SOLSTICE

WILDERNESS AS PLACE

John D. Nvstuen

Some conflicts are the result of people talking 2t cross purposes because thev interpret
jdentical empincal dats n guite diffsrent wavs. These differences can arnise from deep seated
differsnces 1n beliel svstems or from the knowledge svstems (theones) appled to understand-
g & phenomenon. The conflict over the meaning of wilderness 15 an example

Visual Paradoxes

The biclogist Richard Dawkins in his book The Extended Phenotype uses the analogy
of the Necker Cube (Louis Albert Necker, 1832) to illustrate the fact that the same empir-
ical evidence can be interpreted in two or more perfectly accurate ways, each of which 1s
valid but incompatible with the other. The Necker Cube 35 a misual paradox i which the
mind percerves a flat plane drawing ac & three dimensional transparent cube in which the
onentation of the cube is arbitrary (Figure 1) Al one moment it appears {0 be viewed from
above but as one stares at i, a reversal cccurs and in the next moment it seems to be viewed
fram below. The visual paradox arises when full information is avalable. Partial knowledge
seems 1o favor one view or the other.

Full View 1 View 2
Information

SV N

Figure 1. Necker Cube. A sequence of three cubes chown as line drawings. The reader
unfamiliar with Necker's Cube would be well-advised to reconstruct this figure. The left
hand cube is one with all edges showing; the center cube has three edges hidden so that it
appears the reader is looking down at the cube from above: znd, the nght cube has three
edges hidden so that ot appears that the reader is looking up at the cube from below.

An additional set of views is available — that of a two dimensional plane figure which,
of course, is what the drawings are. This set of views may become dorminant by rotating the
cube so that the many symmetnies of the cube are emphasized (Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Views Along Axes of Symmetry of a Cube. This figure is also 2 sequence of three
views of cubes shown as line drawings. The left eube is 2 full- information cube (no hidden
edges) seen head-on, with a face of the cube closest to the face of the reader. The center
sghe is o cube with all edges showing viewed head -on with an edge closest to the reader 50
that the prominent edge, and the liametrically opposed edge appear to coincide for part of
their length, The right cube it & view of the cube with one corner closest to the reader so
shat the plane view of the cube appears as a hexagon with three diameters.

Aqether well-known visuzl paradox, face/vese, was introduced by Edgar Rubm in 1815
(Figure 3). In this example additional knowledge seems to resolve the paradox —as e simple
white, classical vase agaimst & black background, both vase and profiles of faces &t either side
ore evident. If baseball caps are put on the profiles, the faces dominate; if, instead. flowers
are drawn in the vase, then the vase dominates.

Usually one has to plan how 1o seek additional knowledge about a problem. If only a
certain type of knowledge is pursued hecause that is the way the problem is interpreted,
then one view will likely prevail, If only economic evidence 15 admitted for consideration {for
example), other views, other values may remain mvisible.

Past expenience may bias ane's interpretation bevomd what seems reasonable to others
with different points of view. Gerald Fizher’s (1967) man-girl paradox is a sequence of eight
progressively modified drawings — from man to nymph-like girl (Figure 4). The fourth
drawing in the seguence was found upon empirical testing to have equal probability of being
ceeq a5 a man's face or a girl's figure. However, by viewing the sequence successively from
{he top left to the bottom might one can maintain a hias towards seeing the man’s face almost
to the last drawing. There, only 2 faint, melting ghost of a face remains to be seen, if seen at
all. The opposite is true if one starts with the girl's figure and moves in the reverse direction.

Wilderness Defined

The value of wilderness to society resembles a Necker Cube paradox. People of goodwill
see the same empirical evidence in very different lights, The dominant Amencan ViEW of
the environment i utilitacian and anthropocentnc. The environment 15 lor humans 10 use.
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Face/Vase

Face

Vase

Figure 3. Face/vase paradox
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Natural resources are culiural apprasals, more 2 matier of somety than of nature, For
something to be a resource we must want o use it, know how to do so, have the power 1o
do so. and be entitled to do so. Nature offers omly the opportunity for use.

A biocentric ethic imbuses nature with intnnsic values independent of mankind. We
are part of nature, not apart trom it. lu an anthropocentric view we are distingmshed and
especially favored by Ged. Ina biocentric view all creatures, large and small. and plants too,
have a right 1o exst. Most Native American cultures held to this beliel. They apologized 1o
their fellow life forms when consuming them to meet their own needs.

I Western Society the biocentric ethic 15 not well understood perhaps even by many
of ite advocates. Preservationist: focus on symbols of wilderness rather than on wilderness
i t1s full existence. Tactical reasons motivate this approach but then frequently wilderness
advocates are outmaneuversd. Do preservationisis really care about the snail dartes and the
spatted owl? Or are Lhese species being used as focal ponts to preserve entire habitats?
They embody or personify concern for more abstract values. Do we really want the habitat
e be preserved unchanged®

I recell when visiting Disneyland, a frontier scenaric of " settler’s log cabin under
sitack and in fiames." The logs were made of cement and the flames came from gas Jets —
{hiey burn eternally for the tourists, daily durng open hours, scason after scasomn,

The wilderness worth saving is the bicsphere process. The wilderness sthic is to let wild
habitats exast where human contact is shight and/or remote (outside—backdrop). Living wild
hebitats change and perhaps spotted owls or other species will vanish but not as a result
of direct human action. Of value are natural processes remote and indifferent to mankind.
John Muir said, “In Wilderness is the Preservation of the Barth.” That plrase iz the motto
of the Sierra Club which Muir founded 1n 1892, Preservation of the earth as the home of life
transcends societal concerns. Beyond a species imperative, it is life imperative.

Conflict or Synthesis

M. €. Escher, the artist noted for his depictions of the complexities of time and space,
transcends the choice required by she Necker Cube. He gave the object some atlention m his
lithograph Belvedere (see The World of Escher, p. 228). The man seated in the foreground
is holding an impossible cubic object while contemplating a drawing of it on the ground in
front of him, In this scene Escher provides a drawing, a hand-held model, the embodiment
of the concept in the structure of the castle building

Escher stmultanecusly embraces two views of the cube with a model and a construction
process that can only exist in the imagination. The paradex is in the images of physical
things depicted. There are no paradoxes in nature. Nature exists. Paradoxes ohserved in
pature mean that our understanding of phenomena i inadequate. This 1¢ what drives the
imagination of physicists. Theor holde that nothing can exceed the speed of light — except
human imagination; light bends; space is warped; black holes exist; time fHows backward;
light 1z both wave and photon. Desper and desper understanding of nature Incorporates these
constructs of our imagination. From the beginning many predictions of quantum mechanics
were viewed as very strange. Now afier many decades or resisting refutation, the theory
vields new results that border on the surreal: that quantum phenomena are neither waves nor
particles but are intrinsically undefined until the moment they are observed {John Horigan,
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1892), Yel nature erigts, The problem 15 our nund set, the position of our understanding.

To understand Escher's impessible cube one must sake into account the position of the
oheerver. 1t is like & tainbow; it exsts only for those who are in the proper position 1o
appreciate it, There 1s no rainbow for the people whe are being rained upon.

| remember talking 1o a Gurung woman (the Gurung are a highland people of Nepal)
who. under & government program, had migrated to & lowland farm on the Nepalese portion
of the Gangetic Plain (elevation B0 feet). 1 asked her if she mussed the mountains for I had
cmap the breathtaking panoramas of her homeland in the high Himalaya. She said, “What 18
there to mss? We have four begs of good tand here and we had only one half bega of very
poor land in the other place X

e do not need 16 he articalate or self-conscious about things essential 1o our bang, For
example, food 15 50 fundamental to our existence that we treat 1t very emotionally. Reasoned
discourse 15 not the only or even dominant basis for thinking about foed or debating public
policy about entitlement to food. A sense of place 1e as deeply held and fundamental to
our exisience as food. We become attached to & place to the extent that we fill the place
with meaning. A personal and deep atzachment is made to the place called home. Home 15
familiar. safe, restomng, and comtrolled territory, We fight te protect 1t from invasion with
deep feeling and ensTEy. We will die for it

Wilderness is & place that is not home for humans. It becomss real and important only
to the extent that we fill it with meaning, To give it meammng 1t must become foreground
{subject). Mere opposites of home values do not capture the essence. Is wilderness strange,
dangerous, stressful, and wild teratory? Strange and wild are nice but to me stressful and
dangerous are the wrong emphasis, somelimes used by organizations that are trying to build
celf.confidence in adolescents by thrusting them into comfromtation with wilderness. Recre-
ation hunters whose intent 15 to achieve a kill reveal this sort of confromtational approach
vo wilderness as well, [ believe thail wildemness should not be taken as hostile, something to
overcome, but rather one should enter a wilderness prepared, take prudent action and seek
1o experience the strange and the wild to be found thers. Admittedly, some views aof wilder-
pess are going to be incompatible. But at least hunters and preservationiste have VISIONE
of the meaning of wilderness, compatible or not. Certain vantage points must be assumed
or wilderness will remam invisible. An slliance to build = public edifice 15 conceivable that
mizht, like Belvedere, provide positions for people to calmly gaze in different directions.

Wilderness is like a rainbow. Existence depends, m part. on the position of the newer
Do rainbows exist? Or are they only latent until observed in some fashion or another? Are
they to be valued, if so. how is value assigned? Can you own one’

Wilderness As Place

The Bureau of Land Management (BLM} is a federal agency that controls 179 milbon
acres of land mostly in the western siates (ever mine percent of the total land ares in the
coterminous USAJ The bureau was created in 1846 through consolidation of two federsl
apencies, the Land Sales (Office and the Grazing Service. The bureau inherited from these
prior agencies the mandate to either sell off federal land to prvate owaers as quickly and
efficiently as possible or to make federal lands available jor use by povats individuals through
issuing graging permits. In 1878 Congress passed the Federal Land Policy and Management
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Aet which contamed & mandate 1o the BLM to inventory. study, and make recommendations
ior wilderness designations for BLM lands. The bureau was to report back its actions by
1081

The bureau people were somewhar at a loss for words, What exactly is wilderness? Is
that a place with no conceivable human use; a place nobody wanis? Wouldn't 1t be what 1
left over after we do our job? Could we address this mandate simply by subtraction? The
answer was no, that would not do. Wilderness did not fit into a commodity based, ‘I can
own 1, philosophy. How could humans manape a wilderness? What would there be to do”

The bureau people were more than a little uncomfortable with their new task. In the
pasi two decades a sea of change has occurred on how to view the environment and the BLM
has been caught im:ts tide. Today, environmental groups are a political force with access to
agency decisions through new zvenues of public partiapation. It is not business as usnal

In the words of C. Ginger (1983);

“The philosophical challenge faced by BLM has, at its core, human perceptions of the
value of land. These values are the same as those that wers at the base of the disagresment
between John Muwir and Gifford Pinchot 2t the end of the nineteenth century. Muir and
Pinchot debated the ideas of preservation of land versus conservation of land. Placed in the
context of the wilderess protection, we mught ask if we are saving wilderness for wilderness'
sake or because it is a wise use of natural resources. These two perspectives { preservation
and conservation) were a challenge to a third perspective that dominated the government
mstitutions that oversaw public lands in Muir and Pinchot’s time exploitation of natural
resources in the short run. All three points of view are present today in our approach to land
and resources but it 15 Pinchot's view that provides the deminant ideal in the form of the
multiple-use sustained -yeld philosophy established by Congress for public land management
in the United States. The debate over wilderness designations in the West illustzates that the
idea of preserving a chunk of land is not just an administrative, legal or even political issus
The sometimes dramatic conflict reflects an underlving difference in values and perceptions
of our relationship to the land. And the values are not simply held by individuals, Ther are
reflected in and perpetuated by the institutions we have created to act collectively. We can
find in the Bureau of Land Management how the debate over our relationship to the land 1=
defined and pursued.”

Human institutions are not natural phenomena. They are created by humans and some
tontain paradoxes and ambiguities. These ambiguities may be the source of confict in
drcumstances where identical evidence is interpreted in different ways,

Human belief systems are mutable but they are also guite resistant to change even
in the face of accumulating evidence. In the United States race relations and women's
roles in society have changed in the second half of the 20th century to the extent that
cenain behaviors and attitudes accepted as commonplace in the first half of the century are
disapproved and are illegal today. Equal access to places and roles is now an accepted ideal,
not vet attained in many eircumstances, but with many instances of success. Justice and
equality are underlying moral imperatives driving these movements in particular directions.

Sustainability and ultimately, survivability of life are the imperatives underlying the
shift from anthropocentnic to biocentric views. As far as we know, we alone, among sentient
‘beings, record history, and thus can be aware of long consequences of our actions. As humans
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gam capacty to control and to destroy we must take responsibility to sustain. We need gozls
in this regard. Sustmming life processes on earth is an acceptable goal to be placed on the
balance scale along with other values.

Defimng and managing wilderness by the agencies responsible for public lands is a skie-
mish i the paradigm shift over the position of humans in nature. Elements of nature must
be given standing in human value systems in order that wilderness be recognized 1 human
affairs. This 15 1o be done by defining wilderness as a place apart, imbued with boundaries
and rights, where humans behave in prescribed ways as if they were in someone else’s Lhome.
For wilderness to be a place it must be filled with meaning that large segments of society
understand and support, otherwise it will rTemain a backdrop in human affairs, invisible to
policy makers.
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