Travis Seay

Review of A Fierce Green Fire, by Philip Shabecoff 

March 14, 2005

A Fierce Green Fire fails as a work of scholarship.  Although former New York Times reporter Philip Shabecoff begins his survey of the American environmental movement with the disclaimer that he writes news, not history, he opens himself up to an obvious and legitimate query:  Why, then, attempt a broad historical account on this topic?  While the answer does not make itself clear, one can infer that the author prefers a safe, self-constructed venue in which to express deeply-held concerns about the current political approaches to environmental protection.  On that level, Green Fire works well.  It affords the reader a few glimpses of the world through the eyes of a committed writer on environmental issues.  But while it flows with heartfelt narrative and editorializing, it falls short of analysis, and it fails to supply disciplined considerations of historical process and context.  The author’s attempt to present his work in an historical framework severely undermines his capacity to deliver a compelling message.     
Writing for The San Francisco Review of Books, Anne-Marie Nicoara sums up Green Fire as “an almost seamless account” of environmental awakening in America.1  I disagree.  The book lacks a connective thread which might tie together disparate ideas or make more palatable some of the author’s emotionally-charged outbursts.  Put another way, the thesis appears at once nowhere and everywhere.  Perhaps Shabecoff wishes simply to state that the American environmental movement gradually brought ideas of biological interconnectedness into mainstream culture and politics.  On the other hand, his point may be that recent business-minded, conservative political leaders pose a grave threat to all life—including human life.  At the core of his intended statement may lie pieces of his private musings about the human place in nature.  Indeed, all of these topics come out in the story; each would make a satisfactory point of focus.  But none develops into anything more than roadside scenery on the way to an undisclosed destination.  

A possible explanation for Shabecoff’s reluctance to decide on a thesis is his uncritical acceptance of (mostly secondary) sources, which he strings together in a struggle for coherence.  Such research receives little support from scholars; this book’s assumption of an historical framework makes the writing appear all the more fragile and disorganized in comparison to the work of trained scholars.  Green Fire deserves many adjectives, but coherent is not one of them.  My opinion clashes with that of Noel Perrin, whose review in The New York Times characterizes the book as “coherent and (mostly) engrossing.” In fact, Perrin praises Shabecoff for producing the first “good history” of American environmentalism.  However, in his final statement, Perrin implies that the work belongs in the category of “environmental journalism.”2 Given Green Fire’s attempts to portray itself as an authority on the environmental movement’s past and current trajectories, along with its paucity of scholarly inquiry, one can understand how a reader might confuse the two fields.     
The book begins with descriptions of pre-European America.  Mimicking William Cronon’s Changes in the Land, Shabecoff portrays a pristine land brimming with flora and fauna.  Indians lived in harmony with the continent’s “natural rhythms.”  They altered their surroundings, but very little in comparison to Europeans.  From the beginning, the Europeans intended to subdue the land.  Their concerns lay not as much with environmental harmony as they did with acquisitiveness and commerce.  Such values quickly moved the New World toward environmental degradation.          

Industrialization widened the American domination of resources.  The 1876 Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia showcased the steam engine, the telegraph and the telephone as symbols of progress; for Shabecoff they represented unbridled and very costly (financially and ecologically) technology.  The end of the nineteenth century saw an increasing consumption of natural resources.  A growing lumber market depleted forests and eroded soil.  The coal mining industry continued to pollute the air.  Periods of economic expansion and the increased mechanization of labor drove up demand for cheap, unskilled workers; increased immigration and urban growth accompanied these trends.  For Shabecoff, cities became the most pervasive source of general pollution and human disease.  

While cities grappled with industrial transformation, the government worked out its ambitions for territorial expansion.  Largely parceled out through land grants, the new territories acquired after the Mexican War satisfied the interests of speculation and private profit.  After the Civil War, white Americans went wild for land.  Settlement and clearing expanded as settlers pushed Indians onto reservations.  By the 1890s, Frederick Jackson Turner declared that the frontier no longer existed.  Not only did the closing of the frontier threaten the development of democracy, it also posed, in Shabecoff’s view, a threat to long term environmental health.  A concern for progress outweighed considerations that “nature’s bounty” might have an end.  Misguided government policies and their cultural and economic accomplices contributed to this shortsightedness.  “To a large extent,” explains Shabecoff, “they did not know what they were doing” (38).     

Enter Shabecoff’s “first wave” of the modern environmental movement, which, down to the middle of the twentieth century, responded to industrialization, urban growth, and territorial expansion.  John J. Audubon, Daniel Boone, George Catlin, Francis Parkman, John Orvis, Aldo Leopold, and others populate the first hundred pages of the book, mainly as representatives of an emerging awareness of environmental change.  The author parades them quickly through a disjointed narrative and offers simplistic statements on their philosophies.  Shabecoff explains that Thoreau believed that “humanity would save itself and plant the spirit of God, not by destroying wilderness, but by becoming one with it” (47).  He notes that George Perkins Marsh identified human technology as a factor in potentially permanent ecological change.  John Muir devoted himself to a biocentric view, which called into question utilitarian motives; preservation became important to his philosophy.

The conservationists—represented by Gifford Pinchot and his boss, Teddy Roosevelt—stood at odds with the preservationism espoused by Muir and others.  Shabecoff judges early twentieth century environmental policies as flawed, since they revealed overriding concerns for jingoism, nationalism, and the rhetoric of efficiency.  In short, these political preoccupations overlooked natural beauty and long-term environmental planning.  

By neglecting a broad historical setting for these ideas, Shabecoff enables himself to set up clear-cut confrontations between heroes and villains.  This theme recurs throughout the book:  courageous academics, activists, and scientists took on money-grubbing businessmen and their political cronies.  Aldo Leopold was a prophet of ecological thought.  Rachel Carson lit the fuse to a powder keg of concerns about cancer and pollution after World War II.  René Dubos’ passion for a better world influenced a long line of ecological thinkers.  On the other hand, the author places Dwight Eisenhower, Ronald Reagan, and George W. Bush into the simple category of business opportunists eager to sacrifice protection for profit.  Though Shabecoff offers notable exceptions to the idea of government as the mechanism for elitist campaigns for profit and pillage (FDR and Harold Ickes make brief appearances), he relies heavily on the idea as a frame for the “Second Wave” and “Third Wave” of the movement.  The remaining two thirds of the book deal with those stages of the movement (which began in the late 1960s).  Daniel J. Kevies writes that by emphasizing the recent history of the movement, the author “takes the environmental movement then and recently at its own self-justifying face value.”3 Kevies’ remark alerts readers not only to the dangers of unchecked bias in history-like narratives but also to the ease with which ideas become distorted when presented apart from a somewhat balanced context.     
The Second Wave, ushered in on Earth Day 1970, evolved out of the environmental movements of the 1960s.  Radical breakaways of those movements, such as Earth First! and the radical wing of Greenpeace receive some ink and serve as points of contrast to the moderate manifestations of the Second Wave, which Shabecoff apparently favors.  The author discusses social ecology and tacitly endorses its formula for avoiding an ecological dead end by shunning radical alternatives:  a healthy economy combined with “benign technologies” and “participatory democracy.”  No development of the ideas occurs.  

The flood of environmental legislation and executive policy initiatives enacted in the 1970s form the legacy of the 60s movements and of the Second Wave.  The National Environmental Policy Act (1970), OSHA, the EPA, the Clean Air Act, and various wildlife protection laws symbolized a mainstreaming of environmental consciousness.  And to some extent, they resulted in cleaner air and waterways, safer workplaces, and the removal of animals from endangered species lists.  Additionally, grass roots campaigns developed as the wave took on political momentum.  New areas of environmental awareness resulted.  One such area was the emergence of community watchdog groups.  Also, an awareness of environmental racism grew out of concerns that relationships exist between pollution, race, and class.
In the 1980s, however, that momentum halted.  Apparently, the government simply changed.  No new environmental laws passed during the Reagan administration.  Additionally, Reagan appointed incompetent or compliant people to head the EPA, OSHA, and the Interior Department, seemingly to ensure business-friendly oversight.  Many legislators who claimed to be environmentalists vigorously opposed environmental regulation, and conservatives exerted less pressure on corporations to participate in pollution prevention and clean up programs.  Shabecoff places his explanation for Reagan’s “counterrevolution” in terms of politics and economics, but he neglects to explain with any depth or sense of historical development the major political and economic changes which occurred between the late 1960s and the 1980s.                             
The Third Wave emerged as a counter-counterrevolution.  More pragmatic and acclimated to government bureaucracy than their predecessors, Third Wave activists and lobbyists began to negotiate with polluters in the late 1980s.  Their tactics withstood Reagan’s counterrevolution, but Shabecoff warns that the Fourth Wave will need significant political and financial resources to make meaningful progress in the future.  In explaining the need for such resources, he insists that conservatives simply continue moving to the right.  
The book ends with a summary of the movement’s accomplishments, as well as proposals for averting environmental disaster in the years to come.  Neither discussion paints a rosy picture for life on earth.  And neither deviates from the author’s mantra that the environmental movement has provided the one correct path to human salvation, if only the people would embrace it.  “In a sane world,” he writes, “the values of environmentalism should prevail” (309).  But this is hard to accept, given that Shabecoff does not depict a cohesive set of environmental values which can be uniformly classified as “sane.”                     
One of this book’s most startling omissions is that of discussions on the radical factions of the environmental movement.  Their absence from most of the descriptions of environmentalists’ ideas and methods reveals, at worst, a disinclination to tell the whole story.  But their absence—and the absence of the larger story of leftist, radical politics—from explanations for the rightward trend in American government constitutes negligence, whether viewed from the perspective of an historian or from that of a journalist.   
Reviewer Martin V. Melosi agrees that the book falls short of historical scholarship.  He cites Shabecoff’s simplification of complex subjects, as well as his omission of historical context and process.  He also aptly points out that urban issues take a back seat “to wilderness, nature, and the West.”4 
Another testament to the importance of historical context appears in a review by Vikram Akula.  Shabecoff’s calls for economic changes follow a long line of agrarian reform demands in the twentieth century.  Akula points out that after the ravages of the Dust Bowl in the 1930s, many farmers “went back to the profit-maximizing commercial farming that caused the original catastrophe.”5 He implies that Shabecoff’s recommendations encapsulate a degree of naiveté which diminishes the book’s central message.     
Angelo M. Codevilla’s review in National Review, is perhaps the most interesting critique of Green Fire that I read.  It comes unabashedly from the political right and thus helps to place the book in a spectrum of ideas about environmentalism.  He begins by denouncing the environmental movement as alarmist, scientifically groundless, and filled with power-hungry professional activists who, having failed at socialism, now work to undermine American capitalism from “under the green banner.”  Codevilla travels along more than a few tangents intended to prove the illegitimacy of environmentalism before coming to a point near the end of his piece.  “Make no mistake,” he writes.  “Shabecoff’s environmentalists are not gentle lovers of all nature.  Since they do not see man as radically superior to beasts and radically inferior to God, they are tempted to play god to man and beast alike.”6   Indirectly, Codevilla’s comments point to two important matters.  First, they elicit questions about Shabecoff’s placement of humans in nature.  Since the author does not address this idea at length, the reviewer’s opposition to environmentalism on such grounds seems poignant.  If Shabecoff aims to persuade his readers of the moral rectitude of environmentalism, he must address more fully the proper relationship between man and nature; and he must provide a convincing definition for nature.  Second, the reviewer’s comments accentuate the political nature of environmental studies and call immediately into question the legitimacy of a non-scholarly study of the environmental movement.  
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