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In Rivers of Empire, Donald Worster argues forcefully and convincingly that, more than a place of “untrammeled freedom,” the American West is a place of “authority and restraint, of class and exploitation, and ultimately of imperial power” (4).  Relying on a variety of sources, including Congressional records, U.S. Geological Survey reports, censuses, newspapers, and on an impressive array of secondary literature that favors Marxian and Weberian analysis, Worster concentrates the argument made in The Wealth of Nature.  In that book, he struck against values such as material acquisitiveness and the manipulation of nature, arguing that they resulted in a culture of environmental degradation in North America; he wrote that ultimately, the Western capitalist approach to the environment was less viable than a communalistic environmental ethic.  With Rivers of Empire, Worster identifies the relationship between that approach and its “intensely managerial relationship with nature” in the western United States, particularly as it concerns the “manipulation of water and its products” (5-7).  Such an approach to nature, he writes, tends toward coercion and a hierarchy dominated by a power elite armed with vast accumulated capital and claims to expertise.


The literature on the West has traditionally been dominated by narratives about the goodness of individual enterprise, of cowboys and adventurers who moved from civilization to carve a life out of nature.  Worster supplements the literature with the idea of the technological West—the idea that the control of water through technology became the “basis of the new West” (10).  Worster states that although the Frontier Thesis did not apply to arid regions beyond the Mississippi, Frederick Jackson Turner did recognize the need for coordinated ingenuity in settling the West that could not be accomplished by ordinary means.  For Worster, this means that capitalist interests became reliant on government funding for the construction of dams, canals, and reservoirs.  Also, contrary to comparisons of the West to the South as weak regions exploited by Northeastern capital, Worster demonstrates that, particularly since World War II, the West has emerged as the “principle seat” of an emerging global economic order.  


Worster draws from Karl Wittfogel for a theoretical view of water use that reaches the social implications of human interactions with nature.  Wittfogel—who owed much to Marx’s materialist analysis, Weber’s view of bureaucratic institutions, and the Frankfurt school’s ideas of power and domination—developed the “hydraulic society” thesis.  In short, this theory says that where the control of water developed, political power in the hands of elites increased and at times led to despotic governments run by bureaucrats (23).  Water control underwent three modes: the local subsistence mode, the agraraian state mode, and the capitalist mode.  The latter corresponds to the American West, in which the emergence of capitalism made possible the use of modern technology to control water.  New forms of social domination arose from such methods of water control.  

Worster identifies three stages in the development of this social-political-environmental order:  incipience, florescence, and empire.  In the first stage, pioneers (exemplified in the Mormons) moved west and harnessed water through basic means to meet the demands of small but growing populations.  The second stage began in 1902 with the passage of the National Reclamation Act.  This legislation led to the construction of irrigation projects from the sale of western public lands and called for a bureaucratically-managed development program independent of Congressional funding.  Contrary to a number of historians’ interpretations of the National Reclamation Act as a triumph for the “little people” (160), Worster points out a few salient features of this stage:  the federal government’s control of rivers, increased private profit through such control, and growing rural social stratification.   

The third stage, empire, began in the 1940s and saw government and private wealth unify to control every major river in the West.  After World War II, the West became the agricultural leader of the world, developed industrially, and thus emerged as the “natural home of the American Empire” (259).  The ambitions for building an empire of liberal democracy were evident in the American West; the justification for oligopolistic control of expertise and capital rested in large measure on water scarcity.  But Worster finds that empires break apart as their illusions lose their potency and as their contradictions become apparent.  This, he claims, is happening in the American West.  Decaying dams and increased salinization, combined with a greater awareness of the irreparable loss of nature to the effects of capitalist management, have awakened internal dissent to a degree unparalleled in history.  By the final decades of the twentieth century, the water empire found itself “caught in a dialectic that Karl Marx had never predicted, one pitting not merely rival classes pursuing their competing self-interest but rival ways of valuing nature” (325).  But more than the power of organized opposition, Worster suggests that a naturally unsustainable condition might be the undoing of this water-based empire.        

In his conclusion, Worster explores possibilities for the next stage of water management.  He warns against the dangers of continued reliance on “technological giantism” and advocates a decentralized approach to the management of natural resources that emphasizes “carefulness” (333).  He avoids detailed proposals for arriving at such a relationship with nature, but this engaging account of the process of water management in the American West and of the relationships between capitalism, empire, and the natural environment leave little doubt that such proposals deserve serious consideration.                             



