that humans exist within a 

community of life, and thus, have a duty to the wilderness.  Through Muir’s religious and 
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sensationalist writing style, and his role in many of the environmental debates of his time, 

specifically his debate with Guifford Pinchot over dam construction and water supplies in 

the early 1900s, Muir became the first nature writer who also started environmentalist 

movements.  He strongly called for environmental action and protection, blending nature 

writing with activism in the strongest sense.  Muir created powerful environmental 

literature, contributing vastly to the available discourse in environmental ethical systems 

and thought. 

Though conservation and resource management policies eventually overtook 

Muir’s preservationist ethics, much of his ideas continued to gain prominence throughout 

the twentieth century.  Starting in the 1930s and 1940s, writing blended with scientific 

ecology.  Figures such as Aldo Leopold and Rachel Carson adopted Muir’s activist tones 

in their own writing, while also blending the poetic qualities of nature writing with their 

own scientific accounts.  Leopold, for example, was a wildlife manager and scientist who 

applied the philosophies of Muir to scientific models of thought.  This step, the 

combining of nature writings and scientific practices, played an enormous role in the 

modern environmental movement and changed the direction of nature writing as well.   

Leopold’s essays and books, especially his theories in A Sand County Almanac 

(1949) reflect his unique ability to blend environmental ethics with hard sciences.  His 

writings established new environmental ethics and further principles of sustainable land 

conservation.  And Carson, in her 1962 book Silent Spring, “sought to create a literature 

in which appreciate of nature’s wholeness would lead to ethical principles and social 
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programs.”30  Her book exposed the serious dangers associated with pesticide use and 

effectively stopped the utilization of the pesticide DDT in America.  Such writers sought 

to create a literature in which appreciation of the natural environment would lead to the 

formation of ethical systems, political change and environmental programs. 

Contemporary writers of environmental literature come from a diverse set of 

backgrounds, disciplines, and perspectives.  Though scholars differ in opinion on the 

exact qualifications for a piece to be considered nature writing, contemporary writers 

reflect the expansion of the genre, bringing extraordinary range and recognition to the 

genre.  Poets, novelists, essayists and professional scientists have all contributed to the 

field.  Perhaps most importantly, “writers like Rachel Carson, Loren Eiseley, Lewis 

Thomas, Chet Raymo, and E.O. Wilson have, in their literary essays, imbued their 

respective fields of marine biology, anthropology, cellular biology, astronomy and 

sociobiology with humanistic concerns and poetic resonance.”31 Such achievements 

exhibit the interdisciplinary nature of the genre of nature writing; intellectuals from all 

facets of society can contribute not only to the field of nature writing, but also, they can 

affect the progress and influence of their own specific disciplines.  

E.O. Wilson is perhaps one of the most well-known nature writers and scientists 

of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  Wilson is the perfect case of a scientist 

capable of infusing his scientific research with eloquent, powerful writing to create some 

of the most highly respected and well-received works of non-fiction nature writing.  

Wilson is considered one of the “greatest thinkers of the twentieth century” and he is 

currently a research professor at Harvard University.  Wilson has received many prizes 
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for his research, his environmental activism and his writing, including two Pulitzer Prizes 

for his non-fiction books The Ants (1990) and On Human Nature (1978).  Also, The 

Diversity of Life (1992) and Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge (1998) are two of his 

more recent books that have received immense praise for “their graceful, creative and 

constructive approaches to challenging subjects.”32  Wilson uses nature writing to explore 

important environmental problems or situations, often calling for action and offering 

solutions to crises like overpopulation, biodiversity loss, habitat loss, and pollution.  

Wilson is one of many scientists and writers who have helped to bridge the gap between 

the sciences and the humanities through his research and his popular writing.  

In recent decades, the most well-known nature writers include Barry Lopez, 

Edward Abbey, and Annie Dillard. Abbey, who died in 1989, was the author of such 

books as The Monkey Wrench Gang and Desert Solitaire. Abbey was a fierce voice in 

favor of the American West and his writing career spanned four decades.  Through “his 

novels, essays, letters and speeches, Edward Abbey consistently voiced the belief that the 

West was in danger of being developed to death, and that the only solution lay in the 

preservation of wilderness.”33   Dillard, author of Pilgrim at Tinker Creek and more 

recently, The Writing Life, is known for combining a study of nature with religious, 

philosophical and scientific undertones.  Dillard uses a multi-disciplinary approach to an 

examination of the interconnectedness of all things within the natural world.  Finally, 

Lopez draws from history, anthropology and environmental studies in his writings.  More 

specifically, Lopez focuses his attentions on the relationship between human culture and 

the natural world and has contributed a good deal to the field since the 1960s.  He is the 
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author of eleven books, one of which, Arctic Dreams, won the 1986 National Book 

Award.  He also received the Distinguished Recognition Award in fiction from Friends of 

American Writers as well as PEN Syndicated Fiction and Pushcart prizes for his short 

stories and non-fiction accounts of nature.  The achievements of current nature writers 

such as Lopez show the magnitude of success that environmental literature has reached 

today. 

In current times, nature writers hail the increasing popularity of the genre, 

pointing out the breadth of scholarship available within the field and the relative 

explosion of work in environmental literature in recent years.  Lopez, in an introduction 

to a catalogue of nature writing, says: 

In recent years, partly because of a tendency in market-based economies to niche 
all information, but also in response to a relatively sudden awareness of the social 
and political impact environmental legislation and thought have had on American 
society, people have come to speak of nature writing as a distinct, even emergent 
genre. It is more accurate, most critics assert, to say we are witnessing a 
resurgence in the genre; and, setting it alongside other genres, it is arguably more 
helpful to see it as that strain of American literature that, more than others now, is 
pursuing the ancient discourse on human fate. 

 
 Nature writing as a genre has evolved over time.  Evidence of such writing 

stretches back to early travel writing and the very beginnings of America.  It is possible 

to see the effects writing has grown to have upon policy making, environmental ethics 

and cultural values.  Muir, though, must be taken out of such a historical timeline and 

examined on his own.  A further exploration of Muir’s place as a nature writer can shed 

light on the power of nature writing to create change.  In subsequent chapters, I will 

closely examine Muir’s articles on forest preservation and the books he wrote later in life 

as a way of understanding both the immediate and long-term effects of Muir’s words.  
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Muir’s Role in the History of American Nature Writing:  

In evaluating the writings and impact of one environmental figure, it is possible to 

examine the influence nature writing has had, both historically and in the present day, on 

environmental policies and in environmental protection and preservation.  In this case, 

reviewing Muir in the context of history helps us single out him out as a unique 

individual and use his successes to signal larger trends in environmental history and 

literature.  Muir plays a very important role in the context of American nature writing 

through his conservation work and published material.  In fact, “the second half of the 

19th century saw the origins of what we today call the environmental movement,” where 

“two of its most influential American voices were John Muir and John Burroughs, 

literary sons of Thoreau.”34  Burroughs, a close friend of Muir, brought nature into the 

public eye with his “ramble” journals and “brought political and economic muscle into 

the conservation movement by befriending such influential figures as Theodore 

Roosevelt and Harvey Firestone.”35  Muir led the fight to preserve wilderness with his 

Century articles about Yosemite and Hetch-Hetchy, as well as with his founding of the 

Sierra Club.”36  Indeed, Muir’s writings play an incredibly significant role in the 

formation and continuing popularity of the nature writing genre, as his work continues to 

garner attention and to affect positive environmental change.   

Muir is often considered to be America’s most famous and influential naturalist 

and wilderness explorer, “whose writings would make him a guru of conservation,”37 and 

whose character led him to be known as “the Father of our National Parks," the 
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"wilderness prophet," and as he once described himself more humorously, and perhaps 

most accurately, a "poetico-trampo-geologist-botanist and ornithologist-naturalist etc. 

etc.!!!!" 38  His immediate influence and recognition stemmed from his engaging and 

extremely popular writings.  And now in modern days, “although John Muir has long 

been famous as an explorer and environmental activist, critical esteem for his writing has 

only recently caught up with admiration for his adventures.”39  In the realm of nature 

writing, Muir is considered the most influential nature writer of the late nineteenth 

century, combining “scientific interests, natural theology, and political activism to bridge 

the genres of natural history and nature writing.”40  Muir helped to prepare society “for 

the later growth of ecological consciousness through his inspired nature writings, and in 

his public work he made the protection of wild nature a feasible matter in practical 

politics.”41  

A natural essayist and diarist, Muir branched out to compose persuasive articles 

and publications. In later years, “he turned more seriously to writing, publishing 300 

articles and 10 major books that recounted his travels, expounded his naturalist 

philosophy, and beckoned everyone to ‘Climb the mountains and get their good 

tidings.’”42  For most people today, “what makes many of his books so readable is the 

fact that they are often collections of either fresh and vivid journal writing, or articles that 

were written to both entertain and make a point.”43  Indeed, his prolific article writing and 

lobbying shows the dedication and determination Muir brought to the nature writing 
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genre, where his literature was not written solely for recreational reading but was written 

to create change and bring awareness to the public.  

Starting in the 1870s, Muir devoted his life to exploring nature and praising its 

values, sharing his thoughts and opinions with the public and government officials.  

While many of his morals echoed the writings of Emerson and Thoreau, Muir made his 

own philosophies popular because “he articulated them with an intensity and enthusiasm 

that commanded widespread attention.”44  Muir’s books were “minor best-sellers, and the 

nations foremost periodicals competed for his essays.”  Meanwhile, the very best 

universities across the country urged Muir to join their faculties and when he would not, 

gave him honorary degrees.  Indeed, “as a publicizer of the American wilderness, Muir 

had no equal.”45  

And in the early twentieth century “the activist voice and prophetic anger of 

nature writers who saw, in Muir’s words, that ‘the money changers were in the temple’ 

continued to grow.”46  In fact, it was Muir’s writing that introduced the commanding, 

prophetic voice that can still be seen in contemporary authors like Edward Abbey- “the 

fierce advocacy for wilderness that sometimes leads to searing critiques of society.”47  

 

Muir as a Writer: 

One way of understanding Muir’s impact is through an examination of current 

dialogue on his place in the genre of nature writing.  Discourse on Muir’s writings put 

him in his appropriate context, and is also helpful in understanding Muir’s work. Almost 
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any text on nature writing includes writings by Muir or uses him as an example of an 

aspect of the nature writing genre.  Don Scheese, for example, discusses the role Muir 

plays within the larger understanding of environmental literature.  Scheese is a prominent 

Muir scholar and environmental historian, and he creates a way of understanding the 

different branches within the nature writing genre, using a web which shows the major 

tributaries of nature writing, such as religious environmentalism, ecology, radical 

environmentalism, Darwinism, transcendentalism, travel writing, and natural history.   

Diagram 1: Major Tributaries of Nature Writing48 

Ecology       

       Radical Environmentalism 

Darwin 

      Transcendentalism 

 Travel Writing 

 

Natural History      

Ancient Greek Pastoralism 

 

Scheese details each of these branches using examples from nature writers; Muir 

is used to exemplify the Romantic explorers and later, the preservationist campaign. 

Scheese, then, sees Muir as a writer belonging to many groups within nature writing as a 

whole, pointing out the multi-faceted, unique qualities of Muir’s writing style.  Scheese 
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says Muir was able to effectively resolve tensions between civilization and wilderness; 

between religion and science; between recreation and re-creation.  

Additionally, David Mazel works to address Muir’s place in the realm of nature 

writing, directly connecting the leading role Muir has played as a nature writer and 

environmentalist.  He comments on writers like Muir and Thoreau, whom he refers to as 

biocentrists, as examples of nature lovers who were also powerful and influential writers, 

creating real change with their writings. Mazel reveals literary environmentalism to be a 

type of active environmentalism that depends on the written word: discourse as a mode of 

activism.  Here, Mazel examines the links between literacy, ideology and science; and 

uses Muir as an example for one who was able to convey scientific findings with 

religious undertones and a passionate literary style in his writing.  Mazel, then, sees 

Muir’s writings as a form of activism. 

Among those who define Muir as one of the great nature writers, most consider 

Muir to be an integral force in the popularity of non-fiction environmental literature, as 

well as one of the most influential nature writers in American history.  The historian 

Lawrence Buell, for example, devotes much time in his analysis of nature writing to 

Muir’s place among the transcendentalists and the romantics.  Interestingly, Buell 

denotes Muir as a literary figure rooted in a specific place, in the Yosemite National Park 

and the Sierra Nevada mountains.  It is typical that many nature writers tend to focus on 

one area that they wish to save or call attention to; in this case, Muir’s name will always 

be connected to California and Yosemite National Park.  Buell labels this a form of 

rhetoric called place attachment where writers try to instill a sense of place in their 

readers.  Though Muir campaigned for the protection of other natural areas in his life, 
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most people connect Muir and Yosemite simultaneously, hence people referring to Muir 

as “John of the Mountains” among his long list of nicknames.   

Daniel Phillipon, in his book Conserving Words: How American Nature Writers 

Shaped the Environmental Movement, also takes a close look at Muir and his writing, 

mostly using the establishment of the Sierra Club as a mode of activism.  According to 

Phillipon, Muir’s role in bringing the environment to the forefront of the American 

public’s attention was a result of his passionate writings and the formation of the Sierra 

Club.  This angle does indeed add to the ongoing dialogue because it looks at Muir’s 

influence directly through his work with the Sierra Club and the lasting success of this 

organization over time.  This position is not unique; Daniel Payne also uses the Sierra 

Club as an example of Muir’s ability to create political change through his writings and 

activist voice.   

Payne asserts that Muir was the first environmental writer to capture the essence 

of nature and make it an issue of cultural and political relevance and concern.  Payne 

argues that Muir’s writings and speeches were the first to spark real interest among the 

public in saving the environment and promoting conservation as a political necessity.  

Here, Payne places Muir’s writing among those most important in changing views about 

the role of nature.  Payne focuses his work on political reforms and says that without 

figures like Muir and Thoreau, it is unlikely that sufficient public awareness and support 

would have existed for conservation reforms in the Progressive era.  In other words, 

nature writing at this point in history was crucial in spreading environmental awareness 

and in the development of environmental protection laws and policies.   
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Throughout history, nature writers have framed the issues of timely debates in 

their writings, providing ethical, ecological and rhetorical reinforcements and attracting 

mass audiences that formed the basis of both the conservation and the environmental 

movements.  Payne explains Muir’s efforts in the establishment of the National Park 

System as well as his friendship with various politicians and his rhetorical methods. The 

religious rhetoric of Muir and his spiritual connection with nature are central themes in 

both Payne and Phillipon’s analysis the strength of Muir as a writer.  And like Phillipon, 

Payne points to Muir’s establishment of the Sierra Club as a sign of his key role in 

preserving numerous wilderness areas during his lifetime.  The steady success of the 

Sierra Club, now the largest environmental organization in the United States, hints at the 

continuing impact of Muir’s message of environmental protection and political activism.  

Payne, then, contributes to the dialogue on nature writing by relating it to politics.  Just as 

Phillipon relates nature writing to environmental organizations in his book, Payne links 

such writing to the establishment of environmental protection policies, an equally 

important and interesting notion to add to the discussion. Readers will learn more about 

Muir as a man and as a writer in later chapters. 

 

The Canon of Nature Writing: 

Nature writing, until recent times, has always been loosely defined.  The issue of 

defining the genre is interesting because scholars are just now clarifying its status in the 

more general field of literature, and goals for nature writers are being reformulated as 

environmental degradation increases.  The way people define and understand nature 

writing as a genre can indicate its heightened importance in American culture and in the 
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larger context of literature.  Scholars today interpret the canon of nature writing from 

different perspectives.  Robert Finch and John Elder, as well as Patricia Netzley, analyze 

collections of writing from famous nature writers over time.  When discussing nature 

writing in general, Netzley aims to separate nature writing from other types of 

environmental literature because she feels that nature writing as a genre alone purports to 

advance knowledge and changes people’s perceptions of the environment.  She refers to 

the Muir scholar Thomas Lyon who also stated that the goal of nature writing is to turn 

attention outward to nature and to convey the wonder and power of nature to the reader. 

Finch, like Netzley, speaks of the increased interest in the field of nature writing, pointing 

to the soaring popularity this type of writing has experienced in recent times.  Finch also 

discusses the scholarship in the field that has flourished in recent times, namely the 

founding of the Association for the Study of Literature and the Environment in 1992.  

Such recent scholarship points to the improving status of the field and the solidification 

of the genre.  

Owen Grumbling and Robert J. Begiebing offer more flexible interpretations of 

nature writing. Grumbling and Begiebing create very similar arguments on nature writing 

to Finch’s, asserting that a crucial matter before humanity is to understand the deep role 

humans have played in altering their environment.  And like Finch, Grumbling says that 

nature literature explores how the natural world meets human needs in a spiritual way: 

nature writers attempt to refine our human values and stress personal relationships with 

nature as reasons to respect the environment and conserve it for the future.  This idea is 

similar to that of Richard Mabey, who says that what characterizes the best examples of 
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nature writing is a willingness to admit both a kindredness and a connection to the natural 

world.  

Another issue of interest is the inclusion or exclusion of various writers within the 

canon of nature writing. While Muir is almost always included among nature writers, 

various scholars differ in opinion in their attempts to define the canon of works of nature 

writing.  Some scholars include in their canon any writer whose material commonly deals 

with nature; others only include American writers, signaling that nature writing is more 

of an American phenomenon; and still others only include non-fiction in their collections.  

These distinctions are based on preference as well as the way people view and define 

nature writing, and they show the different positions within the larger context of literature 

and the environment. Finch, like others, includes nonfiction nature writing in his studies; 

in this, Finch agrees with Murray’s definition of nature writing, which states that such 

writing is a non-fiction, first-person narrative.  

In contrast, Grumbling and Mabey consider any works of literature that focus on 

the relationship between humans and nature, including fictional pieces and poetry along 

with the more normal non-fiction accounts.  Grumbling, for example, allows both British 

and American writers who deal with nature in their writing to be included in his 

interpretation of the canon.  Muir is included in Grumbling’s selection, alongside fellow 

American writers such as Henry David Thoreau, Walt Whitman, Ralph Waldo Emerson 

and John Burroughs, all of who took an active stance in favor of environmental 

protection.  Muir’s British contemporaries include nineteenth century writers and poets 

like John Keats, Alfred Lord Tennyson, Shelley and Charles Darwin. In this way, 

Grumbling includes any works (fiction or non-fiction) that represent the relationships 
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between human beings and their environment.  His selections point to the enormity of the 

field of nature writing in England and America during the last two hundred years.  The 

choice to include great works of fiction is interesting, and not commonly done in 

environmental literature canons.   

Richard Mabey takes a similar approach to Grumbling in asserting that fictional 

pieces do indeed belong in the canon of environmental writers. Mabey argues that nature 

writing in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was greatly influenced by the 

transformations occurring in fiction.   He cites the Romantics for jumpstarting a move to 

the internal analysis of main characters, which affected both fiction and non-fiction 

nature writing in that writers began incorporating their own feelings into their appraisals 

of nature. He says the single great idea uniting all nature writing is the theme of immense 

“relief and pleasure at not being alone in the world,” a theme perhaps ignored in other 

texts on this topic. However, Mabey actually pays less attention to works of fiction than 

Grumbling and spends more time looking at historical environmental figures like Muir.  

 

Subcategories of Nature Writing: 

In a discussion of nature writing, it is necessary to also briefly mention 

subcategories such as travel writing, environmental journalism, ecocriticism and 

ecocomposition, all part of the broader field of natural discourse.  These forms often 

blend together and become intertwined and connected through the practice and art of 

writing about the environment.  It is important to examine these genres not only for a 

better understanding of nature writing, but to comprehend the variety of environmental 

rhetoric existing in society in current times. Much of this is due to the early enthusiastic 
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writings and work of figures exactly like Muir, who popularized and strove to confront 

ecological problems through writing.  Among such subcategories of nature writing, the 

terms ecocriticism and ecocomposition deserve special attention, as these terms have 

come adopt virtually the same characteristics as that of nature writing or environmental 

literature.  Scholarship has blossomed regarding the terms ecocomposition and 

ecocriticism, and they are now nearly interchangeable with nature writing. 

Travel writing:   

Travel writing extends back through the ages, but modern travel literature is 

centered on prose from those who voyage to various locations and report back on the 

situation. Travel writings, “especially in the form of exploration and discovery literature, 

merged with natural history to become an important subgenre in its own right.”49  Some 

consider travel writing as a type of journalistic writing with an emphasis on place rather 

than on events.  Here, the writing “explores states of mind—that of the writer, and of the 

people who dwell along the path the writer wanders,” while writing “may even presume 

to convey the attitude of the land, on the assumption that nature speaks a language 

humans can interpret.”50    

Besides its main function of guiding tourists to new lands, “the travel narrative 

stands alongside the novel, biography, poem, history, and essay as a genre aspiring to 

high art.”51  Travel writing urges the reader to appreciate new places and lands, often 

natural in setting.  In this way, it requires “of the author meticulous attention to details 

and mood, an ability to vividly convey fleeting events, sensations and thoughts, the 

capacity to...interpret information by placing it in various contexts, be they historical, 
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environmental, or personal.”52  Travel writing is an active profession, and various 

societies and organizations are in existence specifically to keep this type of writing alive. 

These groups, from the International Society for Travel Writing and the Society of 

American Travel Writers all aim to raise the standards of the profession, guard the right 

of freedom to travel, and encourage conservation and preservation of historic sites and 

natural wonders. 

Environmental Journalism: 

Environmental journalism is part of the environmental literature genre which 

allows journalists to focus attention specifically on researching, reporting and writing 

about environmental issues. Many journalists in current times have started specializing in 

various areas of reporting and some choose to tackle major environmental problems and 

news stories.  Such public writing “does not necessarily have to result in immediate or 

widespread reform, but it always aims at least to sway or influence public opinion in 

order to stimulate further discussion.”53  As a type of reporting, many universities are 

now offering environmental journalism programs through their journalism departments 

designed to education students and professionals about the objectives of environmental 

reporting.  Indeed, the Society for Environmental Journalists hopes to “advance public 

understanding of environmental issues by improving the quality, accuracy, and visibility 

of environmental reporting.”54  Towards that end, according to the SEJ website, the 

society exists to  “provide critical support to journalists of all media in their efforts to 

cover complex issues of the environment responsibly.   Environmental journalism is 
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becoming one of the most crucial methods of spreading environmental awareness, 

necessary to close the gap between the public and scientific or environmental issues that 

are in dire need of attention. 

Ecocomposition and Ecocriticism: An Examination through Discourse 

Ecocomposition is, in the broadest sense, the practice of exploring “the 

relationships between discourse and natural systems, between language and environment 

and between writing and ecology.”55  In this field, “scholars have begun to inquire as to 

how environmental issues impact art, literature, discourse and other areas of interest to 

scholars in the humanities.”56  Ecocomposition explores the “effects discourse has in 

mapping, constructing, shaping, defining and understanding nature, place and 

environment, and in turn, what effects nature, place and environment have on 

discourse.”57   Green writing and science writing are both types of ecocomposition which 

focus on the environment as the subject, whether the context is more scientific or more 

reflective in nature.   

Ecocomposition is a newer field that focuses attention on the powers of 

environmental rhetoric, on possible pedagogies for composition classes, and on the deep 

connections between ecology and written discourse.  Ecocriticism, a similar term, is “the 

study of the relationship between literature and the physical environment,”58 which takes 

a biocentric approach to literary studies.  Though similar terms, ecocomposition is the 

“practice of combining ecology and composition, where the work is often infused with 

characteristics from sub-genres such as ecocriticism, cultural studies, ecofeminism, 
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environmental rhetoric, and composition studies.”59   In this way, ecocomposition “grows 

from and turns to ecocriticism in its development.”60  Ecocomposition, a more 

comprehensive practice, incorporates less critical interpretation than ecocriticism, but 

instead looks toward text, toward discourse and towards creative writing in more 

comprehensive ways. 

In understanding the way ecocriticism and ecocomposition are evolving terms, it 

is helpful to look at the current dialogue concerning these subgenres and their relation to 

nature writing.  Beyond analyzing the genre of nature writing, John Murray created a 

guide for those interested in teaching themselves how to compose work using the 

characteristics assigned to nature writing.  Murray defines ecocomposition as all literary 

works that feature nature as a theme.  Murray points out that some recent publications 

(E.O Wilson’s The Future of Life among them) have made it clear that nature writing- as 

“a form of literature, a school of philosophy and a mode of political thinking”61 has 

become a permanent fixture in culture today.    

A very similar voice within this issue is expert Don Scheese, who defines basic 

properties of nature writing in his work, providing the term “ecocomposition.”  He 

describes ecocomposition as a first-person, non-fictional account of an exploration both 

physical and mental of a natural environment.  Scheese says ecocriticism is the most 

important perspective informing his study, and defines it as a response to anxiety over the 

state of the environment and a growing disenchantment on the part of scholars with 

contemporary literary criticism, which fails to address environmental degradation.   
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Along the same lines, Sidney Dobrin, as well as Richard Kerridge, discusses 

environmental literature as a type of important discourse.  These scholars are rooted in 

entirely literary disciplines, with focuses on ecocritical theory, ecocritical history and 

contemporary environmental writing.  Kerridge and Dobrin share similar goals to 

introduce the newer term to the field called ecocriticism, as Scheese did.  Ecocriticism, 

according to Kerridge, is the new critical and cultural environmentalism, or 

environment’s overdue shift beyond science and into the humanities.  While Scheese 

defines ecocriticism as a reaction to environmental strife, Kerridge has it carry a more 

theoretical weight, as if it developed because of a mixing of disciplines.  However one 

defines it, ecocriticism is a new term for a new phenomenon, and is a term that has been 

discussed by almost every scholar.  Kerridge also points out that ecocriticism as an 

academic field is emerging most strongly in the United States, though the field is also 

developing more in Britain.  An example he uses can be seen in the creation of the 

Association for the Study of Literature and Environment (ASLE), which Finch also 

included to show the way the field is evolving.   

Instead of ecocriticism, Dobrin uses the term ecocomposition, which he defines as 

various ecological notions of composition, meaning the need to turn to ecological 

methodologies in the study of written discourse.  Dobrin argues that scholars have begun, 

in recent times, to inquire as to how environmental issues can affect art, literature, 

discourse, and other non-traditional areas within the humanities. The desire here is to 

bridge this gap between domains by recognizing that discourse is inevitably linked to 

ecology. Ecocomposition, they say, draws from the disciplines that study discourse 

(cultural studies, composition, literature, philosophy) and combines these with those 
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disciplines that study the environment, (ecology, biology, environmental studies) into an 

interdisciplinary context.  And, the two thinkers state that the field of ecocomposition has 

become interdisciplinary, where themes from different fields overlap and coincide within 

a work, uniting into a comprehensive and creative study of the natural environment. They 

also examine the pedagogical approaches for ecocomposition in the classroom, referring 

to the ASLE just like Finch and Kerridge.   

Likewise, Lawrence Buell is a scholar of literature who has concentrated in recent 

years in the field of environmental literature.   Buell, like Dobrin, stresses the way in 

which creative and critical arts are beginning to influence areas of environmental concern 

in ways similar to the effect that science and public policies have traditionally had.  

Again, Buell says “ecocriticism” encompasses the new “polyform literature and 

environmental studies movement” (Buell, 2001: 3).  Buell argues that environmental 

safety and health are prime motivators of environmental imagination and literary 

commitment.  He continues here to assert that ecocriticism can only gain more relevance 

as a field if its cultural practice is extended to include all areas of the environment, from 

National Parks to urban neighborhoods.  It can be argued that all areas in America are in 

environmental danger, and thus, environmental literature in modern days must address all 

kinds of environmental degradation.  This is a new argument within the dialogue and 

definitions of ecocriticism, one that broadens the duties of ecocomposition and places 

greater responsibility on the American environmental consciousness.  

Daniel J. Phillipon, in his work on ecocomposition, takes a different approach, 

one more centered on activism.  Just like Dobrin, Phillipon says that environmental 

concerns have reshaped the nature of disciplines such as literature, history and 
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philosophy over the last thirty years, creating an interdisciplinary approach to 

environmental issues.  He refers to this field as environmental humanities, and says it has 

initiated a valuable new conversation among scholars from all of these fields.  Phillipon, 

a professor of Rhetoric at the University of Minnesota, focuses on the connection 

between writing and organizational leadership.  He feels a focus on the individual is 

helpful in comprehending the broader scope of individual action in relation to writing and 

environmental protection. Muir’s writings and his formation of the Sierra Club are of 

great interest to Phillipon’s definition of ecocomposition.  He notes that he agrees with 

Buell, Daniel Payne and Michael Branch, who also believe nature writing exercises 

influence upon the new culture of environmental concern.  Phillipon believes there is a 

direct relationship between ecocriticism and the environmental movement. In taking a 

lesser-studied angle, Phillipon writes of the importance of discourse as a function of 

language through which views of the world are constructed and analyzed.  He credits 

such discourse and the ongoing conversations between writers as linking important 

thoughts and concepts that come from various sources and strengthening the field of 

environmental literature and thought.   

In examining the plethora of categories in the environmental literature field, it is 

possible to see the many ways nature writing can be helpful in addressing environmental 

problems and in creating change.  From environmental journalism programs to 

ecocomposition books or travel writing, there are many ways for people to express 

environmental concerns and to offer solutions to such concerns through writing.  And 

through a more detailed study of the discourse on terms such as ecocriticism and 
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ecocomposition, one can better understand the manner in which the field of nature 

writing is changing over time.  

An examination of the current status of this genre will continue in Chapter Five.  I 

will examine the series of influences that have contributed to the growing visibility of 

nature writing in the literary world and also in the environmental arena.  It is helpful now 

to explore the disciplines of environmental ethics and philosophy, which can be heavily 

influenced and strengthened by nature writing.   
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CHAPTER THREE: 
 

AMERICAN ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORY AND PHILOSPHICAL 

ETHICS 

 
In studying environmental literature, my focus is on Muir’s writing and the power 

inherent in his words.  I explore how Muir’s work influenced public opinion and served 

as an impetus for ecological preservation, namely the preservation of forestland and the 

creation of national parks.  It is necessary for readers to have an understanding of the 

genre of nature writing, which was explored in Chapter Two, but it is also important to 

develop an understanding of American environmental history and environmental 

philosophy and ethics.  A background in these disciplines adds depth to this study by 

providing a broader context in which Muir’s work may be placed. 

Environmental history is an exploration of the ways in which people have thought 

about, influenced and changed their natural environment.  The practice of nature writing 

fits into this scope, as well as the political, social and economic trends occurring over 

time.  History is a multifaceted discipline, drawing on a variety of perspectives to enrich 

and contextualize our understanding of the past.  Environmental historians, those who 

study the changes within the natural environment over time, connect us to the past.  The 

roots of a society are important, and monitoring the changes that have occurred in the 

environment is a serious task, one that demonstrates the effects of human behavior over 

time and forces people to ponder the future.  Historians concentrate on the consequences 

that various events and actions have had on the natural world; they map environmental 

progress or setbacks using a historical lens to offer unique contributions to the field of 

environmental studies.  Despite the environmental destruction, modifications, and 
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deterioration in the past, looking back through time also reveals a growing environmental 

ethical system rooted in the work of environmental leaders such as Muir.  Historians, 

then, reconstruct the process of environmental change, and such work reveals an evolving 

ecological consciousness, one that takes the past into account and builds towards a more 

environmentally sound future.  A look at some of the events in American environmental 

history, then, is a necessary component to any research on Muir’s writings and on his 

place within the larger canon of nature writing.   

My use of Muir as an influential literary figure in American public policy and 

social thought is based around the premise that the past is integral in understanding 

environmental action in both the present and the future.  Muir must be examined in his 

own time, as a man working against enormous obstacles amidst the rise of the industrial 

age.  He established a certain standard for environmental thought, instilling compassion, 

eloquence and zeal into his appeals for preservation.  Muir, whose writing retains its 

power today, connects today’s public with the past in a meaningful way.  It is possible to 

deeply appreciate what Muir was capable of doing in his time, and to admire the 

foundations he built for environmentalists in America.  A study of history helps in this 

effort. 

Furthermore, with an understanding of the climate of the times and the state of 

environmental literature throughout history, the foundations of environmental philosophy 

and environmental ethics become clear.  It is possible to see the connection between eras 

in history and the way culture has shaped environmental treatment and management.  

People have long since viewed their natural surroundings in relation to their cultural and 

ethical belief systems. Such philosophies are instilled in society when great thinkers, 
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speakers, and writers voice their opinions and interests, adding valuable insight to the 

discourse in the subject of environmental protection.  In turn, environmental ethics and 

philosophies have been essential in creating the values often apparent in the policies and 

priorities of current times.  

When researching John Muir and his work, it is essential to understand how 

writing can significantly change the public viewpoint in an issue or debate, and thus, can 

add power to ethical and philosophical systems.  From Muir’s articles about the need to 

preserve Giant Sequoia trees in The Yosemite to Rachel Carson’s investigative research 

illuminating the effects of pesticides in Silent Spring, the best writing has been able to 

create change.  An examination of environmental ethics and environmental philosophy 

may help connect Muir’s writing with the resulting changes in public opinion. 

 

Environmental Ethics and Philosophy: An Introduction 

While many aspects of the natural world can be approached and analyzed using 

scientific methods, it is now understood that not everything in nature can be tackled using 

science and technology.  People from all sectors of society can play a part in solving 

environmental crises or in defining environmental values.  Though some have adopted 

environmentalist stances, leading crusades against environmental mismanagement, others 

hold a more anthropocentric, utilitarian view of nature and the human place within it.  

The ways in which we view the condition of our natural environment are vital in 

determining the kinds of ethical choices we make as human beings.  Either way, 

environmental ethics raise “fundamental questions about what we as human beings value, 

the kind of beings we are, the kind of lives we should live, our place in nature, and the 
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kind of world in which we might flourish.”62  Many of these questions simply cannot be 

addressed using scientific methods and must be looked at with philosophical and 

sociological perspectives.   

Philosophical ethics entail a self-conscious reexamination of one’s lifestyle, to 

reflect on one’s obligations, how one should act, and what kind of a person one would 

like to be in terms of treatment of the environment.  In regards to philosophy, most 

mainstream environmental philosophers continue to view environmental philosophy as a 

subject primarily concerned with environmental ethical systems, so that the two fields are 

intertwined based on their essential properties.  Instead of basing our modern 

environmental ethics on traditional ethical systems, new environmental philosophies give 

improved perspectives on our obligation to the environment.  Modern environmental 

ethics “virtually turned the philosophy of nature on its head by insisting that human 

beings are a part of the system of nature and that humans have direct duties to this system 

which supports all forms of life.”63 

Indeed, thinking about nature compels one to delve into the most interesting 

moral questions one can ask “about our origins, our position among other beings, our 

future,” and our understanding of science, religion and the humanities.  In pondering 

these issues, “nature leads us into philosophy, for we have to ask not only who and what 

we are but also how we ought to be.”64  These important questions concerning human 

existence in turn lead to ideas of what kind of impact human beings should have on the 

natural world.  Environmental history helps to shape current environmental ethics, as 

humans today are made aware of the serious problems facing the environment due to past 
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human actions. As a discipline, environmental ethics examines the moral relationship of 

human beings to, and also the value and moral status of, the environment and its 

nonhuman contents.65  As the disciplines of environmental ethics and environmental 

philosophies evolve, it is helpful to have an understanding of the ethics embedded in 

American society over the last few centuries, as ideas about the natural world changed.  

A general understanding of the ethics accrued by American society over time will be 

helpful for my study, as well as a look at how these academic fields fare in current days. 

 

American Environmental Ethics and Philosophy over Time: 

My exploration of the history of nature writing in Chapter Two should help the 

reader to grasp the power of literature in forming environmental ethics and new 

philosophies towards nature.  Indeed, environmental ethics were rooted in American 

culture primarily at the same time environmental literature took form.  The genre of 

nature writing flourished as soon as colonists came to America, and like the earliest 

nature writings, early environmental ethics viewed nature in a utilitarian sense.  What 

interests me is the period of time when ethical systems changed in America, when writers 

were able to successfully instill ideas about why nature should be protected and 

preserved. 

Firstly, it is possible to define three major models for environmental ethics within 

the nineteenth century.  Joseph Des Jardins, in Environmental Ethics, identifies Puritan, 

Lockean and romantic models of viewing the wilderness, the last of which corresponds 

with transcendentalism.  The Puritan model reflects the Puritan writings and preaching 
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that gave rise to an “ambiguous” attitude towards the environment, where nature was 

something to be feared and avoided, a “home to the devil” and a “hideous and desolate”66 

place.  On the other hand, those using the Puritan model could view nature as an escape 

from oppression, a wild land of complete unknowns.  Mostly, those embracing the 

puritan set of ethics generally viewed the environment as a “challenge to be overcome, an 

enemy to be dominated, and a threat to be conquered.”67  

As settlers of the Puritan influence began to succeed in their efforts to conquer 

nature, battle native inhabitants, and spread new colonies of life, their wilderness ethics 

changed to correspond to that of the Lockean model.  These ethics, named after John 

Locke’s philosophical ideals, spoke of the “great unowned frontier being transformed by 

human labor into productive and valuable property.”68  The model, anthropocentric in 

scope, urged the individual to spread out, work hard and seek the land given to him by 

God, so that nature was a commodity to be owned or utilized through the will of a higher 

power.  Unlike the Puritan ethics, in which fear of nature played a large role, the Lockean 

system encouraged using the land and reaping its benefits.  It can be said that figures such 

as Gifford Pinchot and other conservationists who worked towards resource development 

and land ownership followed ethics derived from the Lockean model, though many who 

had no conservationist tendencies also beheld principles within this model.     

Finally, the romantic model is rooted in the philosophical works of figures such as 

Emerson and Thoreau, who were influenced by the European romantic movement in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  Whereas the Puritans feared the wilderness as a 

place for Satan, romantics held the belief that nature was a sacred Paradise, a “place to 
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which humans can turn to escape the corrupting influences of civilization.”69  The 

transcendental outlook rejected scientific empiricism and technical analysis as the sole 

modes of understanding the environment, asserting that the deepest grasp on reality 

comes from imagination, art, poetry, literature and deep-rooted instinct.   

Transcendentalism has been previously discussed in terms of literature, but it is 

necessary to mention the new sets of environmental ethics inherent in the transcendental 

movement.  It is possible to trace the roots of ecocentric, environmental ethics back “to 

the philosophies of the romantic transcendentalists of the mid-nineteenth century 

America, which in turn gave rise to two lines of thought,”70 namely the spiritual 

experience found in nature and a sense of stewardship for nature.  These biocentric ethics 

represent a departure from the more traditional ethical thinking in the earlier models.  The 

early transcendentalists, then, jumpstarted a new environmental paradigm when they 

philosophized about nature, adopting “bioethics, which seek to protect the integrity of 

natural ecosystems” and also a “collective responsibility”71 for natural areas as the main 

features of their philosophy.  Thoreau and Emerson argued that the wilderness is the only 

environment in which humans could truly and deeply establish a special connection to 

spiritual excellence and purity.   

This romantic model continued to have a significant impact on contemporary 

environmentalism.  During the first part of the nineteenth century, Muir and his 

contemporaries, such as John James Audubon and George Perkins Marsh, embraced the 

transcendentalist belief that wild areas were a source of inspiration, of divine work, and 
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such areas were candidates for preservation.  Indeed, Muir followed the philosophies of 

the transcendentalists, contributing his own unique principles to the romantic ethical 

model.  Whereas the Puritans feared nature and the Lockeans exerted control over nature, 

“Muir feared the workings of machines, the abstract notions of Christianity, the social 

expectations of manly conquest, the arbitrary chronology of civilization, the dominion of 

man, the commodification of nature.”72  His writings solidify and pay tribute to the 

romantic ethical model, and in turn, Muir shaped such ethics into preservationist calls for 

action, often considered the first form of environmentalism.  

Together, the Puritan, Lockean and Romantic models of ethical systems laid the 

foundation for further development of environmental ethics.  It can be said that the 

Lockean model, the view of nature as a “warehouse of nature resources,”73 was 

influential in American environmental policies in the twentieth century.  But the 

transcendental Romantic Movement had a great impact on the late nineteenth century  

environmental movement, and thus, it is possible to see the roots of a growing debate, a 

century later, between conservationists like Pinchot and preservationist romantics like 

Muir.   

Additionally, the idea of the sublime is a prominent notion in philosophical works 

and nature writings spanning from the late eighteenth century to the early twentieth 

century, and such an idea is an important component to the environmental philosophical 

ethics formed at these times.  The sublime was not only important in discourse but also 

integral in establishing a new environmental ethic; the concept was central to 

romanticism.  Though the concept was dominant both in European and American 
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cultures, figures in the United States developed their own unique interpretation, referred 

to as the American sublime.  Under the influences of German Romanticism (namely 

Immanuel Kant’s work on the subject), the sublime was thought of as a force impacting 

humans, who reacted with emotional responses when faced with greatness in nature.  For 

the Romantics, the sublime implied a “sacred, spiritual, otherworldly experience...where 

one was overwhelmed by the recognition of ones own mortality and insignificance.”74  

As Christine Oravec details in her article “To Stand Outside Oneself: The Sublime in the 

Discourse of Scenery,” three reactions occurred when an individual experienced the 

sublime through nature: 

The three stages were, first, apprehension, in which the individual subject 
encounters an object larger and greater than the self; second, awe, oppression or 
even...fear, in which the individual recognizes the relative greatness of the object 
and the relative weakness or limits of the self; and third, exaltation, in which the 
individual is conceptually or psychically enlarged as the greatness of the object is 
realized and the individual identifies with that greatness. 
 

The American version of this concept tended to prefer the “positive, powerful, 

uplifting quality of the sublime to the kind that reminded them of their limitations and 

mortality.”75  This is an important point; American culture adopted a European 

philosophy, one that recognized the beauty, power and terror within nature, and bent it to 

fit a uniquely American ethic.  As a result of the sublime, Americans in the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries viewed nature as a grand and awe-inspiring work of God, though 

also one that was conquerable, made for human use by the grace of God.   

Despite this uniquely American perspective, the sublime reflects a certain cultural 

standard for the way people looked at nature, and artists used the concept in their work to 
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further their ideas of nature.  During the nineteenth century, “artists and writers used the 

sublime to evoke emotional responses toward nature, to confirm aesthetic or ethical 

beliefs about nature, to call attention to particular landscapes for settlement, tourism or 

preservation.”76  Muir’s work is actually a terrific example of writing that produced a 

sense of the magnificence and timelessness of the American landscape, helping readers 

realize the powerful presence of nature in their lives.  Since Muir “believed that people 

needed an empathic involvement in nature that was being lost in objective utilitarian 

science,”77 he employed both religious and sweepingly romantic undertones to express 

the majesty and force of the natural world.  Muir rhapsodizes about wilderness with zeal, 

urgency, and tenderness.  He writes in The Yosemite: 

It appears, therefore, that Hetch Hetchy Valley, far from being a plain, common 
rock-bound meadow, as many who have not seen it seem to suppose, is a grand 
landscape garden, one of nature’s rarest and most precious mountain temples.  As 
in Yosemite, the sublime rocks of its walls seem to glow with life, whether 
leaning back in repose or standing erect in thoughtful attitudes, giving welcome to 
storms and calms alike, their brows in the sky, their feet set in the groves and gay 
flowery meadows, while birds, bees, and butterflies help the river and the 
waterfalls stir all the air into music- things frail and fleeting and types of 
permanence meeting here and blending, just as they do in Yosemite, to draw her 
lovers into close and confiding communion with her. 
 
Beyond Muir and his contemporaries, who will be discussed shortly, the next 

major development in the field of environmental ethics did not arise until the 1960s and 

1970s.  Although “nature has been the focus of much nineteenth and twentieth century 

philosophy, contemporary environmental ethics only emerged as an academic discipline 

in the 1970s.”78  The rethinking of the relationship between human beings and the natural 

environment over the last forty years reflects an already widespread perception in the 
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1960s that the late twentieth century faced serious environmental crises due to 

mismanagement and carelessness.  Indeed, the first environmental paradigms were 

identified and evaluated in the 1970s, when leading environmentalists and sociologists 

such as Riley Dunlap and Kent Van Liere wished to formally express the core ideas of 

the environmental movement.  Douglas Satterfield, another designer of the early 

ecological paradigms, best describes the New Environmental Paradigm in saying: 

The core of all environmental paradigms is the dependence of humanity on the 
ecosystem.  Ecological scarcity, created by humans, appears to have produced a 
need for a society to slow the trends of high resource consumption.  It is seen that 
some type of no-growth, equilibrium, or steady-state society must be reached by 
transforming anthropocentric values, beliefs, and institutions, or the earth’s 
ecosystem is in danger of collapse.79 
 

These paradigm shifts speak to the intellectual climate of the times in the decades 

that brought the first Earth Day in 1970 along with the modern environmental movement. 

Here, writers used essays and published works to spread new information and data about 

the volatile state of the environment.  Writings on the subject of environmental 

degradation made the severity of the situation more accessible to the public, notably 

Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1963), which was originally published in a series of 

installments in the New Yorker magazine.80  The great majority of nature writers, Muir 

included among them, gained notoriety and popularity through weekly or monthly 

publications, and only later converted their testimonies into non-fiction books. Beyond 

exposing a public health crisis due to pesticide use, Carson drew attention to serious 

environmental problems as a result of corporation mismanagement and poor 

environmental ethics.   
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Lynn White Jr.’s article “The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis” (1967), 

Garrett Hardin’s essay “The Tragedy of the Commons” (1968) and a revived interest in 

Aldo Leopold’s collection of nature sketches and philosophical essays in A Sand County 

Almanac (1949) all worked to further the case for environmental philosophy.  White, who 

argued that Christianity played a large role in abuses and exploitation of the environment, 

and Paul Ehrlich, who wrote The Population Bomb (1968) both covered controversial 

topics (combating religious doctrines and reproductive rights, respectively) to uncover 

serious environmental and ethical issues.  

In 1972, researchers from MIT produced a study entitled Limits to Growth, which 

analyzed the rising environmental concerns stemming from previous years.  Researchers 

on the study wrote: 

We affirm finally that any deliberate attempt to reach a rational and enduring state 
of equilibrium by planned measures, rather than by chance or catastrophe, must 
ultimately be founded on a basic change of values and goals at individual, 
national and world levels. 

 
This call for a basic change of values can be seen as the first formal attempt to 

develop environmental ethics as a new and separate discipline of philosophy.81  The field 

of environmental ethics emerged directly after in United States, Australia, and Norway, 

where “direction and inspiration largely came from the earlier twentieth century 

American literature of the environment.”82  Though environmental ethics is now an 

international discipline, it was in this initial step that the writings of John Muir, Leopold 

and others became important fixtures in promoting environmentally friendly ethics.    
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Leopold is an especially important environmental advocate to mention, as he 

worked actively in his writings to promote his “land ethic” in American culture.  

Leopold, a forester who worked primarily for forest conservation, attempted to extend 

America’s moral and ethical concerns to cover the natural environment, as well as its 

nonhuman inhabitants.  Leopold’s land ethic concept extended “boundaries of the 

community to include the soils, waters, plants, and animals, or collectively, the land.”83 

In contrast to White, who argued against the Christian doctrine, Leopold claimed that the 

roots of the ecological crisis were philosophical, meaning that problems could be solved 

if a change in philosophical and ethical reasoning could take place in American culture.  

In the aforementioned A Sand County Almanac, Leopold speaks of extending traditional 

ethical systems in American culture to embrace more compassionate interest and care in 

the state of nature.  He says, in A Sand County Almanac, that “land is a community is the 

basic concept of ecology, but that land is to be loved and respected is an extension of 

ethics.” 

This concept speaks to his involvement in the field of ethics and his idea that the 

land as a whole was deserved to be included under the umbrella of human moral concern.  

Leopold’s assertions stimulated writers and philosophers who followed him to argue for 

other moral obligations “such as species, communities, and ecosystems, not just their 

individual constituents.”  As he said, again in The Sand County Almanac, “a thing is right 

when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is 

wrong when it tends otherwise.”  These thoughts are not only crucial in the land ethic 

system Leopold defined, but they are important aspects of The Wilderness Society, the 
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advocacy group Leopold and others created to preserve wilderness areas in America.  The 

formation of The Wilderness Society, in line with the land ethics Leopold popularized, is 

a testament to the importance of spreading environmental values in order to increase 

environmental awareness and activism.  The holistic approach to environmental ethics 

that was originally introduced by Leopold has been developed more recently by 

philosophers and environmentalists such as J. Baird Callicot, Holmes Rolston III, and 

other scholars within the field.  It is known as an ecocentric approach to a philosophy of 

nature.84   

Environmental ethics and environmental philosophy, like every aspect of 

environmental affairs, are taking on new meanings as we move forward in the 21st 

century and confront more threatening environmental issues.  Over time, 

environmental ethics and philosophy have become successful and quite popular 

academic fields, available at many universities across the country.  The new fields 

and opportunities available today could not have been possible without the writings of 

John Muir and his contemporaries, who made environmental rhetoric a respectable 

and popular form of communication. Environmental ethics, then, have been brewing 

in society since the late eighteenth century, and literary and academic figures over 

time have enhanced and facilitated the growth of this field. 

 

Muir’s Role in Environmental Ethics: 

In analyzing the influence of Muir as an environmental figure, it is possible to 

evaluate the impact his writing has had, both in his time and in contemporary times, on 

                                                             
84 Marietta, Environmental Philosophy and Environmental Activism, 2 
 



 

 

60 

 

the formation of new environmental belief systems.  Muir’s work helped foster new 

ethics in the general public perception.  As a result of his writing and influence, people 

held nature dearer to them and felt an obligation to preserve the wilderness and protect 

the environment.  In this way, Muir stimulated the growth of new ethics and also helped 

shape American environmental policies by shedding light on the importance of nature. 

Muir’s work played a role in the formation of environmental ethics in his time, 

and his writings are often said to have galvanized the environmental movement and to 

have jumpstarted modern environmental awareness in the greater public sphere.  Muir is 

one of the “chief figures, both philosophically and politically, behind the modern 

conservation movement.”85  In his work, he “helped prepare the ground for the later 

growth of ecological consciousness through his inspired nature writings, and in his public 

work he made the protection of wild nature a feasible matter in practical politics.”86 A 

change in environmental ethics and philosophy takes a figure of great power, one with 

the skill and intelligence and perseverance to spread his own unique belief system and 

moral code.   

John Muir’s major “philosophical vein is to describe the systematic or organic 

nature of nature- this he shares with Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman- and his major 

social or ethical intent is to show a moral way for man to live in harmony with nature.”87 

Muir’s writing constantly appeals to the moral character of his readers and in turn, allows 

his readers to think about nature in new ways, perhaps formulating better ethics as a 

result.  Beyond his nature writing and campaigning, then, Muir “is a philosopher of 

metaphysical and ethical depths” and “the specific materials of his experience and 
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thought come naturally, indeed inevitably, out of the American West.”  Muir’s 

philosophies are rooted in moral harmony with nature and in preservationist ideals about 

the Western landscapes.  Indeed, Muir’s work started a kind of campaign, a testimony 

against the conviction that nature was crafted solely for human use and pleasure.  In this 

way, his unique objectives helped to foster new kinds of philosophical ethics, so that 

people reevaluated their place in culture and in nature and so that lawmakers believed 

that preservation of ecological areas was good and true and right. 

 The past models for understanding and valuing natural areas have had a 

tremendous impact on modern environmentalism.  While the conservation ethics of 

historical figures such as Gifford Pinchot, for instance, have clearly been utilized in more 

modern environmental policies, the preservationist values have not been overlooked or 

cast away by modern environmentalists.  The romantic model applied by 

transcendentalists “has had, in all likelihood, a more pervasive and pivotal influence on 

contemporary environmentalism.”88  As early as the mid-1800s, the romantic 

appreciation of wilderness “and the corollary regret over its destruction led to calls for the 

preservation of wilderness areas.”89  Though men such as Thoreau, John James Audubon 

and Emerson all cried out for land preservation, the belief that wilderness areas could be 

the source of inspiration and profound joy was popularized at a key time in American 

history by the most influential of the preservationists, John Muir.   

Muir’s “writing and organizing contributed significantly to the creation of natural 

and state parks and wilderness preserves” and his “defense of the wilderness clearly 
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underlies much of the contemporary understanding of parks and preserves.”90   Through a 

series of articles appearing in the Century magazine, edited by Robert Underwood 

Johnson, Muir championed specific environmental causes.  For instance, “Muir drew 

attention to the devastation of mountain meadows and forests by sheep and cattle.”91  In 

his writings, and with the help of Johnson, Muir worked to correct the destruction on the 

landscapes of California due to overgrazing.   

Also, in 1890, as a result of a great deal of effort on the parts of Muir and 

Johnson, Congress created Yosemite National Park, arguably the first national park to be 

created strictly for preservation purposes, (it is suggested by many that Yellowstone 

National Park, created in 1872, was founded primarily for government resource 

exploitation.)  Muir was also instrumental in the creation of Sequoia, Mount Rainier, 

Petrified Forest and Grand Canyon national parks, which is why he is often referred to as 

the “father of our national parks” in biographies and various other documents concerning 

his work. 

A number of terms within the fields of environmental ethics and philosophy hail 

from the work of Muir, and Muir is often used to illustrate many of the key terms in 

textbooks on the subject.  Biocentric ethics, which encompasses “any theory that views 

all life as possessing intrinsic value,”92 is a type of ethical system often connected to 

Muir’s views.  Muir saw intrinsic value in all living and non-living things, as opposed to 

the instrumental value others sought in nature, coveting the plentiful natural resources in 

America and gobbling up natural space strictly for human instrumental use.   
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Intrinsic value, unlike instrumental value, is when the value of something does not 

depend on outside factors; its “existence makes the world a better place, independently of 

its value to anything else or any other entity’s awareness of it.”93  A giant sequoia, for 

example, was often viewed by those of the utilitarian persuasion as a good source of fuel, 

a giant log available to be chopped down and utilized.  Muir argued that the Giant 

Sequoia trees were beautiful and perfect and useful in their own right, and thus, human 

beings should respect them solely based on their existence and place in the world.  

When “Muir spoke of the great sequoia groves as a cathedral, suggesting that they 

possess a spiritual and religious value far above their economic usefulness,” he was 

applying what is now labeled as biocentric philosophy to his words, arguing that trees 

had an inherent value beyond their use for human consumption.  He went against the 

common anthropocentric attitude of his time and asserted that animals and plants have 

inherent goodness, which makes them valuable in their own right.  Muir is a prime 

example of someone who through his writings and his active organizing, was able to 

popularize a new version of the transcendental philosophy and to jumpstart the 

preservation movement, and thus, a new environmental ethic that emphasized 

preservation and ultimately, conservation of nature. 

In regards to Muir’s preservation philosophies, Kaufman explains how Muir was 

staunchly opposed to the exploitation of natural resources, from the deforestation of 

redwoods in the Sierra Nevadas to the damming of the Hetch Hetchy canyon in 1913.  

Muir, as an admirer of what is inherently valuable in nature, supported the preservation 

principle, a common term in the academic field of environmental ethics and philosophy.  
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The preservation principle, as described by Frederick Kaufman in The Foundations of 

Environmental Philosophy, is “a principle of nondestruction, noninterference, and 

generally, nonmeddling,” where preservation is considered a “moral imperative,” which 

binds a person to respect nature.  Muir, in his efforts to allow people to see the 

interconnectedness of all living things, supported the preservation principle, as well as the 

idea that all things deserve respect in their own right.  

Another subgenre within the larger discipline of environmental ethics is that of 

deep ecology, founded as a movement in 1973 by Norwegian philosopher Arnee Naess.  

Deep ecology takes its inspiration from many sources, Thoreau and Muir prominent 

among them.  Deep ecology extends beyond the more “shallow ecology movement,” 

where environmentally friendly acts such as recycling and using more efficient energy 

sources are targeted as relatively elitist preoccupations.  By concentrating on issues like 

pollution and resource depletion, the shallow method only targets the immediate effects 

of the environmental crisis.  Deep ecology, as it sounds, goes deeper, and is devoted to an 

exploration the social and human causes of environmental problems.  This approach is 

holistic and not human-centered, committed “to the intrinsic value of all life and hence 

the rejection of anthropocentrism as a guiding principle.”94  Muir is considered one of the 

first deep ecologists, or at least deep environmental thinkers, despite the fact that he lived 

many decades before the term was even created.  His philosophies extend to the roots of 

deep ecology in that he found an intrinsic value in all living things and he argued for 

people to adapt to the preservation principle, where conservation of natural areas was of 

prime importance.  
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Muir’s ability to write effectively and to motivate others has preserved his own 

legacy in American history.  One of his most fabulous “gifts as a writer is to create and 

vivify the wilderness perspective from which absurd cultural values can be perceived as 

absurd and, hopefully, can be reversed.”95  His readers, “whether they be presidents, 

congressmen, or plain folks, were inspired and often moved to action by the enthusiasm 

of Muir's own unbounded love of nature.”96  Writers of environmental literature in 

current days, following in the footsteps of writers such as Thoreau and Muir, essentially 

exist to do the same thing; writing about nature can help readers seek new ways of 

appreciating their surroundings, their environment.  If writing can change one’s beliefs, 

then the public can demand changes in the current environmental agenda, helping to 

shape American environmental policies to encompass a more generous and 

compassionate stance towards nature.   

 

Discourse in the Field of Philosophical Ethics: 
 

Environmental ethics and philosophies have been essential in examining the 

environmental values apparent (or lacking) in the policies and priorities of current times. 

Scholars connect ethics and philosophy to environmental issues, intrinsic and 

instrumental values, and the concept of preservation.  

The terms “ethics” and “philosophy” are interrelated in terms of the environment, 

and these definitions present an issue that comes up in dialogue. Many scholars use the 

terms “ethics” and “philosophy” interchangeably, though it is agreed that the two terms 

can carry different meanings.   Joseph Des Jardins, for example, merges “philosophy” 
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and “ethics” into his own unique term,  “philosophical ethics.”  Most mainstream 

environmental philosophers continue to view environmental philosophy as a specialty 

mainly concerned with ethics, so that the two fields are intertwined based on their 

essential properties.  Philosophical ethics is a combination of deciding what humans 

beings should do about their environment and of thinking about how we live and what we 

value in our lives. Des Jardins also identifies four core themes linking ethical theories and 

the solution to environmental problems.   

1. Ethics provide a common language for discussing, analyzing and understanding 
ethical issues.  Ethics, in turn, help people communication and can help people fully 
participate in environmental debates, opening up dialogue and creating change. 

2. Ethics are reflected in ways we think.  People become better at understanding and 
articulating and defending their own views. 

3. Ethics offer guidance and evaluations and as such, ethics need to be reevaluated as 
environmental conditions change 

4. Some ethics, embedded in traditional and common ways of thinking, have been 
responsible for some environmental problems we have today, and thus, new systems 
need to address the ways in which people view their environment and change how 
they feel about it. 

 
The most common assumption among most advocates of environmental ethics and 

philosophy is that the human population is facing a zenith of environmental problems, 

more so than ever before. As a result of the plethora of environmental problems facing 

the planet, the relatively new fields of environmental ethics and environmental 

philosophy help us to think about the natural world in more meaningful and significant 

ways.  These fields are advancing and changing the way people have traditionally thought 

about the environment.   

Concern for the environment is not a new phenomenon; however, the way the public 

has come to conceive of environmental problems and search for solutions is largely the 

result of growing philosophical and ethical approaches to environmental problems. 
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Christopher Belshaw, in his work Environmental Ethics, says that environmental 

philosophy in current days is a process of advancing a new type of philosophical ethics, 

either moderately or radically opposed to the older system of defending and defining the 

blossoming field.  This new philosophy aims solely to address environmental problems 

and find new solutions to the way people relate to their environment, namely in making 

environmental thought more accessible and relevant to the general public.  

Another matter of contention within the field is whether environmental 

philosophical ethics may be best thought of as applied ethics or practical ethics.  Des 

Jardins refers to environmental philosophy as applied philosophy, meaning that it tends to 

address abstract, broader environmental concerns and has less to do with actively solving 

problems.  Such a concept is different than the methodology of others, like Bryan Norton, 

in his article “Applied Philosophy vs. Practical Philosophy.” He writes that 

environmental philosophy is indeed practical philosophy, meaning that it deals with real 

problems and attempts to resolve conflicts about real issues.  This is a motif which comes 

up a great deal in discourse involving environmental philosophy and ethics; the experts in 

the field tend to argue about the real meaning and the best effect philosophy can have in 

addressing environmental problems.   

 

American Environmental History: A Brief Introduction 

History provides people of current times with perspective on both the social and 

scientific events of the past.  Historical studies offer a solution to the gap between the 

sciences and the humanities by connecting situations in the past with conditions of the 

present and future.  History, then, acts as a type of blueprint, a map of the past that allows 

one to assess historical events in their appropriate context, and thus, analyze and 



 

 

68 

 

catalogue and appreciate them accordingly.  When we place Muir’s writing within his 

time, we slowly stitch our knowledge of his works into the circumstances of his life, 

weaving together a story that helps the public truly grasp the importance of Muir as a 

historical, literary and environmental figure.   

On a larger scale, this study shows the interdisciplinarity involved in studying 

writing as a powerful tool in enacting change.  Writing, whether fiction or non-fiction, 

has always stirred social and political movements, playing an enormous role in 

communication, knowledge, and discourse.  Though environmental literature has always 

been prominent in society, now is the time for writing to solve environmental problems, 

for literature to address the issue of environmental degradation and sanctity.  Historical 

studies help place environmental literature within the appropriate setting, along with 

other disciplines such as environmental studies, literature and biographical studies.  A 

synthesis of such areas of study is essential in changing how people think about and 

understand their environment.  Knowledge of the climate of the times in which Muir 

lived, for example, and the complex political, socioeconomic and religious systems in 

America during Muir’s life, is absolutely essential in gaining a better understanding of his 

influence on American thought and action.   

Without going into extreme detail, a general review of human interaction with the 

environment in America helps explain the unique climate brewing at the time in which 

Muir campaigned for the environment.  A common misconception many people today 

have of early North America is that of a land of plenty, where Native Americans roamed 

the various landscapes of America, communing with little creatures and planting tree 

seedlings.  Unfortunately, this idea leads to faulty ideas of the natural environment 
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around the time of European settlement and it also perpetuates demeaning stereotypes 

about Native American lifestyles and practices.  

Without romanticizing American Indian life prior and during the European 

arrival, it is necessary to mention their intimate relationship with nature, markedly 

different from the relationship white explorers developed with their surroundings.  Native 

Americans exploited the land based on seasonal diversity in their own efforts to survive 

across a variety of landscapes; they developed various tools, initiated various hunting and 

agricultural practices, and used fire as an important means of controlling and clearing the 

land.  It can be argued, however, that unlike most Europeans, Native American groups 

exploited the land in a way that maintained species population and diversity.  Perhaps 

even more important, most Indian groups empowered nature with symbolic value, 

engaging in ritual behavior and telling tales that strengthened their relationship with the 

natural world.97  Indeed, “unlike the Europeans, who tended to uphold a clear and distinct 

difference in their minds between themselves and the animal world, some Indian groups 

seemed inclined to blur such boundaries,” leading to a far more symbolically enriched 

view of nature than the later Europeans, who generally possessed a utilitarian view 

towards animals and nature.   

Upon the arrival of Europeans, the landscapes and ecological balances were 

altered.  With the early settlers came disease, which raged across America, annihilating 

many Indian tribes.  Europeans struggled for survival, facing extreme climate change, 

with harsh winters and severe changes in weather.  Though there was an extremely low 

survival rate among early colonists, they were greeted with a variety of new crops, such 
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as the potato and corn crops.  Along with disease, though, settlers brought with them Old 

World crops such as rice, and new invasive species, such as rats, black flies, cockroaches, 

dandelions, and chickweed.  Beyond this, colonists also brought new cultural ideals and 

religious practices, namely the idea of private property and ownership of land.  While 

battles over land ownership continued, the fur trade commenced throughout North 

America, a practice that changed ecological trends and brought a variety of animal 

populations to near extinction.   

Just as the fur trade affected animal populations, timber soon became an item for 

commerce as well, facilitating international trade by the mid-seventeenth century.  For 

the Puritans, the dense and wide-ranging forests, particularly in the New England area, 

were the “main obstacle standing between them and their quest to remake the region into 

an agricultural utopia.”98  Rapid deforestation along the eastern and southern coasts of 

America created a string of additional environmental problems; the destruction of trees 

meant lack of habitat, which eliminated species diversity, changed the climate, and 

affected the flow and patterns of rivers.   

As land continued to be developed and altered and as populations increased, 

figures emerged such as Thoreau, who argued against the rampant agricultural practices 

consuming much of the land in New England and also the businesses, factories, and 

railroads tattooing the natural landscape.  Thoreau called for more environmentally sound 

developments, combating the increasing deforestation rates and population sprawl in his 

writing.  The “myth of a fallen humanity in a fallen world is never far beneath the surface 

in Thoreau’s writing, and nowhere is this more visible than in his description of past 
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landscapes.”99  Thoreau spoke of a barren, changed country and “seen in this way, a 

changed landscape meant a loss of wildness and virility that was ultimately spiritual in its 

import, a sign of declension in both nature and humanity.”100  An important feature of 

America in the industrial age of the nineteenth century was “the way new technologies 

and social innovations helped to redistribute natural wealth- water, soil, trees, and 

animals- among regions,”101 converting much of nature into commodities.  Civil war 

ravaged much of the countryside, especially the Southern agricultural center of America, 

and soon after, the West was expanded and new resources were discovered and highly 

valued.  Gold and bison, for example, were prized natural resources found in America’s 

west, a beacon to which many Americans surged in the years following the Civil War.  

The gold craze led to very serious and devastating environmental problems in the 

Western states, from the Great Plains to California.  Beyond the population boom in 

California, hydrologic mining for gold quickly led to soil erosion and massive debris 

settled in riverbeds downstream of mines creating pollution and severe flooding.  As 

might be expected, the mere traversing across the country to reach the land of gold 

affected the natural areas of the Great Plains.  Indeed, grasses and vegetation were 

destroyed as people flooded the West. Timber was cut and burnt for warmth along the 

way, bison populations were wiped out, and disease was spread to Indians of the West. 

At the time that Muir began writing and working to increase environmental 

awareness, the American conservation movement was blossoming.  Prominent 

intellectuals and political figures began to reconsider the exploitation of America’s 

resources, and many adopted the belief that “the government needed to intervene to save 
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the nation’s forests, streams, and other natural resources from rapacious loggers, 

ranchers, and market hunters alike.”102  President Roosevelt, an avid nature enthusiast, 

big game hunter and conservationist, appointed Gifford Pinchot to head the newly created 

U.S. Forest Service.  Pinchot was a wealthy aristocrat, trained in Europe in the field of 

forestry.  He was trained in terms of rationality and efficiency in regards to resource 

management.  Before anything else, forests were the first natural resource to be the 

subject of the conservation movement.   

Conservationists like Pinchot usually came from scientific backgrounds, such as 

geography, forestry or hydrology, and such scientists wished to develop efficient methods 

of resource utilization, seeking ways to assure that resources were being used wisely and 

safely and not solely as a result of the competitive, market-based business atmosphere.  

Muir opposed the “efficient use” type of conservation, which implied only a more 

economic use of America’s resources, not the complete preservation of a resource.  Muir 

argued for preservation of the nation’s wilderness, including resources in protected areas.  

It should be noted that Muir and Pinchot were not necessarily at opposite poles of the 

spectrum, and the two actually agreed on many principles.  The two men have come to 

represent two opposing viewpoints of conservation at a critical time in American history, 

and so their views are often magnified to reflect an entire ethical system.  

The Hetch Hetchy debate, which will be discussed in the following section, 

concerned the human development of a nationally protected area, and Muir argued for the 

absolute preservation of protected areas. It is worth noting that Muir is sometimes painted 

as a stubborn, delirious crazy man, who despised humanity and wanted development of 
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all kinds to cease entirely.  In fact, Muir saw nature as a sacred, spiritual place and 

wanted the human race to respect it as such.  He urged the public to appreciate the 

wilderness in a more meaningful way, and he fought for protection of America’s wild 

areas.  In the final stage of his life, Muir entered the Hetch Hetchy debate with clear ideas 

about the preservation of resources within a National Park.  The following section details 

the debate in 1913 about the Hetch Hetchy Valley in Yosemite National Park. 

 

Muir vs. Pinchot: An Ethical and Historical Debate 

 The damming of the Hetch Hetchy Valley in 1913 is an extremely important case 

in regards to environmental ethics, and American public policy, and also in terms of John 

Muir and his personal struggles to preserve wilderness areas in Yosemite. Additionally, 

the debate between Muir and Pinchot sheds light on Muir’s life as well as the political 

and environmental battles that took place between the conservationists and 

preservationists around the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century.  The 

Hetch Hetchy battle illustrates the preservation ethics that John Muir spread throughout 

his lifetime and especially in his final battle for the protection of the Hetch Hetchy valley, 

a fight he eventually lost. Muir lost this debate, and the Hetch Hetchy Valley in Yosemite 

National Park was dammed to provide San Francisco with an adequate water supply.  

After the unfortunate demise of the preservationist campaign, Muir died quickly after, at 

the age of 76.  The bitter dispute over water supply and the defense of a protected 

wilderness area, however, sparked preservationist tendencies in the public, and 

encouraged the growth of a new environmental consciousness. 
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The progressive era’s most controversial environmental issue (which still remains 

a controversy today) was the struggle from 1908 to 1913 over federal government 

approval to construct a dam in the Hetch Hetchy Valley of the federally owned and 

protected Yosemite National Park.  As early as 1882, before the area was designated as a 

National Park, engineers and city officials hoped to dam the narrow, lower end of the 

Hetch Hetchy valley to make a reservoir that would provide the city of San Francisco 

with water supply.  Though the valley was located in a protected wilderness area, the 

mayor of San Francisco applied to develop Hetch Hetchy as the reservoir site at the turn 

of the century.  Though the application was initially rejected, a devastating 1906 

earthquake struck the city of San Francisco, breaking existing water supply lines and 

leaving inhabitants temporarily without a steady water supply.   

The severity of the earthquake was seized upon by the pro-dam faction and used 

to convince the government that the fledgling city of San Francisco was desperate for a 

new, stronger water supply.  In 1908, the Department of Interior retracted their initial 

rejection of the dam proposal and decided to reconsider San Francisco’s request for rights 

to develop the Hetch Hetchy dam. Thus began a ferocious debate led by John Muir and 

his preservationist Sierra Club against the wishes of Gifford Pinchot and a new breed of 

conservationist-minded dam supporters.  This debate marks a pivotal moment in the 

history of American environmentalism, in that the public became deeply interested and 

involved in governmental decisions concerning the welfare of a nationally protected park 

and in resource and development rights.  Additionally, the debate was a critical moment 

in the history of American environmental policy, starting a new policy model that 

encouraged resource development and conservation, as opposed to strict preservation of 



 

 

75 

 

wilderness areas.  Indeed, the debate has come to symbolize two major competing world 

views about protection of the environment: Muir’s staunch preservationist values against 

Pinchot’s conservationist beliefs.   

Muir and Pinchot, initially friends, bonded together as a result of the early 

conservation movement, though the friendship was severed when the two differed in 

opinion about the management of forests.  Pinchot held the opinion that forestlands were 

to be conserved so that they might be wisely used and controlled by all citizens, whereas 

Muir vehemently supported complete preservation of natural areas for their own sake.  

When Muir wanted Hetch Hetchy preserved from the human activity that would degrade 

and spoil it, Pinchot was in support of the plan to build the reservoir.  Pinchot argued for 

utilitarianism, where the “greatest good for the most people” became a motto for 

conservation.  In this case, Pinchot felt the damming of Hetchy Hetchy would deliver the 

greatest good for the most people, in this case the people of San Francisco. This early 

debate “symbolizes the worldviews of two dominant strains of American 

environmentalism”103 where the conservationists sought to protect nature from 

exploitation so that humans would receive benefits and preservationists sought to protect 

nature from any human activities that would harm it.   

Muir and Pinchot, both personal friends of the president, lobbied for the attention 

of President Roosevelt in this matter.  Pinchot said to the President: 

I fully sympathize with the desire of Mr. Johnson and Mr. Muir to protect the 
Yosemite National Park, but I believe that the highest possible use which could be 
made of it would be to supply pure water to a great center of population.104  
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 Muir wrote Roosevelt letters reminding him of the beauty of Yosemite, of the 

abilities to find a better dam site outside of the federally protected park and of the 

growing public sentiment in favor of keeping the valley.  Pinchot’s ideals rang true with 

President Roosevelt; though considered an environmentally minded President, he felt 

responsible for the welfare of San Francisco citizens.  Here, Muir intensified his efforts to 

save the valley.  He “believed it was still possible to arouse a national protest and 

demonstrate to federal authorities that Roosevelt was mistaken in his judgement about the 

lack of public sentiment for keeping Hetch Hetchy wild.105” Muir’s articles about the 

beauty of Hetch Hetchy, and his enthusiasm for the area, gathered a huge following in 

support of preservation.  His rhetoric was potent and persuasive; Muir wrote in The 

Yosemite in 1912: 

That anyone would try to destroy such a place seems incredible; but sad 
experience shows that there are people good enough and bad enough for anything. 
The proponents of the dam scheme bring forward a lot of bad arguments to prove 
that the only righteous thing to do with the people’s parks is to destroy them bit 
by bit as they are able. Their arguments are curiously like those of the devil, 
devised for the destruction of the first garden...few of their statements are even 
partly true, and all are misleading.  These temple destroyers, devotees of ravaging 
commercialism, seem to have a perfect contempt for Nature, and, instead of 
lifting their eyes to the God of the mountains, lift them to the Almighty Dollar.  
Dam Hetch Hetchy! As well dam for water-tanks the people’s cathedrals and 
churches, for no holier temple has ever been consecrated by the heart of man. 

 
 

Muir “vowed to keep the protest letters flying to Washington ‘as thick as 

snowflakes,’ and opposition to damming Hetch Hetchy gained momentum 

nationwide.”106 His forceful arguments and writings were particularly effective; pamphlet 

literature was prepared for mass distribution and “preservationists also obtained the 
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sympathies of numerous newspaper and magazine editors in all parts of the nation.”107  

More than 100 newspapers condemned the project over the course of the debate.  In 

1913, for instance, the New York Times printed six anti-dam editorials, condemning the 

dam supporters as “San Francisco Philistines who know how to ‘improve’ the handiwork 

of the Creator,”108 evoking strong language to inspire the American public.   

However, after years of public debate that fundamentally polarized the nation, 

Roosevelt’s successor, Woodrow Wilson, passed the Raker Act into law on December 

19th, 1913 and the dam was built.  Though Wilson decided against them, “Muir and his 

activists won a larger victory when the National Park Service was created in 1916, 

providing new official sanction for the picturesque as well as the productive in nature.”109  

And, in 1921, congress passed a law that prohibited the issuance of licenses for 

hydroelectric projects within national parks, unless authorized by Congress.110 

The debate pitted environmentalists against one another, and Muir’s preservation ethics 

were stamped out of American environmental policies when the Raker Act was passed.  

An important note to remember is that though preservation as an ethic has been replaced 

mostly by conservation practices today, Muir’s messages awoke the public and showed 

people the value to be found in nature.   

Additionally, it is increasingly common to see car bumpers adorned with stickers 

proclaiming “Restore Hetch Hetchy”; the debate over the damming of this valley 

continues today.  In 1987, President Reagan’s Secretary of the Interior Donald Hodel 

proposed removal of the dam and restoration of the valley. Also, in 1992, a law was 
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passed in Congress to restrict all new building projects within National Parks.  San 

Francisco has launched an intense renovation of its water system as further debate 

continues over the ethical conflicts of using of a National Park for municipal water 

supply. 

Yosemite National Park: A Brief History 

The Yosemite National Park is comprised of a spectacular mountain and valley 

range in the Sierra Nevada of California. The park was created in 1890 as a result of the 

writings and work of Muir.  After spending much of his young adult life in Wisconsin, 

where he was born, and in the South and Midwest, Muir soon discovered the American 

West.  When Muir’s health and financial situations failed, he was unable to travel to 

South America, his original destination.  Muir went instead to the San Francisco region, 

where he explored the Sierra Nevada mountain range.  His writings in later non-fiction 

works such as The Yosemite and The Mountains of California are largely taken from 

journal and article writing Muir wrote when he explored the area and lived in what 

became the Yosemite National Park.  Below is a map of the current boundaries of 

Yosemite: 
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As Muir said in The Yosemite: 

Awful in stern, immovable majesty, how softly these rocks are adorned, and how 
fine and reassuring the company they keep: their feet among beautiful groves and 
meadows, their brows in the sky, a thousand flowers leaning confidingly against 
their feet, bathed in floods of water, floods of lights, while the snow and 
waterfalls, the winds and avalanches and clouds shine and sing and wreathe about 
them as the years go by, and myriads of small winged creatures...give glad 
animation and help to make all the air into music.111 

 
Upon entering the Yosemite Valley, Muir said, “this Yosemite trip made me 

hunger for another, far longer, and farther reaching, and I determined to set out again as 

soon as I had earned a little money, to get near views of the mountains in all their snowy 

grandeur, and the study the wonderful forests, the noblest of their kind I had ever 

seen.”112 Muir was “quick to recognize the allure of this fabulous mountain range,”113 and 

he would explore and study these mountains for the next ten years of his adult life.  

It was Robert Underwood Johnson, the New York editor of The Century 

magazine, who traveled to California to recruit Muir as a writer and thus, “inevitably 

found himself sleeping out in Yosemite discussing the future conservation of the Sierra 

Nevada,”114 with Muir.  The infiltration of sheepherders in the park, as well as the 

destruction of forestland and the subalpine meadows deeply disturbed Muir.  Muir said, 

“as sheep advance, flowers, vegetation, grass, soil, plenty and poetry vanish.”115  Johnson 

and “the Century often inveighed against the corruption of politics by corporate power; 

Yosemite seemed a case in point.”116 
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The two men created a strategy that would allow for the publication of Muir’s 

compelling writings to influence public opinion, and would also reach the politicians in 

Washington.  The eloquence of Muir combined with the intelligence of Johnson, who 

used his political connections to begin a true campaign to protect the land around 

Yosemite.  In the August and September 1890 issues of the Century, Muir eloquently 

described the beauty of Yosemite, while at the same time arguing against the sheep and 

humans damaging the land.  Muir said, in one article: 

Even under the protection of the Government, all that is perishable is vanishing 
apace.  The ground is already being gnawed and trampled into a desert condition, 
and when the region shall be stripped of its forest the ruin will be complete. 
 
Indeed, “Muir’s essays and Johnson’s lobbying in Washington resulted in the 

establishment of Yosemite National Park in 1890.”117  In 1890, the U.S. Congress set 

aside more than 1,500 square miles of "reserved forest lands" through the Yosemite Act, 
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to establish what would soon be known as Yosemite National Park.  The park plans 

included the areas surrounding Yosemite Valley, as well as the Mariposa Grove of Giant 

Sequoias in the southern edge of the park boundaries.   

The success of Muir and Johnson’s plan was immense; however, “Muir knew 

from experience that without close watching, even legally protected wilderness was not 

safe from the utilitarian instinct.”118  He took the lead and urged his friends and followers 

to plan an organization which would exist solely to defend the wildness from the 

utilitarian urge to control natural resources, a characteristic of many of the politicians at 

the time.  Thus, after the formation of Yosemite as a National Park, it became obvious 

that a club or group would be needed to guard the park from the threats Muir predicted.  

In addition to Muir’s fears, there was also a growing need to educate regular Park visitors 

in Muir’s principles of conservation of wilderness so that the public could appreciate 

Yosemite National Park with the appropriate respect and understanding of the land.   

In 1892, directly after the Park was created, the Sierra Club was founded with 

Muir as the first President.  The club initially was comprised of 27 men, dedicated to 

exploring, enjoying and protecting the mountain regions of the pacific coast.  They also 

had goals to enlist public and governmental support in saving the forestland and other 

features in the Sierra Nevada Mountains.  Soon after in 1903, Muir was able to arrange a 

personal meeting with President Theodore Roosevelt in order to have the Yosemite 

Valley and the Mariposa Grove ceded from the state of California's control and included 

in Yosemite National Park in 1906.119  Within its first year of existence, the Sierra Club 
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initiated a conservation campaign that successfully defeated a proposal to reduce the 

boundaries of Yosemite National Park.120 

Though Yellowstone National Park is considered the first American national park, 

most argue that Yellowstone had been formed in 1872 primarily for commercial reasons 

whereas “Yosemite was effectively the first National Park established mainly for 

conservation reasons.”  It was Muir who developed this new national park philosophy for 

conservation and this is one reason why Muir is regarded as the founder of the National 

Park movement. The park has since been used for the enjoyment of the public and has 

been preserved for the sake of the magnificent wilderness, though a number of debates, 

such as the 1913 battle regarding the Hetch Hetchy valley, have been issues of concern.  

Now, the National Park Service is the federal caretaker of Yosemite National Park, 

striking a balance between park preservation, tourism and business.  

In addition to the Yosemite National Park, some other sites in California are 

important in spreading Muir’s legacy today, and they also illustrate interesting points in 

American history.  The Muir Woods and the Muir House, for instance, are both sites 

within California that spread information about Muir’s life and also help the public place 

Muir in historical perspective.  

 

The Muir Woods: A Brief History 

 Muir concentrated most of his efforts on the area of Yosemite National Park, 

though he spent his adult life travelling across the United States, as well as a good deal of 

time travelling abroad.  Though Muir did not have an active role in the protection of what 
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is now Muir Woods, his legendary reputation is what allowed this immense redwood 

preserve to be saved in the early nineteenth century.  

The Muir Woods is a national monument and also part of the Golden Gate 

National Recreation Area.  The park is 12 north of Golden Gate Bridge, a short and 

scenic drive from the bustling city of San Francisco leads one to this incredible redwood 

forest; an interesting juxtaposition between urban and natural environments.  Until the 

1800s, most northern California coastal valleys were covered with redwood trees.  In fact, 

the tract that is now Muir Woods was only spared originally because it was harder to 

access than other coastal redwood areas.121  Most of the easily accessible timber in what 

is now Marin County was logged between 1840 and 1870.122  William Kent, a wealthy 

outdoorsman and congressman purchased the 295 acres for $45,000 in 1905 and 

requested the area be named after John Muir.  Kent “believed in the wisdom of 

preserving wilderness,”123 and was profoundly affected by Muir’s writings about 

conservation of land.  When Kent bought the land, he entrusted it to the federal 

government to be guarded as a national monument, and thus, to be nationally protected 

and utilized as a public space.  On January 8th, 1908 President Roosevelt designated the 

Muir Woods National Monument.  After this dedication, Muir and Kent struck up a 

correspondence in which Muir called the Muir Woods “the best tree lover’s monument 

that could be found in all the forests of the world.”124   

Preservationists “believed they had found a champion in William Kent,” when his 

dedication was announced and “letters poured in from all parts of the country applauding 

                                                             
121 http://www.nps.gov/muwo/ 
122 http://www.visitmuirwoods.com/history.htm 
123 Nash, 172 
124 http://www.nps.gov/muwo/history/names.htm 



 

 

84 

 

him for upholding aesthetic and spiritual values in a materialistic age.”125  Unfortunately, 

when the Hetch Hetchy debate began, Kent and Muir differed in opinion about the fate of 

the Hetch Hetchy valley.  Kent held the same conservation principles that Gifford Pinchot 

had supported and was unable to help Muir in his preservation cause.  In fact, their 

friendship ceased entirely when Kent lobbied extensively for the damming of Hetch 

Hetchy, calling Muir a man “entirely without social sense,” who had “spent so much time 

in the wilderness he had not acquired the social instincts of the average man,”126 insults 

which were aimed to destroy Muir’s reputation. 

 Nevertheless, the Muir Woods remains a testament to Kent’s respect for Muir’s 

zeal and deep belief in preserving wilderness.  The Muir Woods is home of the beautiful 

redwoods, towering above the ground.  The area preserves the last old growth coastal 

redwood forest in the San Francisco Bay Area.  This “canyon of redwoods was never 

logged,” and it is a “forest of mixed age and dead trees supports a biologically rich 

community of plants and animals.”127  Douglas-fir, big-leaf maple, tanbark oak, and 

baylaurel live right next to the giant west coast redwoods and buckeye trees and red 

alders are clustered nearby.128  The “cool moist forest supports a surprising abundance of 

plant and animal life”129 and a variety of research is being done on the species within this 

preserve.  

The Golden Gate National Recreation Area has educational programs as well.  

The National Park Service and the Golden Gate National Recreation Area are “deeply 

committed to young people,” where “conservancy staff partner with educators to design 
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programs linked to school curriculum and education standards.”130   The Muir Woods are 

a testament to the work Muir completed in his lifetime, to his strength and belief in the 

kinship between human beings and nature.  Also, the interesting story highlights the 

tensions inherent within the Hetch Hetchy debate and the changing values concerning 

preservation and conservation. 

 

The John Muir Historic Site: 

 In 1880, John Muir married into the fruit-ranching Strentzel family at age 42.  The 

Martinez home was given to Muir and his bride Louie Strentzel after their marriage and 

the couple had two children here, Wanda and Helen.  Muir would reside in this home 

from 1880 until his death in 1914, although he spent a great deal of time outdoors and 

away from home as well.  After Muir died, his daughters gained possession of the house 

and sold it.  Luckily, rather than have it be privately owned and destroyed, the National 

Park Service was able to convert the area into a National Historic Site to celebrate the late 

life of Muir.   

Upon entering the site, park rangers are available to answer any questions one 

may have about John Muir and should one choose, a video also plays to introduce visitors 

to Muir and his Martinez home.  It can be said that “few people associate raising a family 

and fruit ranching with John Muir, but he thrived at both.”131  Muir, having grown up on 

a Wisconsin farm, knew how to work hard in the fields and was “passionate about 

efficiency, savvy about business and attentive to.. horticultural experiments and 

innovations.”  The Muir family owned 2,600 agricultural acres in Martinez and Muir 
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focused on fruit ranching from 1882 to 1887 to support his family.  Finally, in 1887, Muir 

returned to his conservation efforts and travels to repair his ailing health and make a 

difference.  From his little scribble-den, as he called it, Muir “accomplished many things: 

he battled to prevent Yosemite National Park's Hetch Hetchy Valley from being dammed, 

served as the first president and one of the founders of the Sierra Club, played a 

prominent role in the creation of several national parks, and hundreds of newspaper and 

magazine articles and several books expounding on the virtues of conservation and the 

natural world.”132  

 Besides visiting his home, a visitor can wander to the family adobe (where his 

daughter took up residence), and through the orchards which still surround the home.  In 

addition to the Muir home, Muir is still happily celebrated in his hometown of Martinez.  

A variety of educational and recreational activities go on throughout the year, all related 

to John Muir and his legacy.  Visitors and Muir fans hail from all over the world to see 

Muir’s mansion, and during the school year, students and classes from elementary 

schools to universities tour the house.  John Muir’s Mountain Days, for example, is an 

award-winning epic musical which chronicles Muir’s life and aspirations.   

There is also a John Muir Festival Center, “a gathering place where local, 

regional, national and international communities can meet and celebrate the life and 

enduring philosophy of John Muir.”133  The center wishes to provide educational and 

historic experiences detailing Muir’s life and legacy to the public.  Lastly, there is even a 

John Muir Mountain Day Camp in Martinez, which takes place at the John Muir house.  

Here, young people learn about Muir’s achievements and philosophy, camp, hike, learn 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
131 Muir pamphlet 
132 http://www.nps.gov/jomu/index.htm 



 

 

87 

 

about plant and animal life, read Muir’s writings, and see the Muir musical at the end of 

the week.  On the pamphlet, potential campers are invited to “follow the life and legacy 

of John Muir conservationist, naturalist, writer and Martinez farmer.”134  

 The city of Martinez has gone to lengths to revitalize interest and enthusiasm in 

their most famous citizen.  The city works hand in hand with the National Park Service to 

keep the public aware of Muir’s messages about nature and wildlife and preservation.  

The children’s programs, musicals and interest in the Muir house (attendance for 2003 

numbered 26,800 guests135) all worked to prove my feeling about Muir right.  With 

programs and people working to revive Muir’s philosophies, perhaps new ethics can be 

established in new generations and the public will learn to value nature again.  In the next 

chapter, Muir’s life and writing will be more closely examined, so that the reader may 

better comprehend the scope of Muir’s life and the importance of his writing.  Through 

Muir, it is possible to identify the strength of nature writing as a genre in impacting the 

ethical systems of the public, and in creating positive environmental change. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: 

JOHN MUIR: HIS LIFE AND LEGACY 

"I am hopelessly and forever a mountaineer...Civilization and fever and all the 

morbidness that has been hooted at me has not dimmed my glacial eye, and I care to 

live only to entice people to look at nature's loveliness.  My own special self is 

nothing." 

NEED INTRO TO THIS HERE 

John Muir: A Petite Biography 

Muir’s life is rich with detail and it sheds light upon his role as an environmental 

and literary figure in American history.  Upon acquainting oneself with Muir’s personal 

life, it is possible to gain a better understanding of his views.  Since his death, Muir has 

been the subject of countless biographies, many of which explore his life using a variety 

of perspectives and disciplines.  Some focus on Muir’s young adult life, his religious 

upbringing, or his time in California.  Others speculate about the hypocrisy in Muir’s life, 

his possible racism, or his tense relationships with certain political figures. Though some 

of these angles are more valid than others, it is notable that the discourse on Muir is 

stronger today than ever before.   

The myriad biographies on Muir, as well as the organizations and groups devoted 

to him, indicate that Muir’s popularity has not faltered since his death.  Instead, interest in 

Muir has increased steadily over time, especially in the current era when environmental 

issues and concerns are affected by strongly polarized politics.  While a complete 

biography of Muir is unfortunately beyond the scope of this project, it is beneficial to 

review important events in his life that may be of use in understanding or better 

appreciating his writings.   
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Boyhood and Wisconsin: 

Muir was born on April 21st, 1838 in Dunbar, Scotland.  The Muir family 

emigrated to the United States in 1849, settling in Portage, Wisconsin.  In the first part of 

the nineteenth century, a large number of Scottish emigrants went into Upper Canada and 

to the heavily forested American states such as Michigan and Wisconsin in search of 

plentiful land with good resources.  Daniel Muir went for business purposes, as well as 

religious intentions.  Much attention is paid to Muir’s childhood, under the guidance of 

his stern Calvinist father, Daniel Muir.   Thomas Lyon, points out “four major formative 

influences can be discerned in the early years: a natural boy’s love of running free in the 

fields; a rather fiercely demanding and physically violent... constant contest with rival 

boys; a rigid education apparently based on rote memorization; and finally, the cold and 

harsh religious disciplines of the Calvinist father.”136  John’s father was particularly 

controlling in Muir’s activities and childhood development.   

Daniel Muir was an “extreme literalist as far as the Bible was concerned” who 

“could not look without suspicion upon [John’s] scientific studies” and who regarded 

John’s interest in the wild as “little less than sinful.”137  Daniel worked his family on the 

Muir farm from dusk till dawn, pushing his children to great lengths both physically and 

emotionally.  Muir was forced into hard labor on the family farm for most of his young 

adult life.  That he “survived the relentless severity with which his father held him to 

adult labor when he was a mere boy probably was due less to his physical vitality than to 

the buoyancy of his temperament,”138 and his perceptive, kind soul.  Since John was the 

eldest child, the largest part of the workload fell on him, and any “act of disobedience or 
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simple, playful forgetfulness” meant whippings that were “outrageously severe, and 

utterly barren of fun.”139   

In The Story of My Boyhood and Youth, Muir points out the strict upbringing he 

experienced under the parental rules of Daniel Muir.  He says “father made me learn so 

many Bible verses every day that by the time I was eleven years of age I had three-

fourths of the Old Testament and all of the New by heart and by sore flesh.”140  There are 

many indications in The Story of My Boyhood and Youth that the severe and hardworking 

childhood Muir experienced led him to a greater appreciation of other creatures and other 

lands.  Additionally, Muir’s very religious background made him deeply spiritual person 

in later years, but one who openly questioned his father’s strict religious beliefs as well as 

his own faith.  Muir says in his book:   

Of the many advantages of farm life for boys one of the greatest is the gaining a 
real knowledge of animals as fellow-mortals, learning to respect them and love 
them, and even to win some of their love.  Thus godlike sympathy grows and 
thrives and spreads far beyond the teachings of churches and schools, where too 
often the mean, blinding, loveless doctrine is taught that animals have neither 
mind nor soul, have no right that we are bound to respect, and were made only for 
man, to be petted, spoiled, slaughtered or enslaved.141 
 

 Muir’s early love of wilderness and respect for all living creatures are definite 

signals of his environmental values.  Even in his childhood, it is possible to view Muir as 

a person well aware of his natural surroundings, interested and amazed by the world 

around him.  Muir was also an inquisitive person; he crafted various inventions as a 

young adult, and took his work to the state fair in Madison, Wisconsin in 1860.  His 

inventions were well respected and he was awarded various prizes and accolades.   
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The same year, he entered the University of Wisconsin.  It should be noted that 

while in college, Muir’s marks were very high and he had a voracious appetite for 

anything intellectual.  He gobbled up literature, poetry, science, and all things that had 

been banned in his religious household as a child.  John remembered his father saying, 

“the Bible is the only book human beings can possibly require throughout all the journey 

from earth to heaven,” and refusing any literature in the house, as well denying his 

children any recreation time between work and sleep.  As a student at the university, 

Muir had “a great and sudden discovery that the poetry of the Bible, Shakespeare and 

Milton was a source of inspiring, exhilarating, uplifting pleasure” and he “became 

anxious to know all the poets, and saved up small sums to buy as many of their books as 

possible,” without his father’s knowledge.  Though his marks were high and he was a 

good scholar, John left the university after three years to travel the northern United States 

and upper Canada, taking odd jobs along his way.  This marks a period in Muir’s life of 

deep introspection, rough adventuring, and the beginning forms of some of Muir’s most 

beloved writings.  Below is a photograph of Muir taken in 1872. 
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Independence and Discovery: 

In 1867 while working late at a carriage parts shop in Indianapolis, Muir suffered 

a severe injury to his right eye, which lost a good deal of the aqueous humor, causing 

eyesight in both eyes to fade.  The injury left him blind and bed-ridden for a month, 

cooped up in a dark room.  Indeed, most commentators on Muir’s life “have interpreted 

the accident as leading to a decisive resolution of the dilemmas with which he had been 

struggling, by turning him away from a life of machines and toward a life of seeing 

‘God’s beauty’ in the natural world.”142   

During this time, it is necessary to mention the deep connections Muir made with 

other human beings, especially seen through his poignant letter writing.  In fact, “in the 

face of this disorientation and suffering” Muir “longed above all for human support and 

presence, and he found it in the women and children who read and spoke to him... as well 

as in letters to and from his family and friends.”143  Some people largely unfamiliar with 

Muir’s life tend to perceive him as a wild, rambling mountain man, obsessed with the 

wilderness and unable to carry on real human relationships.  On the contrary, Muir’s deep 

connections and relationships with friends and family are a key aspect to his life story, 

and his letter writing in particular became a very important tool for his environmental 

campaign later in life.   

Muir regained his eyesight after much care, and afterwards, he rejected his initial 

plans to go to medical school, and instead decided to travel and explore the American 

wilderness.  Muir’s “accident and recovery came to transform his patterns of 
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experiencing nature on an immediate, even bodily level.”144  He took “great delights in 

the actual feelings of climbing, touching and walking, as well as in the play and presence 

of light,” so that his descriptions of nature in his writings and letters became more tactile 

and more visual than before.  Indeed, Muir’s eye injury led him to value the beauty of 

nature in a way he had never before experienced, and this “newness within himself may 

have opened him up to a deeper experience with the natural bodies he encountered,” 

 leading to an overall change in his environmental values and writing style.   

 At this time, Muir began his famous thousand-mile walk from Indianapolis to the 

Gulf of Mexico, chronicled in his book A Thousand-Mile Walk to the Gulf.  During this 

walking adventure, Muir started to record some of his most important environmental 

philosophies, which he refined and reevaluated throughout his life.  Firstly, Muir 

analyzed at length the intrinsic value of all life forms, questioning the dominance and 

recklessness of human beings in nature.  He said: 

The world, we are told, was made especially for man-- a presumption not 
supported by all the facts.  A numerous class of men are painfully astonished 
whenever they find anything, living or dead, in all God’s universe, which they 
cannot eat or render in some way what they call useful to themselves.  Now, it 
never seems to occur to these far-seeing teachers that Nature’s object in making 
animals and plants might possible be first of all the happiness of each one of 
them, not the creation of all for the happiness of one. Why should man value 
himself as more than a small part of the one great unit of creation? The universe 
would be most incomplete without man; but it would also be incomplete without 
the smallest transmicroscopic creature that dwells beyond our conceitful eyes and 
knowledge.145   
 

Muir’s idea that human beings are one small part of a comprehensive, larger unit 

is a sign of his early interest in the transcendental philosophy, though here he applies his 

own unique perspective on the significance of biodiversity and the importance of intrinsic 
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value.  He also emphasizes the unity between human beings and nature when he urges 

people to explore the wilderness; he says, “presently you lose all consciousness of you 

own separate existence: you blend with the landscape, and become part and parcel of 

nature.”146   

In the months that passed between Indiana and Florida, Muir developed the 

dangerous habit of wandering and sleeping outdoors and he struggled to find enough food 

and water during his voyage.  In Florida, after months of travel, Muir fell ill with 

Typhoid.  He suffered from a “strange, dull headache,” followed by a rising fever as he 

was walking into town.  Muir says “ I rose, staggered, and fell, I know not how many 

times, in delirious bewilderment, gasping, throbbing with only moments of 

consciousness,” until “after a desperate struggle, immediately became oblivious to 

everything.”  Muir’s illness is notable in two ways: first, it reflects his remarkable 

fortitude as an explorer and adventurer, hinting at his ability to persist in difficult 

situations.  Also, his horrible physical condition forced him to cancel his initial plans to 

travel through South America.  Instead, Muir sailed to Cuba, up the West Coast, and 

landed in San Francisco in 1868 to explore his second choice of wilderness, the Sierra 

Nevada mountains.   

Muir spent the next ten years of his life studying, exploring and working in the 

Sierra Nevada region, especially in and around the Yosemite Valley.  In 1869, his first 

year in the Sierra, Muir worked as a ranch hand and ferryman and sheepherder.  He also 

spent his time reading science volumes, cataloguing and recording animal, plant and 
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flower species, and noting the geographical features of the region.  Such observations are 

duly noted in his My First Summer in the Sierra.   

Though Muir worked as a sheepherder, he came to despise the sheep or “hoofed 

locusts” as he called them, and their detrimental effects on the land.  Later, Muir’s “direct 

observation of the devastating effect of shepherding in the High Sierra was to become an 

important factor in his campaign to expel the trampling, devouring hordes from the 

mountains.”147  One event that was particularly significant for Muir was when Ralph 

Waldo Emerson visited Yosemite Valley in May of 1871.  Though Muir was just thirty-

three, and Emerson was nearing the end of his life at age sixty-eight, the two shared a 

warm friendship during the visit and afterwards, in correspondence that lasted until 

Emerson’s death.  The experience was not only important for Muir, in that he had long 

admired the work of Emerson, but it is possible to discern a specific transcendental tone 

in Muir’s writing around this time, one which was inevitably influenced by Emerson’s 

writing and philosophy.  Eventually, “as his later writings show, Muir came to be more 

successful in creating his own voice, a fusion of Emersonian images, scientific insight, 

and Muir’s own religious faith and fervor.”148 

Also during this time, Muir’s explorations of Yosemite led him to create a 

controversial (but correct) theory of the glacial origin of Yosemite Valley in 1871.  Muir 

recorded his glacial observations at various points in his journals.  One such entry, while 

at Lake Tenaya, said: 

Took a walk on the glacier-polished pavements along the north shore, and 
climbed the magnificent mountain rock at the east end of the lake, now shining in the late 
afternoon light. Almost every yard of its surface shows the scoring and polishing action 
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of a great glacier that enveloped it and swept heavily over its summit . . . This majestic, 
ancient ice flood came from the eastward, as the scoring and crushing of the surface 
shows. Even below the waters of the lake the rock in some places is still grooved and 
polished; the lapping of the waves and their disintegrating action have not as yet 
obliterated even the superficial marks of glaciation. In climbing the steepest polished 
places I had to take off shoes and stockings. A fine region this for study of glacial action 
in mountain-making.  

 

Muir’s work was received with scorn and bitter hatred from Professor J.D. 

Whitney, a California State Geologist, who had formulated a different theory prior to 

Muir’s.  Whitney attributed the giant valleys and canyons in California to steam erosion.  

Though Whitney accused Muir of being an untrained “sheepherder” unable of making 

scientific discovery, other distinguished scientists of the time supported Muir’s theory.  In 

fact, Professor Joseph Leconte, a well-respected geologist who explored Yosemite with 

Muir in 1870, praised Muir’s accurate observations.  Leconte wrote the paper “Some 

Ancient Glaciers of the Sierra” in September of 1872, crediting Muir with the 

discoveries, and propelling Muir into certain fame for his glacial theory.   

In 1871 and 1872, Muir began to write for various publications, thus starting his 

career as a writer.  He sent several serials to the New York Tribune, including “Yosemite 

Glaciers,” “Yosemite in Winter,” and “Yosemite in Spring.”  Here, he officially and 

publicly published his glacial theory on the origin of Yosemite Valley.  Also in April 

1872, “he began a series of contributions to the Overland Monthly,” including “Yosemite 

Valley in Flood” which excited “instant and widespread interest”149 among the general 

public and was followed by additional articles.   

Muir left the Sierra temporarily to complete these writings, living in Oakland, 

California.  Though the mountains were his preferred place of residence, “Muir needed 
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direct contact with the editor,”150 of the Overland Monthly and also with literary and 

scientific minds.  Many people assume Muir would rather have stumbled about in the 

mountains, never speaking to another human again, living off twigs and sunshine.  On the 

contrary, Muir struggled with loneliness while in the Sierra, the same way he struggled 

with it while in metropolitan cities.  While in the Sierra, Muir wrote in his journal: “there 

are perhaps souls that never weary, that always go on unhalting and glad, tuneful and 

songful as mountain water.  Not so, weary hungry me. In all God’s mountain mansions, I 

find no human sympathy, and I hunger.”151  Muir worked hard to balance his immersion 

in the mountains with his time with cherished human friends, and it should be noted that 

Muir had many deep friendships that he depended upon throughout his life.   

While living in Oakland, Muir “labored hard and continuously with his pen 

throughout the winter and following spring and summer.”152  He completed his seven 

“Studies of the Sierra” articles as well as a paper titled “Studies in the Formation of 

Mountains in the Sierra Nevada” for the American Association for the Advancement of 

Science.  He also produced articles on “Wild Sheep of California” and “Byways of 

Yosemite Travel.”  In this way, Muir began his writing career through a series of 

scientific articles, which now became his major source of income.   

After he won the respect of much of the scientific community with his glacial 

theory, his scientific studies and various sketches of the Yosemite region, as well as his 

eloquent writing style, were in high demand.  Muir also accepted an invitation from his 

friend William Keith to speak at the Literary Institute in Sacramento in January of 1876.  

Though Muir was terribly nervous, he spoke to the audience about the necessity of forest 
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preservation and the need for the public to reevaluate they way they thought about nature.  

Muir’s speech was a tremendous success, reaching a wide audience, and he proceeded to 

make many more speeches throughout California and write many more articles.  It is said 

that “organizations and individuals vied with each other to secure his attendance at public 

and private gatherings.”  Muir struggled to write his articles, suffering from writer’s 

block on many occasions, but he continually fulfilled his contracts with magazines and 

his celebrity continued to grow.  Indeed, “the remarkable series which he wrote during 

the late seventies for Harper’s Magazine and Scribner’s Monthly are conclusive of his 

power.”153  The series included the article “The Humming-Bird of the California 

Waterfalls” which garnered much public attention, fan mail, and critical praise. 

Muir, however, became restless, lonely and ill when living in a metropolitan area, 

and so his travels and explorations began again, through Alaska in 1879.  Now, he was 

able to support his research trip through writing a series of articles based on his 

adventures.  His Alaskan voyage was chronicled through his eleven articles to the San 

Francisco Evening Bulletin: “written on the spot, they preserve the freshness of his first 

impressions, and were read with breathless interest by an ever-enlarging circle of 

readers.”154  Towards the end of Muir’s life, these eleven articles documenting his time in 

Alaska were used along with his personal journals to create his book Travels in Alaska.   

 

Muir’s Family Life and Later Years: An Environmental Crusade 

It was around this time that Muir met, courted and married Louie Wanda 

Strentzel, an educated and independent daughter of an eminent horticulturist in 
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California, Dr. John Strentzel.  Despite his budding romance with Louie Wanda, Muir 

left for his Alaskan voyage and postponed their marriage until after his return.  Shortly 

after their marriage in 1880, the Muir couple had two children, Wanda and Helen.  For 

their wedding present, the Strentzels gave the couple the Strentzel family original ranch 

house on a large piece of property in Martinez, California.  There is “little doubt that 

Louie Wanda Stentzel had a good deal to do with the liberation of Muir’s talents during 

1877 and 1878.”155   She encouraged him to travel and to write, and her father’s wealth 

and stability gave John the security of a steady job to support his more unconventional 

interests.  Muir went into partnership with Dr. Strentzel and managed the fruit farm in 

Martinez with success.  It should be noted that Muir was not in poverty at the time of his 

marriage; rather, he was earning up to 250 dollars for each of his magazine articles and 

was gaining popularity among the public.   

There was a period of ten years in which Muir dedicated himself to the 

development of the fruit ranch and to the development of his family in Martinez.  

Through his years of fruit ranching and domestic life, Muir’s travels took him to Alaska 

several more times, and later in life he was also able to visit Australia, South America, 

Africa, Europe, China, and Japan.  He returned again and again to the Sierra Nevada and 

devoted much of his time to the preservation of many of its features.  Muir said of this 

time period: 

For ten years I was engaged in fruit-raising in the Alhambra Valley, near 
Martinez, cleaning land, planting vineyards and orchard, and selling the fruit, 
until I had more money than I thought I would ever need for my family or for all 
expenses of travel and study, however far or however long continued.  But this 
farm work never seriously interrupted my studies.  Every spring when the snow 
on the mountains had melted, until the approach of winter, my explorations were 
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pushed farther and farther.  After these ten years I sold part of the farm and leased 
the balance, so as to devote the rest of my life, as carefree as possible, to travel 
and study.  Thus, in 1891, I was again free from the farm and all bread winning 
cares. 
 

 Though some attribute this period in Muir’s life to domesticity and a stifled 

writing career, it is here Muir established family roots, ties which were of the utmost 

importance to him throughout his life.  It is in Muir’s later life, however, that his 

environmental activism became a central force in his life.  Though his literary 

productivity slowed, Muir’s conservation work was brewing in his time at home, 

especially as he realized the need for a group to support the protection of wilderness  

areas.  Muir was making connections in his journal between preservation and public 

policy, and he noted the importance of public opinion in matters of legislation.  In later 

years, Muir turned more seriously to writing, publishing over 300 articles and 10 major 

non-fiction books that recounted his travels, his philosophies, and his pleas for 

preservation.156  Below, a photograph of Muir at his desk in Martinez. 
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Muir published an article in 1876 on forest destruction entitled “God’s First 

Temples” in the Sacramento Daily Union, urging the protection of the giant sequoia.   

In 1889, Muir met the editor of the Century magazine, Robert Underwood Johnson.  The 

two men created a plan for the establishment of Yosemite National Park.  In order to 

support the project, “it was agreed that [Muir] contribute a series of articles to the 

Century, setting forth the beauties of the region,” including the 1890 articles “The 

Treasures of Yosemite” and “Features of the Proposed Yosemite National Park.”  In these 

articles, Muir drew attention to the devastation of mountain meadows and forested areas 

by sheep and cattle grazing.  He also detailed the region’s aesthetic beauty, aiming his 

arguments based on his target audience.  Among “his eastern readership, Muir had two 

specific audiences in mind: general readers and congressional legislators.”157   Muir 

“succeeded in his Century articles in transforming his readers’ imaginative experience of 

scenic grandeur into an obligation to support preservationist legislation.”158 The 

magazine “was an ideal vehicle for Muir’s crusade, giving his views national recognition 

and a certain political power.”159  Muir’s use of forceful and beautiful imagery can be 

seen in the way he praises the transformative power of nature in “Treasures of 

Yosemite”: 

From the heights on the margins of these glorious forests we at length gain our 
first general view of the valley-- a view that breaks suddenly upon us in all its glory far 
and wide and deep; a new revelation in landscape affairs that goes far to make the 
weakest and meanest spectator rich and significant evermore. 
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Both articles garnered strong public support (as well as the attention of 

legislators) towards the concept of a national park in the Sierras.   Underwood “armed 

with these articles and the public sentiment created by them” went to the House 

Committee on Public Lands to urge the establishment of a national park based on the 

boundaries outlined by Muir.  On October 1st, 1890, a bill introduced in Congress by 

General William Vandever included the limits of the park as outlined by Muir, and the 

Yosemite National Park was created.  A “troop of cavalry immediately came to guard the 

new park; the ‘hoofed locusts’ were expelled, and the flowers and undergrowth gradually 

returned to the meadows and forests.”160   

 Once the Yosemite National Park was established, Muir saw the need to start an 

association for preserving California’s natural wonders.  He argued for legislation that 

would create more forest reserves and protected areas.  In 1891, Congress passed an act 

empowering the President to create forest reserves.  Muir’s “view that Yosemite could be 

much more ably defended by an association than by one man speaking alone,” was 

shared with several of his closest friends, colleagues and leading environmental figures in 

California.  Indeed, the “park campaign also led to a permanent organization of its 

friends.”161  He worked with Johnson, as well as George Bird Grinnell, Arnold Hague, 

Joseph Leconte and William D. Armes to create the Sierra Club on May 28th, 1892.  The 

club, comprised initially of 27 men from northern California, held official meetings in 

San Francisco and elected Muir as president, a position he kept until his death in 1914.  

By 1892, the club had 182 new members, and membership rose so quickly that by 1908, 

over 1,000 people had joined the Sierra Club.  Muir’s organization went quickly to work, 
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namely to save Yosemite National Park from various threats and attacks.  Bills were 

introduced to reduce the size of Yosemite, to allow drilling and timber logging, and to 

allow stockmen to run their sheep and cattle on public lands, but the Sierra Club 

effectively squashed these efforts.  Muir and his Sierra Club also played a pivotal role in 

the creation of other protected areas, such as Sequoia, Mount Rainier, Petrified Forest, 

and Grand Canyon national parks. Indeed, from “that day on, the idea of conserving land 

for no other use than to observe and ponder its beauty established a grassroots footing 

that became one of the most powerful political tools in the country.”162   

The Sierra Club continued to champion preservationist causes, and Muir 

immediately started writing and shaping his essays for The Mountains of California, 

which was published in 1894.  The book became an enormous hit and firmly established 

Muir as both a writer and an activist. Muir’s books worked in conjunction with his public 

notoriety so that he could effectively gather support for preservationist causes.  Though 

Muir is “better remembered today as a nature writer than as a scientist or as a political 

activist,” Muir was all three, which “points to the difficulty of evaluating the elements of 

Muir’s legacy in isolation from one another, so tightly were they woven together in his 

life.”163  Many historians and Muir biographers consider this period in time to be the real 

beginning of the conservation movement.  The “first public alarms about endangered 

wildlife, trees, rivers, and wilderness were raised by enthusiasts like Muir who might take 

firmly practical ground in arguing their cases but who acted ultimately from a love of 

unspoiled nature.”  So, when Muir detailed the benefits of Sierra forests as preventing 

soil erosion and protecting species, “what really piqued him was the wanton blasphemy 
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of cutting down a sequoia grove that predated the Christian era.”  In other words, 

conservation erupted from the blending of emotional sentiments and moral values with 

the hard sciences. At this time, Muir was completed work on Our National Parks, a book 

comprised of his contributions to the Century concerning the national parks, which was 

published in 1901.   

Around this time, Muir continued his writings and toured the country giving 

speeches and gathering public support for his various causes.  Among his greatest 

passions were trees, and Muir worked to establish forest reserves for much of his career 

as a literary and environmental figure.  As early as 1876, Muir had argued for the 

development of a forestry commission to investigate the welfare of the nation’s trees.  

Twenty years after his idea, in 1896, a commission was appointed to report on the state of 

the nation’s forest.  Muir traveled west with the new Forestry Commission, including the 

young Gifford Pinchot, to examine the nation’s forest lands.   Though Muir and Pinchot  

became friends while surveying problems in the western forest reserves, there were 

“inherent, fundamental differences between these two in their appreciation of nature and 

its trees, and these surfaced” when the commission made their recommendations about 

western reserves and later on, during the Hetch Hetchy debate.    

Though Muir and Pinchot were originally friends, the dramatic end of their 

relationship is well recorded by Muir biographers and historians alike.  It is said that in 

1897, Muir read a newspaper article attributing an opinion by Pinchot that sheep grazing 

in forested areas did little harm.  Muir took a strong stance on sheep grazing in forest 

lands, having observed himself the devastating effect sheepherding had on mountain 

meadows and forests.  Muir confronted Pinchot in a hotel lobby, surrounded by hordes of 



 

 

105 

 

news media, and asked Pinchot, “Are you correctly quoted here?”  When Pinchot replied 

that he was indeed correctly quoted, Muir said, “Then I don’t want anything more to do 

with you.”164  From then on, “Muir went on a crusade for the preservation of wilderness, 

while Pinchot campaigned for utilitarian use of public lands.”  The “deepening schism 

between Muir and Pinchot eventually grew into the great split between the preservation 

wing and the utilitarian wing of the conservation movement,” where Muir and Pinchot 

became “the major antagonists on the issue of the Hetch Hetchy Valley.”165 

After Muir’s fallout with Pinchot, he began writing many articles on forest 

preservation, including “Forest Reservations and National Parks” and “The American 

Forests” in 1897.  Muir’s rhetoric in this effort was highly persuasive and forceful.  In 

“The American Forests” Muir wrote: 

Any fool can destroy trees. They cannot run away; and if they could, they would 
still be destroyed-- chased and hunted down as long as fun or a dollar could be got 
out of their bark hides. Branching horns, or magnificent bole backbones. Few that 
fell trees plant them; nor would planting avail much towards getting back 
anything like the noble primeval forests. It took more than three thousand years to 
make some of the trees in these Western woods-- trees that are still standing in 
perfect strength and beauty, waving and singing in the mighty forests of the 
Sierra. Through all the wonderful, eventful centuries since Christ’s time – and 
long before that- God has cared for these trees, saved them from drought, disease, 
avalanches, and a thousand straining, leveling tempests and floods; but he cannot 
save them from fools -- only Uncle Sam can do that.  
 

Muir’s writing here is notable in that he makes a call to action amidst his angry 

tirade about forest depletion.  Muir uses religious sentiments in his comments about the 

age of the big trees, calling them “primeval,” older than Christ and arguing that God 

tended to them before the inept human race appeared.  He uses vivid imagery to describe 
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the trees, drawing a stark contrast between the noble, spectacular trees and the “fools” 

who carelessly chop trees down.  Muir’s furious tone can also be seen in a later passage: 

Mere destroyers, tree-killers, spreading death and confusion in the fairest groves 
and garden ever planted, let the government hasten them out and make an end of them.  
For it must be told, again and again, and be burningly borne in mind, that just now, while 
protective measures are being deliberated languidly, destruction and use are speeding on 
faster and farther each day.  The axe and saw are insanely busy, chips are flying thick as 
snowflakes, and every summer thousands of acres of priceless forests... are vanishing 
away in clouds of smoke, which except in national parks, not one forest guard is 
employed. 
  

Muir’s powerful rhetoric stirred the public to action, but his poetic language is 

what drew people to him and made his message all the more eloquent.  Muir continued to 

use his writings as a method of galvanizing public support for forest and land 

preservation.  His published materials reached beyond the public arena into the political 

sphere as well.  Indeed, his work in The Mountains of California and Our National Parks 

drew him to the attention of President Theodore Roosevelt, a nature lover himself.  

Roosevelt held the vice presidency for less than a year, taking over the presidency after 

President McKinley was assassinated September 1901.  He was reelected to a full term as 

president in 1904, and was the first conservationist president in office.  In 1903, Muir led 

Roosevelt on a private tour through Yosemite National Park, namely around the 

Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove of giant sequoia trees.  Though Roosevelt told 

Muir, “I want to drop politics absolutely for four days, and just be out in the open with 

you,”166 Muir hoped he “might be able to do some forest good in freely talking around 

the campfire” with Roosevelt about the plight of protected forestlands and national parks.   

When Roosevelt emerged from Yosemite, he “returned to his official duties as a 

changed man, or at least a man whose public statement revealed Muir’s considerable 
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influence.”167  Aside from approving the establishment of the Yosemite National Park, 

Roosevelt was responsible for fifty-five wildlife reserves, sixteen national monuments, 

150 national forests and five new national parks as President.168  Through close 

correspondence with Muir, Roosevelt instigated one of the most innovative and 

remarkable conservation programs during the progressive era. Roosevelt, however, also 

had a close relationship with Gifford Pinchot, who advised him on matters of forest 

conservation.  In 1905, Pinchot became the first head of the U.S. Forest Service, applying 

his utilitarian beliefs and achieving much success.  The “sprawling success of Pinchot 

and his agency spread his version of conservation over the entire range of federal 

conservation policy,” a disturbing and tragic happening for Muir.  In addition to the 

growing power of Pinchot, Muir suffered the death of his father, his father-in-law, and 

later on, his wife Louie Wanda died in 1905.  Overall, 1905 was a very difficult year for 

Muir. 

Shortly thereafter, in 1908, James Garfield, then Secretary of the Interior, granted 

a permit to the city of San Francisco to convert the Hetch Hetchy valley into a dam for 

the city’s water use.  At 70 years of age, Muir conducted “a nationwide campaign to save 

Hetch Hetchy through a book, The Yosemite, and through magazines, pamphlets, and 

letters and the defeat was a major disappointment to him.”169  The issue gained national 

prominence; in fact, “several hundred newspapers, as well as several leading magazines 

like the Century and the Atlantic Monthly, joined the issue with editorials and articles, 
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mostly on behalf of preservation.”170  Because Hetch Hetchy has already been analyzed, 

it will not be necessary to go into further detail on this debate.  It should be noted, 

however, that Muir fought very hard to save the Hetch Hetchy Valley.  After the defeat, 

he returned to his writing again, gathering old notes and compiling his journals into full-

length books.  A year after the Hetch Hetchy debate, Muir grew ill and died at a Los 

Angeles hospital. 

Muir’s life story exhibits a man who continually walked his own path and fought 

for his beliefs.  Muir’s story is one full of inspiration, passion and activism.   As he said 

in The Story of my Boyhood and Youth: 

 Anyhow, I wandered away on a glorious botanical and geological excursion, 
which has lasted nearly fifty years and is not yet completed, always happy and free, poor 
and rich, without thought of a diploma or of making a name, urged on and on through 
endless, inspiring, Godful beauty. 
 
 An examination of Muir’s life helps to understand his place as a writer and as an 

environmental activist.  There is much to learn about Muir through a study of the events 

in his life and there is even more to learn about his writing style, a subject that will be 

delved into shortly. 

 

The Life of John Muir: A Dialogue between Scholars  

John Muir is a famous and interesting environmental, historical and literary figure 

in America.  His writings and his work have influenced millions of people, from those he 

interacted with in his lifetime, to people living more than a century after he died.  His 

lifestyle, writings and influence certainly garner a good deal of attention and praise, and it 

is natural that a variety of biographical sketches have been written about Muir over time.  
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Though a biography of Muir in relation to his writing career has been offered, it will be 

helpful to look at the current state of discourse in regards to Muir’s life.  In looking at the 

life of Muir, the main issues raised by scholars concern his childhood and religious 

upbringing, his personal connections to family and friends, and his environmental 

writings and work.  There are many ways to analyze Muir’s writings and reassess his 

talents or lifestyle, all of which could possibly help illuminate his influence in America. 

The issues most central to the earlier scholarship on Muir’s life are his religious 

background and his childhood and young adult life.  The majority of scholars agree that 

Muir’s continuing influence can best be understood through a more personal look at his 

life.  Examinations of his personal life include studies of his relationships, his letter 

writing, and his family ties.  Linnie Marsh Wolfe, in her 1945 biography, offers a distinct 

position on Muir in that she focuses attention on his familial relationships, both in his 

youth and in his later life as a husband and father.  Marsh follows Muir from his ancestral 

home in Scotland, through his early years in the Wisconsin wilderness, to his exploration 

to California and his life afterwards. Wolfe flushes out his character, noting the specific 

moments in his boyhood that would have consequence later in his life, as well as the 

relationships he had both as a young man and as an established writer. Wolfe, like many 

Muir fans tend to do, praises Muir as a god-like figure, who balanced his growing 

celebrity with his parental duties, farm work and environmental leadership. 

In his own analysis of Wolfe’s Son of the Wilderness: The Life of John Muir, 

Steven J. Holmes, another Muir scholar, speaks of its importance in sparking renewed 

interest in John Muir at the time of its publication. Wolfe’s emphasis on Muir as a man, 

Holmes says, revitalized the conservation movement.  Holmes also studies Muir in a way 
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that sheds light on his personality and lifestyle, namely his childhood and his religious 

family.  In recent times, scholars have turned attention on certain periods of Muir’s life, 

signaling a newer trend in understanding Muir, one that seeks to understand the personal 

development Muir underwent throughout his life. Newer biographers and Muir scholars 

are breaking down parts of Muir’s life and reanalyzing them for a new audience, a new 

generation.  He concentrates on Muir in a more personal way, namely his religious 

upbringing.  In this case, Holmes studies the early life of Muir in both Scotland and 

Wisconsin up to his initial decision to head to America’s West.  Holmes argues that there 

are myriad ways to study and understand the effects of religion on Muir, spotting studies 

on his writing as an example, where various scholars have asserted his use of Buddhist, 

Christian, transcendentalism, and mysticism alike!   

Religion played a serious role in Muir’s early development and in his early 

appreciation of nature, as well as in his strenuous childhood and in the strained 

relationship he had with his father.  Daniel Muir, a devout Presbyterian, practiced harsh 

discipline on his children.  Daniel, considered a stern religious zealot, was especially 

intolerant of any deviance from his ideology and rule.  Muir adopted a strong sense of 

religion and spirituality, but questioned the doctrines his father imposed on the family.  

Instead, Muir incorporated a new spirituality, appreciative of nature and tolerant of all 

creatures, later in his life.  Holmes says Muir’s spirituality became a necessary 

component of the conservation movement and of nature writing, connecting issues of 

religion to issues of his writing and his environmental legacy. 

In dealing with the issue of Muir’s religion and childhood, Holmes sets forth an 

“environmental biography,” a new vision of the way Muir reacted to his environments, 
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whether his home environment or his natural surroundings, in his early life.  Holmes 

defines the term ‘environmental biography’ as a “richly textured account of the 

development of his patterns of relationship with the specific environments-- natural, 

domestic and built-- in which he lived and moved and had his being over the course of 

his lifetime.”171  Holmes centers on Muir’s early life and also focuses on the inner 

dimensions of Muir, offering a historical, environmental and developmental biography 

that connects Muir’s childhood to his writings later in life. This position is similar to 

Turner’s in that there is a connection between his religious childhood and the way 

religion enters into his writings later in life. 

William Frederic Bade, another Muir scholar, explores the connections Muir had 

with friends and family, as well as the way his writings have shaped his legacy.  Bade 

was Muir’s most prominent biographer and reviewer.  His book The Life and Letters of 

John Muir is another early biographical resource written in 1924.  Bade cites Muir’s 

letters directly to allow for a better understanding of the “charm of Muir’s personality and 

the spontaneity of his nature enthusiasms.”172  Bade places emphasis on Muir’s public 

service, his activism, his selfless crusade for various environmental campaigns and his 

endless writings about the sanctity of the environment.  Through a close look at Muir 

journal and letter writing, Bade emphasizes Muir as a skilled explorer and a keen 

observer of nature, as well as a passionate family man.  His letters to his siblings as a 

young man, and his letters to his wife, children and friends later in life show his personal 

sentiments.  His correspondence with Emerson, Roosevelt and other important political 
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and historical figures reveal his influence, his passion for nature, his ability to get other 

people excited about the environment.  

Like Bade, Frederick Turner is primarily concerned with the issue of Muir’s 

writings.  Turner discusses how Muir’s writings have influenced public opinion over 

time.  While remaining on the issue of Muir’s writing, Turner examines the ways in 

which Muir’s essays, articles and writings fit into his life.  Whereas Wolfe traces Muir’s 

childhood back to his Scottish birth, Turner briefly turns to Muir’s childhood in 

Wisconsin, only mentioning Muir’s Scottish heritage in passing. This shifting of issues 

points to the fact that while Muir’s very early life in Scotland is still of interest to the avid 

Muir scholar, over time more weight has been placed on the bulk of Muir’s remaining 

childhood in America, where his early environmental thinking was rooted.  Even more 

emphasis in placed now on Muir’s adulthood in California.  

And most importantly, Turner engages in a type of literary analysis in his 

biography, with a concentration on the writing Muir produced and the effects it had 

among the American public. Muir’s writings are placed within their appropriate contexts; 

for example, in discussing the Hetch Hetchy controversy, the commencement of the 

National Park system and Muir’s various struggles for forest preservation, Turner applies 

Muir’s writing to these events with an analysis of their importance and success.  In this 

way, Turner allows readers to view Muir in terms of his writing and his active struggle 

for environmental sanctity.  Turner says his picture of “Muir will point not only to that 

past in which he lived; it will point also at our present in which we are making the future, 

for here is where John Muir must have his meaning for us.”173  This is an important point; 
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Muir is widely used as an example of the ability to create change through passion in a 

cause.  If people in contemporary times are exposed to Muir’s writings, they will gain a 

better appreciation of nature and of the past.  Beyond this, if people are exposed to Muir’s 

interesting life, they will make better choices about the kinds of lives they themselves 

wish to lead.    

Through the work of key biographers, Muir’s life has become increasingly 

accessible.  The scholarship in this matter is fascinating and it leads to a more 

comprehensive dialogue about Muir’s environmental efforts, victories and failures.  

Through a careful look at such biographical analyses, it is possible to see the variety of 

angles and perspectives that scholars have taken on Muir over the last century.  In this 

dialogue on his life, scholars study Muir’s childhood and religious upbringing; his 

personal correspondence; and his writings. All of these issues add to the growing 

conversation on the life of Muir, and the positions various scholars take in evaluating 

Muir’s life help readers gain a more comprehensive and complete idea of his significance 

in American history and in the progression of the environmental movement. 

 

Muir’s Writings and Writing Style:   

 As previously noted, Muir’s writing has received much critical attention in the 

past and in the present.  His style of writing is extremely unique within the genre of 

nature writing and in the larger context of literature.  Muir’s writing and writing style 

have been discussed in Chapter Two and within his petite biography, but it is helpful to 

explore some aspects in slightly more depth.  Muir’s writing was strongly influenced by 

the transcendental philosophy, and many of his general ideas hail from the earlier works 
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of Emerson and Thoreau.  Religious rhetoric and a passionate zeal for nature are also 

large components of Muir’s writing style, as well as a constant appeal to “preserve 

wilderness and to explore the knowledge and meanings that lie within wilderness.”174  

Muir can also be considered a “regional” writer, in that his non-fiction works marvel 

primarily on the magnificence of the American West.  These various themes can be seen 

in both Muir’s article writing and his non-fiction books.   

 In regards to Muir’s regional writing, it is sometimes said that Muir adopted his 

grandiose, fiery writing style to fit the rugged, majestic landscape of California 

mountains, canyons and valleys.  The West was “dramatically beautiful and full of a 

plentitude of gorgeous scenes and exotic plants and animals,”175 and so it has always 

been “Romantic territory” in the literary sense.  Fred Schunk, in the North American 

Review in 1938, categorized Muir’s style as a terrific example of regional writing, in this 

case California.  Schunk said: 

No doubt had Muir lived elsewhere he would have developed along similar lines, 
but the western country was particularly suited to his needs and gift for large 
expression with the sublime grandeur of its mountain ranges, its great landscape 
forming glaciers, booming falls, sculptured precipices, deep canyons painted with 
light and shade, immense Sequoia, and perhaps even more its solitude.176 

 
   
  Indeed, Muir’s writing is steeped in romantic language and Muir adopted the 

Romantic, transcendental philosophies of Thoreau and applied them to the Western 

landscape.  In the West, “the opportunities for solitude and reflection, for an 

economically simple life and for a Thoreauvian, ascetic exploration of the inner self, 
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were given to Muir.”177  Muir’s most passionate writings occur when commercial and 

political interests invaded the areas of which he wrote. He blended his transcendental, 

Romantic view of the West with vehement pleas to preserve the wilderness and raging 

denunciations of society’s bigwigs.   

  Muir’s writing depicts the variety of influences upon him. As a child, Muir 

discovered the great British romantic writers and transcendentalist literature as well.  

Muir’s “roots are in romantic naturalism, British romanticism, and American 

transcendentalism, as well as in the wilds of Wisconsin, California and Alaska.”178 He 

read a good deal of Thoreau and knew enough of Emerson’s writing and philosophy to 

desire a meeting with Emerson in Yosemite.  Emerson sent Muir classic transcendental 

literature and the “copious annotations and marginalia in Muir’s copies of these books... 

demonstrate how thoroughly he studied them.”179  Muir’s disdain for civilization, 

deforestation and industry is very similar indeed to the theories of Thoreau, who despised 

such advancements years before in New England.   

  While Muir was impacted by the transcendentalist philosophy, as well as British 

Romantic literature, he carved his own unique niche within the genre.  He incorporated 

qualities of Romanticism and transcendentalism in his writing, mixing these ideals with 

religious rhetoric and a close union with nature, all which led to his own unique brand of 

environmentalism.  It can be said that Muir’s “accomplishments as a naturalist and a 

preservationist are, like his achievements as a writer, the product of an ingenious and 
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idiosyncratic reenvisioning of the romantic relationship of human and nonhuman 

nature.”180 

 Besides the Romantic qualities to his writing, religious devotion and deep 

spirituality are inherent in Muir’s work.  His religious sentiments can be seen in nearly all 

of his writings as a sort of guiding principle or theory. Many view Muir as the “patron 

saint of Christian environmental ethics who embraced God in nature and exemplified 

how the faith and environmentalism could blend.”181  Muir was able to combine his 

revolutionary environmental ethics with more traditional religious models, because he 

“clung to his spiritual roots, couching much of his rhetoric in religious expression.”182  

Scholars have categorized Muir as a Christian, a transcendentalist, an Eastern mystic, and 

under a variety of other religious affiliations, but it is best to label his writing as deeply 

spiritual, not a representation of any one religious group.  In fact, many of Muir’s ideals 

were contrary to common Christian beliefs.  For example, Muir was staunchly opposed to 

the idea that the world was made solely for human use and abuse. 

  As previously discussed, Muir experienced an incredibly strict Calvinist 

upbringing.  Though years later he came to reject much of the Calvinist way of life, he 

still invokes a strong religious fervor in his writing style, blending both Christian and 

more ecocentric tones.  The “chief aspect of Calvinism which Muir later rejected or 

outgrew was its man-centeredness,” and indeed, his “greatest contempt is the idea that the 

world is made for man.”183   He came to believe that humans held no superior place in the 

hierarchy of living things, and this belief led to some of his most acerbic critiques of 
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society, which he believed was spinning recklessly out of control with arrogance and 

stupidity.  For example, in defending the place of alligators and other reptiles on earth, 

Muir said: 

How narrow we selfish, conceited creatures are in our sympathies!  How blind to 
the rights of all the rest of creation! With what dismal irreverence we speak of our 
fellow mortals!  Though alligators and snakes naturally repel us, they are not 
mysterious evils.  They dwell happily in these flowery wilds, are part of God’s 
family, unfallen, undepraved, and cared for with the same species of tenderness 
and love as is bestowed on angels in heaven or saints on earth. I think that most of 
the antipathies which haunt and terrify us are morbid productions of ignorance 
and weakness.  I have better thoughts of alligators now that I have seen them at 
home.  Honorable representatives of the great saurians of an older creation, may 
you long enjoy your lilies and rushes, and be blessed now and then with a 
mouthful and terror-stricken man by way of dainty!184 

 
Over and over again in his writings, Muir makes reference to the ineptitude and 

selfishness of the species of Man, calling for a change in ethics and behavior.  Indeed, his 

“caustic prose reflected the absurdity he perceived in the utilitarian ideology that he saw 

making a mockery of God’s creation.”185  Muir did not merely rant and rave about his 

beliefs; indeed, he employed other techniques in his writings besides that of biting 

criticism.  Muir’s best writing is seen when he details the beauty of the natural world, the 

connectedness between all life forms, and the purity, sanctity and strength of wild places. 

In eloquently detailing to his readers the great web connecting all forms of life in 

harmony, Muir spread a non-anthropocentric view of civilization and nature.  Again, 

Muir writes of the harmonious interactions of wilderness: 

Nature is ever at work building and pulling down, creating and destroying, 
keeping everything whirling and flowing, allowing no rest but in rhythmical 
motion, chasing everything in endless song out of one beautiful form into another. 
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Here, Muir speaks of nature as a living, unified system, with “human 

consciousness a dynamic and flowing part of it.”186  This concept forces readers to blend 

the boundaries between the human race and the natural world, a tool Muir used in his 

writings to bring his readers back to the wilderness, closer to nature.  Muir’s skill in 

defining the place of humanity within the larger scope of nature is a major source of his 

success as a nature writer, and it is his “ability to convey a whole, living sense of 

wilderness that marks his greatness.”187  

Muir came to identify God with the purity and beauty of wilderness, and he was 

quick to label anyone with interests against wilderness as aligned with Satan, “temple-

destroyers” and various terms associated with hell.  It is said Muir “created a spirituality 

that fit within the Romantic and Transcendental traditions,” in that Muir “found God in 

nature,” but also fully experienced nature in a very intimate context.  Without “his 

convictions about he proper God-nature-human relations and his near-ecological 

understanding of biotic life, Muir would have been unable to formulate his sophisticated 

environmentalism.”188  In religious terms, then, Muir was a unique character.  He 

employed religious sentiments in his writing as a way of connecting God and nature, and 

his writings showed the public the spirituality to be found in nature.  He also went against 

typical religious convictions of the time, such as the idea that the human species was the 

closest to God, and therefore imbued with more importance and holiness than other living 

things in nature.  This combination of modern environmentalism, (or deep ecology in the 
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world of ethic,) with Muir’s profoundly religious overtones make Muir a unique writer, 

and also an extremely successful writer. 

Through an examination of the common themes in Muir’s writing, it is possible to 

see the complexity behind his work.  A man of religious conviction, Muir was also a 

supreme environmentalist and a radical thinker.  He was also deeply influenced by the 

earlier Transcendentalists and Romantics, and this is reflected in his rapturous, beautiful 

writing.  Thus, Muir’s writing combines spirituality in many senses, whether through 

philosophical movements, Christianity or environmental values.  Also, Muir mostly 

wrote regionally, in that the California landscape and America’s West (as well as the 

undeveloped Alaska) were primary subjects in his work.  These themes all help readers to 

understand Muir’s influences and impact. 

 

John Muir in the Twenty-First Century: 

There are several organizations devoted to spreading Muir’s philosophy about the 

natural world.  Of these, the John Muir Trust, the John Muir Education Committee, the 

Sierra Club and the Restore Hetch Hetchy group are the most relevant to my research. 

The John Muir Exhibit is operated by the John Muir Education Committee, a group from 

Sierra Club California, and the Club’s National Environmental Education Committee.  

The group is comprised entirely of Sierra Club volunteers, all bound by their mutual love 

and respect for Muir.  The committee is led by Harold Wood, an amazing resource and 

inspirational Muir expert.  The committee’s main goals are to “recognize the importance 

of John Muir, whose words and deeds continue to inspire us to appreciate and protect our 

natural heritage” and to “encourage... activities and event commemorating his life and 
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legacy.”  Also, another important goal is to “inspire all people through his example to 

experience nature first-hand and to become involved in conservation and the protection of 

wilderness and biological diversity.”189 

The committee started in 1995 and offers study guides, lesson plans, event 

planning, Muir posters and materials, as well as an enormous amount of information on 

Muir.  Most of his writings (from books to obscure articles) are available in full text on 

their Web site, and, most of all, the site offers Muir fans and scholars a chance to connect 

to other people with similar interest and respect for Muir.  The Web site and the John 

Muir Education Committee work hard to keep the public aware of the accomplishments 

of Muir.  They offer an immense amount of volunteer time and services to keep people 

informed and interested in Muir.  Mr. Wood is very optimistic about the role Muir will 

play in the future.  He says: 

I see references to Muir quite often among environmentalist campaigns for 
wilderness or forest protection. When one reads environmental periodicals-- not 
only from the Sierra Club, but other organizations too-- one continually sees 
mention of John Muir, with a quote or a reference to preserving his ideals by 
preserving a wilderness or defending a forest and the like. So, I think Muir has 
been an ongoing influence, down to the present day, on environmental issues. His 
call to pay attention to the natural world may not be "mainstream" among most 
current political and economic leaders, but since his poetic calls to love the 
wilderness are so congruent with contemporary scientific knowledge about the 
importance of biodiversity and ecosystems, I think his name will continue to be 
called upon. He is an inspiring person, today as well as 100 years ago!  
 
An exciting advancement in Muir’s status as an important environmental figure 

comes from an unlikely source.  Interestingly enough, John Muir was selected to be 

showcased on the 2005 California quarter, signifying his importance to the state of 

California.  He is often viewed as the most significant person from the state of California 
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due to his service to the state.  Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger remarked that Muir 

“has been a model for generations of Californians and conservationists around the 

world,” and “he has taught us to be active and to enjoy, but at the same time protect our 

parks, our beaches, and our mountains.”190   Below is an image of the new California 

State quarter, featuring Muir, the Half Dome in Yosemite Valley and the California 

Condor. 

 

Thus, John Muir is still a widely recognized environmentalist throughout 

California.  Placing Muir on the California quarter is not only an honor, but it will keep 

the country informed on the importance of Muir in California and American history. 

Additionally, the John Muir Trust is another excellent example of the 

organizations currently striving to preserve Muir’s ethics in modern days.  The trust was 

formed in 1983 in Scotland where Muir was born and raised.  The trust aims to protect 

wild places and to “increase awareness and understanding of the value of such places.”191  
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The John Muir Trust mainly works with local communities to preserve wilderness in 

Scotland and is “guided by Muir’s charge to do something for the wildness and make the 

mountains glad.”  This group has dedicated itself to carrying on Muir’s messages within 

the United Kingdom, again showing the magnitude and influence Muir has today not just 

in the United States, but around the globe.   

Though the trust does focus on Scottish wilderness preservation, members work 

along with the John Muir Education Committee to promote the John Muir Award, which 

encourages the discovery and conservation of wild places and which raises awareness of 

John Muir.  The John Muir Award is delivered through partnerships with youth 

organizations, schools, clubs and outdoor pursuit centers that enable participants to gain 

John Muir Awards through outdoor activities.  Here, younger people can learn about 

Muir’s goals and choices and they can win awards for their devotion to nature and 

interest in conserving land.  The Sierra Club, the John Muir Education Committee and the 

John Muir Trust are just a few of the more comprehensive Muir inspired groups and 

clubs. The existence and successes of these organizations shows the continuing emphasis 

that is placed on Muir as a leading environmental figure in America’s history. 

The Sierra Club, since Muir started it in 1892, continues to strengthen the image 

of Muir through promotion and education.  Though the club began with only 27 male 

members, it has now expanded to include more than 700,000 members across America, 

all with a common goal to work together to improve communities and the environmental 

welfare of the planet.  The Sierra Club and the campaign group called Restore Hetch 

Hetchy are directly connected to Muir in such a way that their current status will be more 

thoroughly examined in Chapter Five. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: NATURE WRITING, ECOLOGICAL 

PRESERVATION, AND ENVIRONMENTAL VALUES: THE 

CURRENT STATUS 

“And as we go on and on, studying this old, old life in the light of the life beating 

warmly about us, we enrich and lengthen our own” 

 

Chapter Five aims to explore environmental realm of society as it relates to Muir 

and to writing.  The current status of the field of nature writing, the fields of 

environmental ethics and philosophy, the Sierra Club, and the National Park System 

reflect the idea that Muir’s legacy continues today.  Each of these areas are successful in 

present times, adding to the growing environmental dialogue in America.  On the 

contrary, the Bush administration displays an unfortunate time in America when the 

environment is last on a long list of national priorities.  In this case, recent environmental 

political choices and policies of the Bush administration must also be examined.  The 

dismal condition of environmental legislation and the continuing threat to the existing 

legal framework is alarming reality.  Despite the fragile state of the environmental in 

terms of the bleak political scene, environmental writing and communication can inspire 

readers, connect the public and spread awareness.  Scientific discovery and data are 

convincing, but precise and passionate writing is arguably the most effective method of 

spreading positive environmental ethics. 

While scholarship in the sciences is growing stronger, it is important to remember 

that literature and the arts can be very important in helping to change public opinion.  

Scholarship and discourse in these more humanity-based fields are also growing, and it 
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can be argued an interdisciplinary study combining science and humanities is the key to 

solving environmental problems in the future.  Environmental communication is 

becoming a more important field in today’s society and the events occurring today show 

the significance of environmental writing in terms of addressing environmental problems 

and creating effective and long-lasting solutions.  In this chapter, then, I aim to explore 

the current status of these environmental issues, which I believe confirms that the future 

of environmental and literary studies is one of optimism, strength, and influence in 

American society. 

 

The Current State of Nature Writing: Status and Scholarship 

Robert Finch and John Elder say in their book Nature Writing, the Tradition in 

English: 

Nature writers have undertaken excursions away from the dominant literary and 
scientific models, returning with their testimony about how human beings respond 
to what is nonhuman, and how individuals and society may achieve more 
significant and rewarding integration with the earth that sustains them.  All 
literature, by illuminating the full nature of human existence, asks a single 
question: How shall we live? In our age that question has taken its most urgent 
form in relation to the natural environment. Because it has never been more 
necessary, the voice of nature writing has never been stronger than it is today. 
 

 
As this project primarily concerns nature writing and its significance as a writing 

form, it is necessary to analyze the genre in modern times.  Finch and Elder point to the 

growing popularity and strength of nature writing.  Since the 1600s, nature writing has 

played both negative and positive roles in environmental thought and ethical systems.  

Muir fits into the genre as a preservationist and environmentalist, with religious and 

romantic transcendental qualities apparent in his writing.  Since Muir’s time, however, a 

number of figures have emerged within the genre of environmental literature, adding 
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their unique and thought-provoking works to the existing canon.  Key figures, previously 

discussed in Chapter Two, include such writers as Edward Abbey, Rachel Carson and 

Barry Lopez.  These figures, and the movements associated with them, are integral parts 

of the greater genre of contemporary nature writing.  It is imperative to examine the 

current trends and developments within the nature writing field, to better understand the 

continuing relevance and vitality of environmental literature. 

A series of influences have contributed to the growing visibility of nature writing 

on both the literary scene and also in the larger context of American culture.  In recent 

years, nature writing has begun to receive increased critical attention.  Indeed, “the study 

of literature and the environment...is rapidly building a momentum and legitimacy that 

attest to its exciting relevance and to its usefulness as a means of inquiry into the 

relationship between human culture and nonhuman natural world.”192 Some people are 

not only wary of nature writing, but are also unaware of its lengthy past; others are being 

introduced to environmental literature for the first time.  But it is my view that more and 

more people are championing the field, asserting its increasing relevance as time 

progresses and predicting that its already-growing audience will continue to expand.   

In fact, nature writing today is as popular and widely read as it ever has been in 

the past.  The field has grown to embrace a diverse group of writers and writing styles.  

Contemporary nature writing has evolved to include science and travel writing, fiction, 

poetry, reporting, articles, essays, non-fiction, narratives, and plays from angles including 

race, geography, social class and gender.  As Barry Lopez said in his 1997 article “A 

Literature of Place,” the difference between nature writing and other forms of literature is 

the “hopeful tone it frequently strikes in an era of cynical detachment, and its explicitly 
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dubious view of technological process, even of capitalism.”193  The offerings of nature 

writings include challenging subjects, criticism, and reflection on American society.  As 

Lopez said, 

The real topic of nature writing, I think, is not nature but the evolving structure of 
communities from which nature has been removed, often as a consequence of 
modern economic development.  It is writing concerned, further, with the 
biological and spiritual fate of those communities.  It also assumes the fate of 
nature and humanity are inseparable.  In numerous essays it addresses the 
problem of spiritual collapse in the West and....it is in search of a modern human 
identity that lies beyond nationalism and wealth. 
 
In recent years, the field has shifted emphasis to matters of conservation and 

environmental activism, which indicates that the field, in order to remain strong, must 

continue to change and incorporate new elements and practices.  Writers today focus on a 

variety of themes, such as spirituality, humanity, womanhood, and celebration of life.  

Some nature writing is a call to action, a warning to readers about ecological problems.   

Other forms of environmental literature are more scientific, aiming to teach scientific 

principles to non-scientists.  No matter what theme nature writers tackle, their words aim 

to inspire, challenge, intrigue, stimulate and open the mind.  These writings broaden the 

larger field of literature and offer an outlet for readers to learn more about the 

environment and their place and interactions within their natural world. 

Within the genre, “the continuing fertility of the writing has spawned numerous 

anthologies of nature writing,” and new essays and articles regularly appear in journals 

and magazines such as Orion, Audubon, The Georgia Review, The Hungry Mind Review, 

and the Sierra magazine,194 as well as many other prominent publications.  Scholarship in 

the field has flourished too, especially with the founding of the Association for the Study 
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of Literature and the Environment (ASLE) in 1992.  This group has done “much to foster 

research into nature writing as a genre, as well as to promote dialogue about how its 

definition might be reconsidered or broadened.”195  The ASLE was established to 

promote “the exchange of ideas and information about literature and other cultural 

representations that consider human relationships with the natural world.”196  This 

national organization plays a significant role in publishing texts and manuals about 

environmental literature, as well as keeping nature writing in the public eye.  Their work 

includes the publication of a bi-annual journal titled Interdisciplinary Studies in 

Literature and Environment, which encourages the submission and publication of various 

works of environmental literature or literature studies. Also, number of conferences and 

writer’s workshops in coordination with such publications are held in the name of nature 

writing every year. 

The ecocritic journals, presses, books, and series publishers are keeping the nature 

writing industry well-funded and alive.  In fact, the 2005 ALSE conference will take 

place this June at the University of Oregon with a theme of “Being in the World, Living 

with the Land.”  The conference will include subject on nature writing, coastal and 

mountain literature, environmental justice, environmental activism, ecocriticism, rhetoric 

and landscape literature.  Additionally, the ASLE offers a handbook on graduate and 

undergraduate study in literature and the environment, an excellent educational resource 

for interested students to move forward in their studies of nature writing and 

environmental discourse.  
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Indeed, environmental studies and environmental literature programs have 

developed at many universities across the country, designed to allow both undergraduates 

and graduates to study the environment by incorporating disciplines within the 

humanities to their knowledge of environmental science.  Prominent graduate school 

programs offer strong faculty interest in and support for studies of literature and the 

environment.  The Environmental Writing Institute at the University of Montana, for 

example, was one of the first programs to focus entirely on environmental literature.  

Founded in 1989, this program is still one of the most competitive in the nation, with top 

scholars, writers and teachers contributing to the field.   

Undergraduate programs are blossoming as well, a sign that interest in nature 

writing and environmental studies is beginning at earlier stages in the educational system.  

The environmental studies program at Miami University, for example, is part of the 

School of Interdisciplinary Studies.  As an academic major, the environmental studies 

program here “focuses more on environmental issues, where a background in 

environmental science is more important than scientific practice.”  This allows students 

with this major to pursue studies in the environmental arena, such as “environmental law, 

environmental consulting (for business, non-profits, and government), environmental 

writing, education, policy issues, organization of grassroots efforts, or others.”197   

Similarly, the John Muir Center for Environmental Studies through the University 

of the Pacific in Stockton, California, is a “liberal arts degree program that provides a 

multidisciplinary approach to the environmental issues and concerns that are a hallmark 

of the late 20th century.”198  The program at the University of the Pacific focuses much 
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attention on the legacy of John Muir, with a John Muir Newsletter, courses devoted to 

Muir’s life and writings, and a library which features a special collection of much of 

Muir’s original thoughts and writing.  This center, like many environmental studies 

programs, takes a humanity-based interdisciplinary approach to studying the 

environment.  Unlike other programs, however, the John Muir Center for Environmental 

Studies allows its students to become intimately familiar with the legendary nature writer 

and historical figure, John Muir.  This connection to Muir helps the students here 

appreciate the power of nature writing and the influence of this genre in ecological 

preservation.   

In addition to the organizations, anthologies and programs, it should be noted that 

hundreds of new college courses across America are now designed for students to explore 

the connection between literature and the environment. Beyond undergraduate programs 

for environmental studies, nature writing is taught in many creative writing and English 

literature courses.  Similarly, students enrolling in philosophy or law programs will see a 

much higher concentration of courses centered on environmental ethics, environmental 

law and environmental philosophies.   John Muir’s work, as well as that of writers like 

Aldo Leopold, Rachel Carson, Edward Abbey, Annie Dillard and Edward O. Wilson are 

now taught regularly with writers in more established genres.  Such developments have 

played a significant part in the growth of environmental studies programs aiming to 

integrate the humanities with the sciences.  As more universities embrace the field of 

nature writing in their environmental studies, literature and philosophy programs, the 

genre will inevitably gain more respect and popularity.  Overall, these “rapid and 

significant changes do indeed represent wholesale shifts and mark a new epoch in the 
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literary landscape,”199 where the nature writing genre has achieved far greater 

prominence than ever before. 

 
Current Scholarship in the Field of Environmental Ethics and Philosophy:  

Just as the field of environmental writing is advancing, scholarship in the 

environmental ethics and philosophy disciplines is gaining more prominence today than 

ever before.  The fields of environmental ethics and philosophy are now flourishing on an 

international scale.  Environmental ethics and philosophy courses are respectable 

disciplines, included and taught within departments at the university level.  The 

International Society for Environmental Ethics was founded in 1990 through the 

American Philosophical Association by leading figures such as Holmes Rolston III and 

Eric Katz with an expanding list of overseas representatives who contribute to meetings 

and publications.   

These fields are interdisciplinary in scope; in fact, political scientists, 

development theorists, geographers, economists, and philosophers all utilize these ethics 

to make connections between environmental destruction and various world problems.  

Interdisciplinary approaches link “environmental ethics with biology, policy studies, 

public administration, political theory, cultural history, post-colonial theory, literature, 

geography, and human ecology.”200  Thus, ethics are an integral part of the environmental 

problem-solving process.  

Many scholars take the position that the importance of ethics and philosophy in 

solving environmental problems is increasing as such problems become more complex 
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and dangerous.  An issue of growing prevalence is the need to utilize both scientific and 

social perspectives in addressing any kind of environmental problems. While many 

aspects of the natural world can and should be approached and analyzed using scientific 

methods, it is now understood that not everything in nature can be tackled using science 

and technology.   In thinking about our place in the world and our environmental 

responsibilities, there are certain topics that need to be addressed through logic, reason 

and philosophical perspectives. These newer fields shape the way people view their 

environment, and encourage the public to invest more care into the natural world.  In this 

way, environmental ethics and philosophy are critical in helping to solve serious 

environmental degradations and potential catastrophes.   

While science enables people to understand environmental changes that are 

occurring, total dependence on science is unable to judge the various suggestions as to 

what should or should not happen regarding our natural surroundings.  Christopher 

Belshaw, in Environmental Ethics, stresses that a balance between science and 

philosophy is necessary for a comprehensive understanding of environmental problems.  

When discussing this balance, Belshaw brings up three main points: 

1. The balance between science and philosophy helps us understand what we want and 
need for our environment and what the environment requires of us.  It allows us to 
more broadly develop concerns about environmental degradation and sustainability. 

2. Such a balance helps us understand our needs and forces us to think about the future. 
3. We become aware of items of moral concern, such as the moral status of non-human 

creatures or things.  People are only beginning to place more emphasis on a respect 
for other creatures, on stewardship and on ethical questions about the intrinsic value 
of animals and land.201   

 
Writing and advocacy can hopefully expose the general public to these types of 

thinking and the main goal here is to get people thinking, to show them a new style of 
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viewing the world in which we live. Scholars continue to press for the inclusion of the 

humanities along with the hard sciences in dealing with environmental problems, 

hopefully changing the course of environmental policies and problem solving in the 

future.  Environmental organizations, such as the Sierra Club, are also a part of this 

problem-solving process.   

 
The Sierra Club: A Modern Assessment 
 
 The history of the Sierra Club and Muir’s role behind its creation were discussed 

in Chapter Four, though it may be helpful to examine the current state of this organization 

in order to gauge its significance over time. Muir’s writing helped to establish a cultural 

trend that exists today in which environmentalists and environmental organizations use 

writing and discourse to reach their audience, to spread awareness and create positive 

environmental changes.  The success of the Sierra Club is a testament to environmental 

organizations, and to activism in the late nineteenth century.  The history of this club is 

very important in their modern philosophy; in fact, the initial objectives of the Sierra 

Club remain the same today, though additional goals have been developed in recent years 

to address the changing environmental scene.  
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 The graphics above feature the logos of the Sierra Club. On the left is the 1892 

logo, and to the right the current Sierra Club logo can be seen.  Between these two 

images, several other logos were utilized from 1892 to 2005.  The Sierra Club is the 

oldest, largest and most influential grassroots environmental organization.202  For over a 

century, the Sierra Club has fostered a shared philosophy about the environment, one that 

is being increasingly threatened in today’s society.  The group struggles to change the 

policies, priorities and values in American culture.  Grassroots activism, organization, 

leadership and communication are key to their success.  In fact, the mission of the 

modern day Sierra Club is exactly the same as it was when Muir headed its creation.  The 

club works to “explore, enjoy and protect the planet; practice and promote responsible 

use of earth’s resources; educate people to protect the natural world; and to use all lawful 

means”203 to carry such objectives out.  The mission of the group is to “influence public, 

private and corporate policies and actions through Club programs at the local, state, 

national and international levels.”204  To do so, the group has created a network of 

adequate numbers of staff, members and other citizens, who use legislative, 

administrative, electoral and scientific approaches to solving the environmental crisis.  A 

main goal here is to develop and maintain supporting public opinion and open 

communication between the group and the larger American public.  About 700,000 

Americans belong to this organization, including members, grassroots volunteers and 

other associates.  Sierra Club chapters and field offices exist all across the United States.  

Also, the Sierra Club of Canada has been active since 1963, with chapters in every region 

of that country.   
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 In their 1989 Vision Statement for the Sierra Club’s Second Century, the group 

identified key challenges, as well as the role this organization hopes to play in the future. 

The Sierra Club is uniquely qualified to lead this grassroots action to save the 
Earth. We are America's largest and most effective grassroots environmental 
organization -- an experienced, respected and committed fellowship of citizen 
activists. Within our ranks lie the expertise, wisdom, and vitality to find the new 
directions needed to meet the challenges of the future.  We offer proven ability to 
influence public policy and empower individuals to confront local, national, and 
global problems. From town halls to our nation's capital to global institutions, 
Sierra Club activists are scoring enormous victories for the environment through 
personal action, education, litigation, lobbying, and participation in the political 
process.205 
 

 While the Sierra Club initially focused its attention on the Sierra Nevada 

mountain region, the top priorities now include lobbying for clean air and water, stopping 

logging, stopping urban sprawl, protecting and nurturing wild land and pushing the 

current Bush administration out of office.  Though the last of these goals recently failed 

in November of 2004, the Sierra Club still expresses active opposition and dissatisfaction 

with the Bush administration’s environmental policies.  The group uses its magazine, 

newsletters, and other publications to keep the public informed about the administration’s 

actions.  These methods of keeping the public involved in the political process reflect the 

historical aims of the Sierra Club, a practice Muir instilled in the late nineteenth century. 

 The Sierra Club is working closely with people on all levels, from grassroots 

volunteers to prominent legal advisors, to approach these top priorities and solve 

environmental problems.  In regards to clean water, the Sierra Club has released research 

showing the effects of the huge cuts in clean water funding that the Bush administration 

has recently proposed.  The administration recommended a cut of $500 million, or 37 

percent, in funding that originally went to help communities across the nation create 
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sewage treatment programs.  The Sierra Club’s study showed the negative effects these 

enormous cuts had on water quality, jobs and community development.206    

 Additionally, the Sierra Club has fought the administration’s plan to allow 

logging in the Giant Sequoia National Monument, where the ancient sequoia groves 

could be threatened under new logging guidelines.  Though President Clinton and George 

Bush Sr. both declared that the Sequoia groves were officially protected in their 

respective terms in office, the current Bush administration has reversed those policies in 

January 2005 to allow the logging of such trees. The Sierra Club is working in 

cooperation with other environmental organizations in this effort, such as the Sierra 

Nevada Forest Protection Campaign, Earth Island Institute and The Center for Biological 

Diversity.  These groups are attempting to combat the new logging policies with various 

strategies, namely by filing complaints in the San Francisco Federal District Court, 

increasing public awareness, and offering press releases to news organizations.  The 

Sierra Club is also currently supporting smart growth methods of community planning to 

decrease unnecessary urban sprawl.  The group also encourages the use of cleaner energy 

sources, and continues to fight for forest protection and restoration.  The various efforts 

in which the Sierra Club is now engaged show its continuing immersion in relevant, 

contemporary environmental affairs.  Though the issues at stake will inevitably change, 

the message put forth by Muir in establishing the Sierra Club remains powerful.  

 One of the Sierra Club’s most effective methods in spreading environmental 

awareness has been through the Sierra magazine, a publication devoted to the 

environment.  Sierra is a bimonthly national magazine, featuring writing, photography, 
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and art about the natural world.  The magazine connects readers across the country, from 

diverse backgrounds and locales.  Here, readers learn about environmental friendly 

products and companies, political events, news items, and environmental happenings.  

The magazine documents the most current environmental policies in America and also 

encourages readers to be more active in the political and legislative process.  Often the 

magazine publishes numbers, addresses and email addresses to help readers contact their 

local and national officials, businesses, and policy makers.  This encourages readers to 

express their views on the environmental problems discussed in each issue of the 

magazine.  The main goal for the Sierra is promoting environmental education, so 

readers can acquaint themselves with current environmental issues and can make  

informed decisions about the type of society in which they wish to live. Below, three 

covers of recent issues of Sierra magazine can be seen.   

 

 

As demonstrated, the magazine focuses on wilderness, animal species, green 

politics, green lifestyles, and current environmental issues.  In this way, the magazine 
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acts as an impetus for change, a medium through which the public can connect to the 

largest environmental organization in the nation.  Sierra brings people together, then, in a 

national effort to fight for better environmental policies and beliefs.  Readers are 

introduced to natural areas in the United States and also throughout the world.  The 

magazine includes articles on ecotourism, bird-watching, recycling, national parks, 

endangered species, history, science, literature and art.  Most importantly, the Sierra is 

interested in promoting the top priorities of the Sierra Club, so this publication focuses on 

spreading awareness about clean air and water, population control, forest preservation, 

free trade, and green activities.  The Sierra magazine is a significant example of 

contemporary environmental literature with the aim of creating change and spreading 

awareness of issues. 

 The Sierra also is responsible for organizing the Sierra Club outings and trips, 

often with international themes and locations.  With “over 100 years of wilderness travel 

experience, and as a part of the largest grassroots organization in the country, Sierra Club 

Outings offers over 350 trips annually,”207 mainly outdoor adventure and education 

voyages.  These treks emphasize environmentally sound travel philosophies; the Sierra 

plays an important role in educating the public about such trips and their benefits.  

Myriad programs exist for those members with specific interests, such as environmental 

law, environmental education, strong environmental communities, and animal rights.  A 

student program exists to connect students from across the country in an effort to promote 

environmental awareness among young people.  International programs exist as well; the 

Sierra Club has a unique international mission statement.  The goals here include 

instilling power in communities and individuals on a global scale, reducing the global 
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impact of American environmental activities, and promoting environmental protection in 

international agreements and decisions.  Currently, international campaigns include work 

on global population, free trade, and air and water pollution in Mexico.  

One of the programs the Sierra Club offers both on its website, in newsletters and 

also through the Sierra is a chance for members to reacquaint themselves with Muir.  The 

Sierra Club maintains a John Muir Exhibit to honor the life and writing of the Club’s first 

President.  The exhibit features biographies, films, lesson plans, musicals, journals, 

photographs and quotes devoted to Muir.  The John Muir Exhibit is operated by the John 

Muir Education Committee, a group from Sierra Club California and also the Club’s 

National Environmental Education Committee.  The group is comprised entirely of Sierra 

Club members and volunteers, all bound by their mutual enthusiasm and respect for 

Muir.  

The main goals for the committee are to “recognize the importance of John Muir, 

whose words and deeds continue to inspire us to appreciate and protect our natural 

heritage” and to “encourage... activities and events commemorating his life and legacy.”  

Also, another important goal is to “inspire all people through his example to experience 

nature first-hand and to become involved in conservation and the protection of wilderness 

and biological diversity.”  The committee started in 1995 and offers study guides, lesson 

plans, event planning, Muir posters and materials, as well as an enormous amount of 

information on Muir.  Most of his writings (both books and more obscure articles) are 

available in full text on their Web site and most of all, the site offers Muir fans and 

scholars a chance to connect to other people with similar interest and respect for Muir.  

The John Muir Exhibit operators and the John Muir Education Committee work hard to 
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keep the public aware of the accomplishments of Muir, and they offer an immense 

amount of volunteer time and services to keep people informed and interested in Muir.  

The tremendous success of the Sierra Club exhibits the strengths of its original 

conception and design.  Currently, the Sierra Club is the largest grassroots environmental 

organization in the country and one of the most powerful and well-respected groups of its 

kind.  Muir recognized the dire need for such an environmental organization in the late 

1800s, and his motivation and leadership led to the creation of the Sierra Club.  Because 

of Muir’s foresight, the Sierra Club has played a critical role in the last century in 

fighting for the environment, solving environmental problems, and confronting those 

individuals, businesses, corporations and governments who have not yet adopted 

environmentally friendly ethical systems.  The Sierra Club has evolved to become the 

most powerful grassroots organization in the country, and the influence they now wield is 

the result of the synthesis of their original goals with sensitivity to contemporary 

demands. 

 

The National Park Service: A Modern Assessment 

 The National Park Service has a long and fascinating history.  Although a 

complete picture of the National Park Service is unfortunately beyond the scope of this 

project, it is appropriate at this time to evaluate the current conditions of the National 

Park Service.  Such an evaluation demonstrates the continuing significance of Muir’s 

articles and books on national parks and land preservation. 

 The first national park, Yellowstone, was established in 1872, and by 1916 the 

Interior Department was in charge of 14 national parks and 21 national monuments, but 

had very little legal organization in which to monitor or manage them.  When President 



 

 

140 

 

Woodrow Wilson created the National Park Service to meet these needs in 1916, a 

complex system was started which now includes up to 384 parks all throughout America 

in nearly every state and US territory.  In managing these areas, the Park Service was 

instructed to conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wildlife 

within the protected areas, and to assure the continued protection of such areas so that 

future generations could enjoy and appreciate them.  The mission for the National Park 

Service is the same.  As Barry Mackintosh says in his article “The National Park Service: 

A Brief History,” the Park Service plays incredibly important roles in furthering 

environmental values and ecological and cultural preservation: 

In addition to managing these parks—as diverse and far-flung as Hawaii 

Volcanoes National Park and the Statue of Liberty National Monument—the Park 

Service supports the preservation of natural and historic places and promotes outdoor 

recreation outside the system through a range of grant and technical assistance programs. 

Major emphasis is placed on cooperation and partnerships with other government bodies, 

foundations, corporations, and other private parties to protect the parks and other 

significant properties and advance Park Service programs. 

The National Park System now includes more than twenty titles for protected 

areas besides that of a “national park,” which is usually only designated for the largest, 

most beautiful and pristine natural areas.  Other “designations like national seashore, 

national lakeshore, national river, and national scenic trail are usefully descriptive,”208 

whereas the national monument title is usually applied to a diverse group of areas, from 

large natural areas to smaller cultural sites.  The National Park Service has expanded 

dramatically over time, most notably in the last thirty years.  In fact, “one hundred and 
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twenty-three new or essentially new parks were created between 1973 and 1999,”209 a 

sign that the system is receiving greater funding and it is experiencing more popularity 

among the American public.  Among these, thirty-four natural areas, sixty-nine historical 

areas and twenty recreational areas were added in the last thirty years.  All the preserved 

areas within the National Park Service have national significance, whether from the 

natural, scenic National Parks, to the battlefields and historic sites rooted in urban areas.   

The National Park Service provides advice and assistance to other National Parks 

around the world as a leader in the global national park movement.  Some national parks 

in the United States have created “sister park” relationships in the last few years with 

parks in other nations.  These partnerships increase the sharing and spreading of 

information as well as direct contact between parks.  The relationships between park 

managers on an international scale encourages cooperation between countries to work for 

global conservation policies.  The parks coordinate efforts to protect natural resources 

such as air, water and animals that cross international boundaries.  The Partners in Flight 

program, for instance, combines the resources of private and public organizations in 

South and North America to conserve migrating bird populations.  The program started in 

1990 in response to declines of several species of bird populations.  In addition, the 

Partners in Flight program jumpstarted the preservation of certain birds not yet covered 

by other conservation initiatives. 

 The National Park Service is currently initiating programs to address a growing 

concern about the health of many National Parks.  Many parks are becoming increasingly 

threatened by invasive species, pollution and resource exploitation in and around the 
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parks.  Over 195 parks have been “disturbed by modern human activities, including 

abandoned roads, dams, canals, railroads, grazed areas, campgrounds” and the remnants 

of mines.  The Park Service is working with scientists and other planners to address these 

problems and make the national parks more educationally stimulating for visitors.  To 

correct some of the environmental problems facing many of the national parks, the NPS 

created an inventory system to monitor park resources, as well as conservation planning 

to assist in the active recovery of disturbed environmental areas.  The National Park 

Service also hopes to control invasive species through the Exotic Plant Management 

Team, which works to combat the invasive plants and animals that threaten to destroy 

natural ecosystems.  These efforts show the evolution of the National Park Service, a 

governmental body that is constantly changing to address new environmental problems, 

to incorporate new lands into the National Park System and to protect and restore existing 

protected land areas.  The existence of national parks in the United States, and their 

continuing vitality, can be seen as another testament to Muir’s tireless efforts.  Without 

Muir’s impassioned pleas for the preservation of many of these national parks, it is likely 

that the National Park System would be in a lesser position today. 

  
Yosemite National Park: A Reflection of Muir’s Legacy 
 
 The United States National Park Service highlights areas of the park including: 

Yosemite Valley, and its high cliffs and waterfalls; the Mariposa Grove, which 
contains hundreds of ancient giant sequoias; Glacier Point’s spectacular view of 
Yosemite Valley and the high country; Tuolumne Meadows, a large subalpine 
meadow surrounded by mountain peaks; and Hetch Hetchy, a reservoir in a valley 
considered a twin of Yosemite Valley.210   
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Yosemite National Park is known for its beautiful valleys and glacially carved canyons, a 

theory originally identified by Muir.  The National Park Service describes Yosemite 

National Park as an extensive, spectacular area: 

The 750,000-acre, 1,200 square-mile park contains thousands of lakes and ponds, 
1600 miles of streams, 800 miles of hiking trails, and 350 miles of roads. Two 
federally designated wild and scenic rivers, the Merced and Tuolumne, begin 
within Yosemite’s borders and flow west into California's Central Valley. Annual 
park visitation exceeds 3.5 million, with most visitor use concentrated in the 
seven square mile area of Yosemite Valley.211 

 
 
The major objectives of park managers today are to reduce traffic congestion 

within the park, reduce crowding, protect heavily trafficked areas, and to promote visitors 

understanding and appreciation.  The main problems Yosemite faces are rooted in the 

immense popularity of the park; while the park brings in impressive revenue and is well 

monitored, the large number of annual visitors takes its toll on natural areas.  In fact, “the 

alarming rate at which tourism in Yosemite continues to grow has given Yosemite 

National Park Service managers and conservation groups such as the National Parks and 

Conservation Association and the Sierra Club cause to worry.”  Recent research indicates 

that “80% of the park’s visitors are currently from the United States, 20% come from 

foreign countries to marvel at Yosemite’s wonders,” and that Yosemite Valley is the 

“most international destination in Central California.”212 

Park managers struggle to strike a balance between the preservation of the park’s 

resources and the responsibility to open the park to the public.  Since 1980, the Yosemite 

General Management Plan has attempted to “reclaim priceless beauty, reduce cars and 

congestion, and allow natural processes to prevail.” This plan is a response to growing 
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public concern about the sanctity of the park and it represents the first long-term planning 

project in the history of the park, a positive sign for the future.  Though private cars and 

extensive roads are now within the park boundaries, the management plan hopes to 

eventually ban all private vehicles in the park and to relocate all non-essential roads and 

buildings to outside of the park.  The management plan has also considered limiting 

visitation of the park to only Americans as an extreme option should circumstances 

worsen over time. Currently, however, scientists are working to establish eco-tourism 

voyages and projects within the park so that all visitors can enjoy the park while 

employing environmentally sound practices.   

The National Park Service has a number of educational programs, including 

teacher resources, school visits, guided tours, and other lessons and activities.  These 

programs aim to teach young people and adults about the ecological features of the park 

and also about the environmental problems the area faces.  The managers of Yosemite 

National Park hope that the education programs encourage the public to be more 

environmentally aware in their daily lives and to strive for ecological preservation as 

informed and active citizens.  When I was visiting Yosemite National Park, I was 

pleasantly surprised to come across a variety of boards, posters, and displays featuring 

Muir.  These quotes and biographical sketches of Muir assure his legacy will continue, as 

the thousands of hikers and visitors to the park are introduced to Muir and his writings. 

The photograph below features just one of the many Muir quotes I encountered while 

hiking near Tenaya Lake, and it is important to note the significant presence Muir has 

maintained in Yosemite:   
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Another current issue concerning Yosemite National Park shows changes in the 

public’s environmental values from 1913, when Hetch Hetchy Valley was dammed for 

water supply, to 2005, when legal and environmental groups are calling for the removal 

of the dam and the restoration of Hetch Hetchy.   The environmental group 

Environmental Defense has a “Discover Hetch Hetchy” campaign in motion to acquaint 

the public with the valley.  The city of San Francisco’s Public Utilities Commission is 

finalizing its planned upgrade to the water supply system, an overhaul worth $4.3 billion.  

The water system overhaul allows for the opportunity to restore the Hetch Hetchy Valley, 

a proposal that is gaining widespread public support.   

The Environmental Defense group, as well as the National Park Service, have 

completed research projects that show there are cost-effective engineering methods that 
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could restore the valley to its original state, while still providing adequate water supply to 

the city of San Francisco and surrounding areas.  Additionally, a number of other 

environmental organizations are active in this effort as well, including the Restore Hetch 

Hetchy group, the Sierra Club Hetch Hetchy Restoration Task Force, the Sierra Nevada 

Alliance, the Friends of the River, and the Tuolumne River Trust. 

It should be noted that the idea of removing a dam isn’t new, and that the 

damming of Hetch Hetchy has always been met with resistance, criticism and 

controversy.  Indeed, “at least 465 dams have been removed from the nation’s waterways 

since 1912,” and “California alone has dismantled 47”213 dams in various other locations.  

For decades the public has supported removing unnecessary or unwanted dams, and the 

Hetch Hetchy dam is no exception.  The Discover Hetch Hetchy campaign has been 

“greeted with great interest from policymakers, media and private citizens” and 

“government officials, scientists and economists have deemed it possible”214 to eliminate 

the dam and preserve the valley.  Support for dam restoration does not only come from 

liberal environmentalists; rather, people from all political, social and racial groups are 

coming out in support of the dam removal.  This campaign recalls Muir’s own work 

attempting to stop the Hetch-Hetchy dam nearly a century earlier, and people are using 

some of the same methods as Muir did, including writing articles and making public 

speeches to garner public and political support for their efforts toward restoration.  

Finally, the Discover Hetch Hetchy campaign shows that not only are Muir’s tactics still 

useful, but in fact, some of the issues with which he grappled are of current relevance as 

well. 
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The Bush Administration: Our Nation’s Environmental Policies, Practices, Outlook 
 

 Environmental discourse has permeated throughout American culture, 

awakening the public to the multitude of environmental problems occurring on this 

planet.  Both scientists and humanitarians act in this effort to increase environmental 

awareness and strengthen communication between experts and the general public.  A 

great number of environmental organizations are cooperating to bolster grassroots 

operations, gaining more public support for local, national and international 

environmental projects.   

These environmental organizations, groups and gatherings come at a time when 

they could not be more necessary.  When George W. Bush was reelected as President on 

November of 2004, the hopes of environmentalists throughout the country were deflated.  

The Bush administration has one of the worst environmental platforms in American 

history, a indication that anyone interested in environmental sound policies must now 

work harder to get their message through to legislators and policymakers.  Though the 

current administration is known for weakening all existing environmental legislation, 

there are still many people fighting for environmental sanctity.  Writing is one of the best 

methods available to bolster public support and combat current government 

environmental policies.  

When President Bush officially started his second term in office, a number of 

environmental groups such as the Sierra Club, Bush Greenwatch and the Natural 

Resources Defense Council catalogued assessments of the administration’s 

environmental policies over the last four years.  After his first term in office, President 

Bush compiled a dangerous and disturbing environmental record.  In 2004, agencies 
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under Bush set in motion more than 200 rollback actions that weakened existing 

environmental laws, leading to one of the most environmentally destructive campaigns in 

the last century.  The changes in law are not slight alterations in policy; rather, they 

reflect radical changes to core environmental laws.  Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a senior 

attorney at the Natural Resources Defense Council, in his article “Crimes Against 

Nature” for Rolling Stone magazine says Bush “intends to eliminate the nation’s most 

important environmental laws” with legislation “cloaked in meticulously crafted 

language designed to deceive the public.”215 Kennedy is one of the strongest voices in 

American environmental discourse.  By writing articles for well-known magazines like 

Rolling Stone, Kennedy is attempting to reach millions of people, thereby spreading his 

views on the environment.  Thus, Kennedy indicates that writing about the environment 

is a valid route to effecting change and influencing public opinion.  Although the issues at 

stake are quite different from those of Muir’s time, the precedent set by Muir in using 

writing to approach environmental change continues in articles like Kennedy’s. 

Problematically, the administration has significantly narrowed the scope of both 

the Clean Water Act and the Clean Air Act, crippled the aim of the Endangered Species 

Act by eliminating habitat protection programs, and reversed a ruling that has historically 

protected 58 million acres of national forest lands.216  While dismantling existing 

environmental legislation, the current administration has also ignored global 

environmental concerns, rejecting the idea of global warming, refusing to cooperate with 

international organizations, and ignoring pleas for the exploration of cleaner resources.  

Additionally, environmental enforcement has fallen by the wayside.  EPA data indicate a 
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“75 percent decline in the number of federal lawsuits filed against companies violating 

national environmental laws in the first three years of the Bush administration,” while 

“civil citations for polluters are down 57 percent since 2001.”217 These wide-ranging data 

indicate the degree to which Bush’s policies are negatively affecting the environment.  

Environmental groups are bracing themselves for the administration to undermine 

environmental enforcement and continue to weaken key programs in the coming four 

years.  Despite the great effect Bush had on environmental policies in his first term, 

President Bush was largely unsuccessful in Congress with a good deal of his proposals to 

overhaul some environmental laws.  With the exception of destructive forest legislation, 

Bush’s other major legislative proposals dissolved, including energy and air policy and 

endangered species.  Instead, Bush resorted to administrative actions.  Unfortunately, in 

this second term Bush enjoys expanded majorities in both the House and Senate.  It 

appears that the administration “and its industry allies will more aggressively pursue 

permanent weakening changes by rewriting statues in Congress and packing the courts 

with extremists unreceptive to environmental laws.”218  The major issues ahead include 

energy legislation, oil drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, clean air and 

endangered species legislation.  Though many feel that the Bush administration is 

wreaking havoc on the environment, it is worth noting that even in Muir’s time, 

environmentally minded people fought against adverse government policies.  The 

struggle may be continual, but as Muir’s own successes indicate, it need not be futile. 

 

 

                                                             
217 http://www.nrdc.org/legislation/rollbacks/execsum.asp 
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS 

My project aims to understand the crucial role environmental writing plays in 

influencing public opinion, bridging the gap between the sciences and the humanities, 

and in impacting American environmental policies.  Nature writing, unlike most 

scientific data or ecological research, has the capacity to reach the public in a more 

intimate, meaningful way.  It has been and continues to be a necessary tool in 

establishing positive environmental ethics and values within society. Environmental 

literature is a practice embedded firmly in American history, and since the colonial era, it 

has been extremely important in reflecting and influencing public opinion concerning the 

environment.   

It is helpful to have an understanding of what nature writing actually is, as well to 

have a background in the disciplines of ethics and philosophy as they relate to the 

environment.  With a proper understanding of the value of strong environmental ethics, 

readers may connect the role ethical systems play in gathering public support of positive 

environmental legislation.  Environmental advocacy groups are essentially made of 

people who have adopted similar philosophies about the way in which humans should 

treat the earth that sustains them, and these people and groups are powerful tools for 

political change.  In this paper, I have connected nature writing to environmental ethics 

and philosophy, and I have used the discipline of American environmental history to 

demonstrate how writing has changed ethics and public opinion over the past three 

hundred years.  The integration of these fields was facilitated with a closer examination 

of a very important figure to all of these fields, known as a nature writer, a historical 

figure, and an environmental activist. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
218 Ibid 
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John Muir is an example of a leading environmental and historical figure who 

used writing as a compelling tool to transform public opinion and thus, to change 

American cultural values and political policies.  In Chapter Four, I detailed John Muir’s 

life; his writings, both articles and non-fiction books have been key aspects of my study.  

His life and writings reflect my arguments perfectly and this lasting significance as a 

historical, environmental and literary hero allow me to end this paper with a sense of 

optimism and hope for the future of nature writing, environmental activism, and 

environmental ethics.  

Muir’s influence, both in his own time and in present day, reflects my view that 

writing has the power to stimulate positive changes in environmental values and policies. 

After a careful evaluation of Muir’s life and writings, it is possible to consider Muir as 

one of the most influential environmental writers in history.  He was responsible in part 

or whole for the establishment of the Sierra Club; he was absolutely influential in the 

development of the nature writing genre and he was a role model for future generations 

of nature writers and environmentalists; and he laid the groundwork for the National Park 

System, especially Yosemite National Park.  Muir’s influence, in fact, is so powerful that 

it continues to felt in contemporary environmental affairs.   

A large component of my paper has been an evaluation of the current status of 

nature writing as a field, as well as that of environmental ethics and environmental 

philosophy.  Though research in the history of these fields is interesting, it is all for 

naught unless readers can place these fields within their proper context in today’s society.  

Nature writing has continued to expand and diversify, and the academic discipline of 

environmental ethics has boomed in popularity at universities across America and 
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worldwide.  Scholars of all disciplines, from philosophy to history to literature, have 

turned attention towards the condition of the natural world, using their respective 

perspectives to clarify environmental problems, call for environmental action and bring 

people and the nonhuman world closer together.  Environmental advocacy groups, such 

as Muir’s Sierra Club, also play a large role within the environmental community and 

publications like Sierra magazine reach huge amounts of the American population. 

Writing of this sort evaluates the current state of the environment, but not in a 

downtrodden, corny, or apocalyptic manner, as some might assume.  Nature writing 

today is a very interdisciplinary form of literature, where writers strive to connect 

environmental degradation with spiritual loss, instilling a sense of connectedness and 

concern among readers.  Nature writing does not aim to threaten readers by dwelling on 

environmental problems or to entice them by cooing to squirrels in a field; rather, writers 

try to reach further down and stimulate a stronger, more vibrant ecological consciousness 

among the public.   

As Barry Lopez says, the genre “is concerned with the biological and spiritual 

fate” of communities of life.  Nature writing, like all forms of literature, seeks to 

understand human nature in a way that helps people to improve upon themselves and 

make sound choices about the ways in which they live.  In an age of environmental 

degradation, where ecological crises abound, it is of the utmost importance that nature 

writers connect with the public to fuse scientific facts with emotional and spiritual 

notions of environmental responsibility.  Environmental literature, then, is key in 

demonstrating the ways in which individuals and society may attain more meaningful 

connections with the earth that sustains them. 
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