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Review of The Wealth of Nature: Environmental History 

and the Ecological Imagination, by Donald Worster


In this collection of essays, Donald Worster assumes the dual position of historian and reformer.  Operating from the conviction that historians should take up public issues concerning the “fate of rural communities, the aspirations of developing countries, [and] the future of the earth,” Worster argues for the integration of history into current ideas about the human relationship to nature.  His stated objective is to put nature back into history.  He satisfies his goal by making a strong case for environmental history’s capacity to bridge the barriers which separate the humanities and social sciences from the hard sciences.  But Worster’s scope reaches well beyond this.  The common thread in these essays challenges the intertwined worldviews of scientific and economic materialism which developed in Western Europe during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and which subsequently became dominant in the United States.  Exemplified in the writings of Descartes, Bacon, and Adam Smith, values such as material acquisitiveness and the secularization of nature resulted in a culture of environmental degradation in North America.  Worster strikes powerfully and often eloquently against the idea that such a value system can legitimately claim to abide by timeless, universal, natural laws.  Ultimately, he presents the Western capitalist approach to the environment as less viable than a communalistic environmental ethic. 

Worster’s argument against the scientific and economic materialist rationale pivots on three characteristics of modern Western approaches to the environment:  compartmentalization, marketization, and secularization. Compart-mentalization refers to the division of academics which, argues Worster, precludes a comprehensive view of the relationship between nature and human cultures.  Environmental history offers a path between the realm of science/nature and that of history/society.  The author chips away at the notion of history as a self-contained discipline by presenting an array of topics through which science and history can benefit one another.  The impact of climate changes over centuries, energy sources and consumption patterns, the effects of technology on the environment, and the role of humans in ecological change stand ready for exploration from an “ecological perspective on history” (p. 31).  Worster validates this perspective by acknowledging the contributions of several scholars whose works crossed traditional academic boundaries.  For example, anthropologist Clark Wissler’s study of climate and cultural diversity definitively linked nature and culture; Karl Wittfogel addressed the natural environment’s role in societal restructuring.  Worster identifies three “levels” of environmental history which proceed from such combinations of analysis and methodology.  First, an interest in the structures and development of past natural environments requires experience with scientific data, since reliable historical evidence can be difficult to locate.  The second level concerns the relationships between modes of production, environmental transformation, and social change.  The economic and political motivations behind technological development, as well as technology’s impact on the environment, figure heavily into this level.  Third, this interdisciplinary approach allows environmental historians to gauge changing intellectual perceptions of nature.  Understanding past ideologies, ethics, laws, and myths about the environment adds immeasurably to current definitions of nature, and it provides options to humans who seek their proper place in nature.  Thus, Worster offers the idea of de-compartmentalizing as a comparative, broad look at human relationships to nature over time.  In doing so, he anticipates a framework of alternatives to the prevailing market capitalist logic.

In a similar vein, the author proposes a marriage of broad moral purpose between ecology and agriculture.  The fragmentation of nature—the view of nature as sets of commodities, rather than as a whole entity—owes much to the “market mentality” of agriculture.  Worster’s marriage would honor the idea “that nature is a pattern and a set of processes that we humans did not invent, cannot altogether replace, and must learn to respect” (p. 70).  

Marketization, argues Worster, works against conservation and communal values, which are necessary for sound environmental ethics and policies.  The author attributes the sustenance of the market mentality, in part, to a culture of immoderacy which holds that “wealth is an unlimited good” (p. 85).  In the context of agriculture, the market mentality results in too much productivity, since farm experts assume that people want cheapness above all else; cost effectiveness and consumer responsiveness, then, become standards for good farming policies.  But, writes Worster, the marketplace poorly indicates people’s desires and needs.  Good agricultural policy demands moderation:  a program which promotes health, fosters a just society (e.g., by paying decent wages and not allowing profit to dictate operations), and preserves the ecological community. Environmentally irresponsible agricultural policy, on the other hand, depletes the land and water by treating both as commodities.     
The complacency with which many environmental policy makers promote the idea of sustainable development may also fall under Worster’s critique of marketization.  The author sees sustainable development as deceptive.  It has the potential, he writes, to merge with the economic materialist rationale of managing perpetually renewable resources as fuel for sustained economic growth.  Such a rationale flies in the face of environmentalists of the 1960s and 1970s who openly challenged the overindulgent consumption, production, and accumulation of the West (particularly of the United States).  Moreover, its proponents offer no long-term timeframe and no uniform set of criteria for achieving sustainability.  In short, current ideas about sustainable development hold nature as a pool of resources to be used.  They overlook the complexity and dynamic character of nature, and they adhere uncritically to the worldview of material progress.  
Worster’s critique of secularism constitutes the book’s third forceful argument.  In the context of environmental history, secularization refers to the disproportionate reliance upon scientific analysis to the exclusion of moral reasoning.  The former, asserts the author, cannot take the place of the latter.  Sound environmental thinking requires reflection on more than the utility of nature.  It requires temperance of the arrogant notion that humans can perceive and harness natural laws.  It also requires reverence for natural cycles.  In short, it calls for references to an entity larger and more powerful than human will.  
The author builds his case, in part, by suggesting that the Judeo-Christian tradition (if we can justify the use of such a term) cannot be held responsible for current attitudes toward the environment.  He detracts from Lynn White’s idea that biblical texts confer on humans managerial rights over the environment and that they have contributed to a population spike since at least the past two and a half centuries.  Worster reasons that an increase in wealth, combined with repeated validations of wealth accumulation—most notably by Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations—has been the single most important factor in environmental exploitation.  It has fostered population growth, material self-interest, and, ultimately, obliviousness to nature. 

Indeed, environmentalism, as an antidote to environmental destruction, owes many of its basic tenets to Protestantism.  The Quakers’ influence on Greenpeace  activists can be seen in the activists’ “bearing witness” to atrocities and injustice.  John Muir’s environmentalism invoked religious themes and language and possessed the “democratic tendencies” of “frontier evangelists.”  Leonard Arrington’s work on Mormon frontier settlers likewise sheds light on the role of a strong moral tradition.  Water management served as the medium for Mormon communitarianism.  At the same time, the New England Puritan tradition of communitarianism went out of vogue in the rest of America.  Capitalist ideology increasingly valued the individual over the community, and it advocated environmental conquest in the name of profit and progress.  Mormons upheld the legitimacy of moral authority over their economic activity and thus gave that activity direction and made it socially responsible.  For Worster, Arrington’s writing works best as a demonstration of community opposition to “coercive American values” (122).   
Arthur McEvoy’s review of Wealth of Nature, while largely complimentary, suggests that the book lacks a professional orientation that would make it suitable for serious study.  He cites the fifth essay, “Arranging a Marriage: Ecology and Agriculture,” commenting that “it probably worked fine as a talk before a non-professional audience,” but that it falls short of professional literature.  McEvoy also delivers a serious blow to Worster’s premise in “Private, Public, Personal: Americans and the Land.”  The essay relies on the notion that the Constitution omits discussion of Americans’ rights and responsibilities regarding the land.  McEvoy points out, however, that Article IV empowers Congress to pass laws pertaining to “the Territory or other Property belonging to the United States.”1 The reviewer implies that Worster might have at least discussed why this Constitutional provision has proved inadequate in the formation of sound environmental policies.  

Richard White notes the seeming contradiction between Worster’s stance as an environmentalist (which one commonly associates with liberalism) and the points to which the author’s logic extends.  In his recommendations, Worster accommodates quite conservative notions:  “order, tradition, particularly religious traditions, and an acceptance of limits.”2 Still, White observes, Worster’s thesis stands at odds with traditional American conservatism.  White’s comments caution against the stereotypical labeling of environmentalist writers, and they confirm the complexity of thought Wealth of Nature represents.   
Martin Reuss faults Worster for wearing too many hats at once.  “It is not easy to be a historian as well as an oracle,” he writes, “particularly if your words evoke visions of a latter-day Jeremiah.”  Addressing the idea that American environmentalism drew from Protestantism, Reuss notes that, for Worster, John Muir personifies the characteristics of that tradition.  But, he adds, it would not be hard to mention others who borrowed from “less benign Protestant virtues.”  (While the point may be valid, Reuss might have noted a few examples of “less benign” virtues.)  Additionally, he opines that the author’s defense of nature “for its inherent value” detracts from the “wonder of humankind.”  He concludes by saying that Worster’s appeal to the intelligence of potential reformers for a worldview which encompasses the “public good” proves ineffective.  Reuss believes the author suffers from naiveté, since “human self-interest, not intelligence” drives social change.3 It is difficult to respond to Reuss’ review.  While opposing viewpoints frequently aid my understanding of a book’s place in historical literature, they often indicate a reviewer’s simple unwillingness to seriously entertain the author’s central idea.  The idea that “human self-interest” should constitute the primary motivation for change forms the very target at which Worster aims.  To dismiss this point as naïve without attempting a counterargument is to complacently echo the conventional American capitalist logic; in my opinion, Reuss’ dismissal only strengthens Worster’s thesis.  This book generates alternatives to current environmental and social thought.  If we view history as a storehouse of possibilities and alternatives, then Wealth of Nature qualifies as good history.           
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