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Abstract

This thesis discusses the usefulness of the concept of bioregionalism as a social and cultural
environmental practice, and as a response to the environmental crisis of our time. The thesis
addresses an important issue in environmental discourse by considering whether
bioregionalism’s place-based approach with its ethic of “reinhabitation” could challenge
mainstream environmentalism. The thesis raises a critique of today’s professionalized and
technocratic environmental movement. This thesis will argue that bioregional thinking evokes
agrarianism and is indeed useful, because it can offer a “practical utopian” answer to the
current environmental catastrophe. It is pragmatic, regionally specific, and reinforces the
concept of place as central to the environmental discourse and debate. Ecological utopias have
a role to play in environmental thinking because of their transformational power and
pragmatic aspects. This thesis will show how the imagined bioregion of “Cascadia” is being
constituted in different cultural representations of place, such as narratives about imagined
places in music, film, and literature, and how this in turn is “placemaking.” This thesis argues
that cultural representations of “place,” such as narratives about imagined recovery of places,
can bring about both desperately needed inspiration for us humans to find local solutions to a
global environmental crisis. The thesis is a contribution to American Studies because the
discourse of bioregionalism contrasts the dominant narrative of American culture as placeless,

in flux, and commodified.
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1 Introduction

Two years ago | moved from the city of Oslo to the woods of Nordmarka, a popular
recreation area on the outskirts of town where there are no shopping malls in sight, only the
sounds of birds, the creek, and the occasional chainsaw. | wanted to “live deliberately” and
“suck out all the marrow of life” like Henry David Thoreau at Walden Pond in 1845." This
was of course a very romantic idea of pastoral subsistence, one | consider came from
spending time in the Pacific Northwest. | thought that if | were able to connect with and learn
about the place I inhabited, | would become a better person - a solid human rooted in a
beautiful place.

When living and traveling in the Pacific Northwest before and during the work on this
thesis, I noticed social trends reflecting an engagement with the land: organic farming, urban
agriculture, farmers’ markets, berry-picking, bike-riding, and other wholesome activities. |
read this as a deliberate relationship with community and place. The humanistic geographer
Yi-Fu Tuan describes space as something that can become “place” if we make ourselves
familiar with it, if we “endow it with value.”? | started to see these practices as ways to endow
spaces with value, transforming them into places.

These regional practices contrasted with the dominant narrative of the American
national culture as placeless, in flux and commodified, an image | had grown accustomed to
through my studies and through the media. The economic system values movement, with
communities and social capital diminishing in the process. However, my own experiences
told me something else. People | met seemed to be deeply concerned about making critical,
sustainable choices for the social and natural world as a strategy to counter the environmental
emergency we are in the midst of. A central premise of this thesis is that we are currently
going through an environmental crisis in which humans have become a geological force,
leading to climate change, extinction of species, acidification of oceans, and pollution of our
water. The Fifth Assessment Report from IPCC in September 2013, stated that human
influence on the climate system is now clear. We are at a tipping-point of exponential growth,
where the high levels of carbon in the atmosphere will lead to extreme weather and rising sea

levels, which in turn will have severe consequences for human life and wildlife alike, turning

! Henry David Thoreau, Walden and Other Writings (New York/Toronto/London: Bantam Books, Inc., 1962).
172.

2 Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (Minneapolis, London: University of Minnesota
Press, 1977). 6.



masses of people into refugees and driving many forms of wildlife into extinction. Scientists
no longer talk about stopping global warming, but about adapting to it. 2012 was the warmest
year on record in the United States. It was too hot to grow corn. 2012 was also the year in
which the Arctic melted more rapidly than ever before. Scientists, such as anthropologist and
sociologist Bruno Latour, say we have moved from the Holocene era to the Anthropocene era,
where human activity is radically transforming the earth. The concept of the Anthropocene
means that starting with the industrial revolution, and accelerating from the mid-1900s
through modernity, the earth has entered a new geological period, meaning the Holocene
period has actually ended. In the Anthropocene, “exponential growth of human activities”
have radically impacted the earth, and this generates serious concern. It is safe to assume that
the scale and urgency of this crisis requires co-operation on a local and global level, and
academic interdisciplinary studies can bring science, insight and cultural self-realization to
bear on our problems.

It seemed to me that the strategy of the North westerners | met was based on a
commitment to the local and social environment, through choosing locally sourced food and
volunteering at co-operatives, growing vegetables in their back yards, or collecting rainwater
to use in their houses. These local practices seemed like ways to transform spaces into places
and led me to the central question of this thesis: How useful is the concept of bioregionalism
as an idea and a social and cultural environmental practice in the Pacific Northwest, as a
response to the environmental catastrophe of our time?

Peter Berg, Director of the Planet Drum Foundation, and ecologist Raymond Dasmann
were the first to define bioregionalism. “A bioregion refers both to geographical terrain and a
terrain of consciousness — to a place and the ideas that have developed about how to live in
that place.”® This thesis will argue that bioregional thinking is indeed useful, because it
challenges conceptions of nature® as separate from culture, such as the idea that nature is
opposed to humans. Bioregionalism can offer both a “practical utopian” answer to the current

environmental crisis and an “imaginary place,” which can in turn provide hope. It is

% J. Rockstrom, W. Steffen, K. Noone, A. Persson, F. S. Chapin, Ill, E. Lambin, T. M. Lenton, M. Scheffer, C.
Folke, H. Schellnhuber, B. Nykvist, C. A. De Wit, T. Hughes, S. van der Leeuw, H. Rodhe, S. Sorlin, P. K.
Snyder, R. Costanza, U. Svedin, M. Falkenmark, L. Karlberg, R. W. Corell, V. J. Fabry, J. Hansen, B. Walker,
D. Liverman, K. Richardson, P. Crutzen, and J. Foley., "Planetary Boundaries: Exploring the Safe Operating
Space for Humanity," Ecology and Society 14(2), no. 32. (2009). 2.

* Peter Berg, Reinhabiting a Separate Country: A Bioregional Anthology of Northern California (Planet Drum
Foundation, 1978). 6.

> The term nature is a disputed one and what we mean by nature reflects back on our own ideas about what the
world is.
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pragmatic, regionally specific, solicitous of community, and it reinforces place as central to
the environmental discourse and debate.

In this thesis, | will show how bioregional thought is “placemaking,” how cultural
representations of place, such as narratives about imagined places in music, literature and
other forms of cultural expression, can bring about both desperately-needed inspiration and in
turn inspire local solutions to global challenges. This thesis considers whether
bioregionalism’s place-based approach with its ethic of “reinhabitation” could challenge
mainstream environmentalism’s recent flirtation with non-place-based solutions.

The environmental movement began with the pastoral ideal of American culture and
literature, and its appreciation of life in the countryside. Then came the cultural shifts of the
1960s, with its new social movements, student riots and racial and social upheavals. The “age
of ecology” made environmentalism a mainstream cause at this time. The environmental
grassroots organization The Sierra Club published expensive coffee table books with beautiful
photos of pristine nature,® and marine biologist, zoologist and science writer Rachel Carson
wrote Silent Spring (1962), both of which helped ignite a public environmental consciousness.
The very first Whole Earth Catalogue was published in California by Stewart Brant in 1968,
and became an iconic text on how to live sustainably. Paul Erlich’s The Population Bomb,
published the same year, proposed the idea that overpopulation was to blame for
environmental degradation and would lead to a global food shortage. The environmental
organization Friends of the Earth was founded in San Francisco in 19609.

The iconic “Blue Planet” picture from Apollo 17 on December 17, 1972, let us take a
proper look at our planet seen from outer space, granting us a new perspective on our
vulnerable planet. The very first Earth Day was celebrated April 22' 1970, and was a colossal
national event in which 20 million people took part.” In 1971, Barry Commoner published his
book The Closing Circle: Nature, Man, and Technology, in which he blamed capitalist
technology, not overpopulation, for the ecological crisis. Commoner argued that we are all in
one boat, the ecosphere, where “Everything is connected to everything else.”® Both liberals
and conservatives became environmentalists. President Richard Nixon proposed the
Environmental Protection Agency, which began operating in 1970 and made environmental

matters a job for the state. In his “State of the Nation” speech in January 1970, he went so far

® Leader David Brower initiated a book series called “the Exhibit Format series” that ran from 1960 to 1969.
” Sharon Monteith, American Culture in the 1960s (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008). 171.
8 Barry Commoner, The Closing Circle : Nature, Man, and Technology (New York: Knopf, 1971). 33.



as to suggest “we make peace with nature.”® This was followed by the Clean Air Act of 1970,
the Clean Water Act of 1972, and the Endangered Species Act of 1973, all big successes for
this new movement. The first major United Nations conference on the environment, the Earth
summit in Stockholm, was organized in 1972. The think tank Club of Rome’s bestseller
Limits to Growth came out the same year, reminding the public of some of the Malthusian
ideas about the dangers of population growth ruining the chances of a utopian society, re-
proposed by Erlich in 1968. Geographers John A. Agnew and Jonathan M. Smith illustrate the
expansion of the movement by highlighting the increase in the “number of entries under
Environment in the New York Times Index. These rose from nine in 1967 to 115 in 1970.”*°

This wave of ecological thinking in the 1960s and 1970s did not solve the problem.
Arguably, the environmental movement was hijacked by technocrats who defined the problem
as “environmental,” and became mostly concerned with finding technical solutions to
problems that were really questions of consumption, power, economics, politics and culture of
place. The movement changed from being grass-roots towards one more professionalized top-
down day-to-day legislative politics in Washington.

A critique of “mainstream,” “shallow,” or “reform environmentalism” as it has been
called, comes from radical environmentalism, which advanced a critique of it based on its
perceived anthropocentrism. Mainstream environmentalism favors humans over other forms
of life, and concerns itself with reforms, seeing environmental issues as mechanical or
technical problems. This belief in progress, modernity, rationality, empiricism and the role of
the state can create the impression that science will be enough to solve the crisis. Radical
environmentalism is not concerned with reform, but with developing a deeper understanding
of biological, social and cultural aspects of environmental issues. Bioregionalism is a part of
this critique, as it is more grass-roots than mainstream environmentalism, and involves a more
diverse mix of peoples and approaches. This thesis looks at place-based environmental
solutions, in particular bioregional ideas in the Pacific Northwest, the bioregion known as
“Cascadia.” (See appendix.) This bioregion is named after the Cascade Mountains, a volcanic
range that stretches from the south of British Columbia down to northern California. Its rivers
run from the Continental Divide in the east to the Pacific Ocean in the west.

% Richard Nixon, Richard Nixon: Containing the Public Messages, Speeches, and Statements of the President :
1970 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1971). 8-16.

19 John A. Smith Agnew, Jonathan M., American Space/American Place : Geographies of the Contemporary
United States (New York: Routledge, 2002). 41.
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In chapter two, I will consider how the bioregional imagination contests environmental
debate and practice. Chapter three addresses the question of whether the Pacific Northwest
has been a good seedbed for bioregionalism and reinhabitation, wherein a sense of place
creates less environmental exploitation and degradation. Chapter four deals with both the
utopian and pragmatic sides of bioregionalism, and analyzes the book Ecotopia as an example
of a “practical utopia.” Chapter five asks how culture may be understood as imaginative
space parallel to the real space through a phenomenological perspective. Chapter six aims to
show how certain people in Cascadia are trying to develop a sense of place through

reinhabiting the bioregion through art.

1.1 The Science of Ecology

Ecology was an emerging concept in the 1950s. The brothers Eugene and Howard Odum
wrote the book Fundamentals of Ecology (1953), which helped bring the idea of ecosystems
to the general public. The theories behind ecology and ecosystems were based on nature as
self-stabilizing, and these organizing principles of nature were utilized in a wave of
communes and experimental living communities in the late 60s and early 70s, emphasizing
harmony, order, and lack of hierarchy. The principle of the interconnectedness of all life and
the intrinsic value of nature are central ideas within ecology — the science of the relations
between organisms and their environments. From ecology we can infer that environmental
problems are not mechanical or technical problems; they are philosophical, social and cultural
problems created by humans through the nature/culture dichotomy. In the West, culture and
nature are seen as separate. This is a false dichotomy that the humanities and social sciences
need to help break down. If culture is part of nature, then the humanities have a central role in
addressing environmental questions. The environmental humanities are valuable because we
need to explore new ways of thinking about what constitutes as essential environmental
knowledge.

Deep ecologists™ see nature as stable and orderly, an equilibrium of harmony. The
Odum brothers suggested humans should limit their interference with nature. This view can
be interpreted as an argument that the planet is best left to itself. Today ecologists say
everything is indeed interconnected, but through total chaos and destruction: nature is not

harmonious and never reaches the state of stability that deep ecologists await. Environmental

1 Deep ecology is defined in chapter 2.3.



historian Douglas R. Weiner describes how through an environmental history perspective, we
come to realize something ecologists miss, namely that “the environment is what and where
we variously want it to be.”*? How we define environment and environmental problems is
highly political; the human-nature relationship is a “moving target.” Weiner argues that the
apparatus we use, and the objects we study when we study environmental history, are social
actors always “armed with their own socially constructed cognitive maps.”13

Bioregionalism and reinhabitation are dimensions of a radical environmentalism
useful in reworking attitudes toward progress. Central to bioregional thought is the idea that
modernity created a spiritual crisis in which humanity has lost touch with “place” and
therefore nature. Bioregionalism proposes to help deal with this adversity and overcome the
nature/culture dichotomy through including culture as part of nature and thinking about place
within ecological boundaries, before we think about legal ones. “Reinhabitation” - a key term
in bioregional discourse — suggests a commitment to place, where the commitment to live in
place will create a better society, overcoming past exploitation of and alienation from the
land. Reinhabitation starts with assessing a problem, then comes up with local solutions
shaped for the specific place, making it is inherently pragmatic. Ecologist and forester Aldo
Leopold famously proposed a new “land ethic” based on notions concerning ecology in his
environmental classic A Sand County Almanac, first published in 1949: “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.”* For Leopold the biotic community includes every living thing,
from the soil to animals and humans, and ethics is part of the evolutionary process: it is social
evolution. He is trying to naturalize ethics as part of a logical science, in addition to carving
out a space for ecology in the humanities. The prominent ecocritic and leading theorist
Lawrence Buell suggests that the ecocentric ideas of A Sand County Almanac should not be
taken literally, but read as a provocation. Buell argues that Leopold is trying to awaken the
reader, not create a workable ethical position.™® Taken literally or not, these notions continue
to influence bioregionalism. Moreover, Leopold argues that we can only behave ethically

towards something or someone that we can see or feel, an argument essential to the “ethics of

2 Douglas R. Weiner, "A Death-Defying Attempt to Articulate a Coherent Definition of Environmental
History," Environmental History 10, no. 3 (2005). 405-408.

'3 Ibid. 405-408.

4 Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac, and Sketches Here and There (New York: Oxford University Press,
1989). 224.

1> |_Lawrence Buell, The Future of Environmental Criticism: Environmental Crisis and Literary Imagination
(Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 2005). 105.
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locality.”*® Hands-on experience and proximity to the land appear to be very important to
Leopold’s argument here.

Bio- or ecocentrisms involve an ecophilosophical idea in which all living things are
part of a web where no species should override the interest of the network. Ecocentrism is the
antithesis to human-centered anthropocentrism, which prioritizes human interests and does
not see ecocentrism as possible. This marks a crucial distinction of ideas within
environmental ethics. However, not everyone agrees that the distinction between ecocentrism
and anthropocentrism is useful for understanding environmental problems. Environmental
historian Ramachandra Guha writes that we should rather blame overconsumption and
militarization because “invoking the bogey of anthropocentrism is at best irrelevant, and at
worst a dangerous obfuscation.”"’ Regardless of what is to blame, the distinction between
ecocentricm and anthropocentrism is crucial understanding radical environmentalism and for
being able to situate bioregionalism. Ecocentrism or biocentrism, which has to do with the
science of ecology and deep ecology, sees mankind as part of the natural world, and not as
“Man,” therefore it does not see humans as superior to other species. Aldo Leopold’s land
ethic or the evolutionary ideas of Darwin are examples of ecocentrism. The “father of the
national parks” and founder of the Sierra Club in 1892, Scottish-born John Muir, asked, “Why
should man value himself as more than a small part of the one great unit of creation?”®
Anthropocentrism, of which mainstream environmentalism is sometimes accused, is the
tendency to consider human beings as the most significant entity in the universe, and see the
natural world as a cornucopia of resources for humans to enjoy and control. For deep
ecologists this is considered the hubris of mankind. Social ecologists see hierarchy as the root
cause of environmental problems. Both deep ecologists and social ecologists agree that these
assumptions are leading us off track. This thesis takes neither a “deep ecologist” nor a “social
ecologist” stance, but instead looks at how imaginative spaces might create a sense of place

necessary to tackle environmental problems.

1.2 Bioregionalism and Reinhabitation

Bioregionalism is a place-based idea that suggests that local, ecologically informed

16| eopold, A Sand County Almanac, and Sketches Here and There

' Ramachandra Guha, "Radical American Environmentalism and Wilderness Preservation: A Third World
Critique " in Philosophical Dialogues: Arne Nass and the Progress of Ecophilosophy ed. Andrew Brennan, Nina
Witoszek, and Arne Nass(Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 1999). 316.

'8 John Muir, A Thousand-Mile Walk to the Gulf (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co, 1998). 139.



knowledge will create less exploitation and damage. Reorganizing politics by recognizing
ecosystems over legal boundaries, bioregionalism believes societies can make smarter choices
that benefit the natural world. Bioregionalism as a movement wants to reorganize and
decentralize the United States into ecologically sustainable regions. Bioregionalism is not
saying: How can we change others to be more like us and improve as environmentalists? It is
asking questions such as: What can | do as an individual at my local, communal level? How
can | be more in touch with the place I live right now? Unfortunately, environmentalism has
an image problem heavily associated with guilt, and environmentalists cannot expect people
to make choices that feel like sacrifices. One of the main suggestions in this thesis is that
environmental thought needs to cater to a wider public than it does at present, and therefore
this thesis proposes that environmentalism can benefit from associations with lifestyle, well-
being, healing, fulfillment, or what is sometimes referred to as the “good life.” This is the first
key to why bioregionalism is a useful critique of “mainstream environmentalism.” You cannot
tell people to change their values, but you can demonstrate values such as sustainability and
an environmental ethic through actions that stem from a change in mindset about economic
growth imperatives or about what constitutes a “good life.” Bioregional thought can challenge
the notion of progress because it tells a different story of what a good life can be. If we can
start thinking bioregionally when it comes to our cities, it can be a strategy for a large number
of people to relate differently to the natural environment.

In his essay “Critical Utopianism and Bioregional Ecocriticism,” David Landis
Barnhill sums up the two aspects of bioregionalism that this thesis attempts to cover.

It has on one hand a pragmatic and reformist aspect of micro-level work being done
now on the ground (such as farmers (sic) markets or cohousing), and on the other a
radical, transformist, and utopian aspect, imagining and working toward an ideal
society in harmony with the community of life.*
The term “bioregionalism” itself was coined in the 1970s, but the discourse of linking place-
attachment with virtue, especially through farming, can be traced back to Roman pastoral poet
Virgil’s books The Georgics (29 BC), and later Enlightenment rationalism, pastoral

Jeffersonianism and the agrarian visions of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

9 David Landis Barnhill, “Critical Utopianism and Bioregional Ecocriticism," in The Bioregional Imagination:
Literature, Ecology, and Place, ed. Tom Lynch, Cheryll Glotfelty, and Karla Armbruster(Athens and London:
University of Georgia Press, 2012). 212-213.
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20 \yrote Thomas

“Cultivators of the earth are the most virtuous and independent citizens,
Jefferson in 1787. During the period of American Romanticism, transcendentalists like Ralph
Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau inspired reform movements, cooperative colonies,
and communal farms like Brook Farm, Fruitlands, and others. In Walden (1857), perhaps the
most influential book ever written on environmental thought, Thoreau makes the following
comment on the unstoppable rain: “If it should continue so long as to cause the seeds to rot in
the ground and destroy the potatoes in the low lands, it would still be good for the grass on the
uplands, and, being good for the grass, it would be good for me.” % Reading this quote as an
example of early bioregional thought reveals an ecological sensibility long before the science
of ecology. In saying that the rain will not merely be good for the grass — it will be good for
“me” — it goes beyond ecocentrism. These notions were not exclusive to the American
transcendentalists. Norwegian author Knut Hamsun explained his move from the city of
Larvik to the historic farm of Ngrholm by noting: “I don’t improve without agriculture.”*
This quote implies something similar to Thoreau’s comment on the rain, but does not say
anything with regards to what is good for the land. These quotes exemplify different traditions
which nonetheless Yi-Fu Tuan manages to express as “the human love of place or
topophilia.”?

The tradition that includes the bucolic; Virgil’s Georgic; the pastoral; Leo Marx’s
“middle landscape,”; the agrarian visions; Jeffersonian republicanism; and the idealization of
the yeoman farmer, praises the rural idyll of the countryside between the city and the
wilderness. These are anthropocentric ideas with the human being in the center. The anti-
modernist, wilderness preservation movement — the ecological ideal — is another tradition,
which is not a continuation of the abovementioned agrarian ideals, according to Tuan, but
rather “antithetical.”® As early as 1974, Tuan expressed the irony of preserving the
wilderness in his book Topophilia. To Tuan, wilderness is not a place but a state of mind. His

2925

term topophilia, “the affective bond between people and place or setting,”” is of central

importance to bioregionalism, because it proposes the love of all places, not just wilderness,

20 Thomas Jefferson and Thomas Perkins Abernethy, Notes on the State of Virginia (New York: Harper & Row,
1964). 165.

2! Thoreau, Walden and Other Writings 202.

22 Sissel Falck, Knut Hamsuns Brev 1915-1924 vol. 4(Oslo: Gyldendal, 1997). 205.

2 Yi-Fu Tuan, Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Perception, Attitudes, and Values (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.:
Prentice Hall, 1974). 92.

> Ibid. 112.

% Ibid. 4.



and because it stresses “awareness of the past.””® According to Tuan, both these traditions
“permeate American culture.”®’ This thesis aims to show that both traditions influence
bioregionalist thought.

Wilderness is a key concept of environmental humanities, and everything depends on
this principal term. In using the term “wilderness,” the perception of nature has usually been
of it being unspoiled, pristine, and uninhabited. In wilderness, nature is the opposite of
culture, and the place of the other. The wilderness tradition has been challenged, most
famously in William Cronon’s influential essay, “The Trouble with Wilderness.” Cronon
argues that the wilderness is mankind’s creation which reproduce the dualistic vision of
humanity and nature. Cronon picks apart the myths surrounding it and argue there is no
unspoiled nature any longer; wilderness is a human construct “entirely a creation of the
culture that holds it dear.””® Before Cronon, a major change for the meaning of the term
wilderness came with Romanticism, when wilderness went from being a place of terror and

beasts, to Eden itself, a place of treatment against the troubles of the modern world.?*

1.3 Chapter Outline

This thesis will consist of six main chapters. Chapter two outlines the differences between
approaches and positions, and provides a brief overview of the theoretical literature of
environmental discourses. It sets up a duality between mainstream environmentalism and
radical environmentalism. This section will position bioregionalism within the history of the
American green tradition. The chapter introduces “place” as a category in environmental
thought, and brings up critiques of bioregionalism.

Chapter three discusses the environmental turn in American culture and argues that
bioregional thought and practice have a strong presence, not just in the environmental
imagination, but in real spaces such as the American West, or more specifically for this thesis,
the Pacific Northwest. This chapter will examine representations of the West as “Eden” in late
nineteenth century utopian communities of the Puget Sound area, an inlet of the Pacific Ocean
in the state of Washington. This region is sometimes referred to as an “Ecotopia” in the media

and in popular culture. Chapter three will briefly look into the environmental history of the

*® Ibid. 99.

*" Ibid. 109.

28 William Cronon, Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature(New York: W.W. Norton,
1996). 79.

* Ibid. 72-81.
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region, and point to historical and geographical factors that may underlie the influence of
bioregionalism here. What changing cultural constructions of nature and environment led to
the rise of bioregionalism in the Pacific Northwest? The chapter will furthermore deal with
ideas of the West, such as American exceptionalism and the myth of the frontier as a “birth
helper” of environmentalism. | will argue that the concept of “Cascadia” is an example of
what historian Carlos A. Schwantes sees as “regional identity almost wholly linked to natural

» % and 1 will examine how Cascadia has upheld the image of an ecological region.

setting,
Survival of ecological utopian thinking can be found in political and cultural expression and
phenomena located in the American Pacific Northwest: | will draw a parallel between the
imagined space of Cascadia and the real spaces of the Pacific Northwest. Radical thought can
easily be dismissed as utopian, but this is not my mission here. References to the region as
“Ecotopian” started after Ernest Callenbach’s bestseller Ecotopia was published in 1975. |
will argue that the terms “Ecotopian” and “Cascadian” have influenced each other, and both
have been used as new versions of “the promised land.”

Chapter four provides an introduction of utopian thought, arguing that while
bioregionalism is part of utopian thinking, there is a pragmatic side to it. Environmental
literary criticism studies the relationship between the physical environment and literature.
Callenbach’s novel Ecotopia (1975) will be analyzed as an example of a bioregional utopia.
Chapter four introduces and applies the slightly similar concepts of Tom Moylan’s “Critical
Utopianism,” Kelvin J. Booth’s “Practical Utopia,” and Yi Fu Tuan’s term “Mythical space”
to Ecotopia.

Chapters five and six treat “Cascadia” as a state of mind, showing its strength as a
regional identity or an imaginative region of environmental consciousness. | will be analyzing
the rhetoric of two cultural phenomenon — the documentary film Occupied Cascadia (2012)
and the musical subgenre, Cascadian black metal. |1 will do a short analysis of the cultural
expressions themselves, but focus mainly on the people, the subjects of the film and the
music, and how they constitute the object, the place of Cascadia, through a phenomenological
perspective. This is inspired by humanist geographers Yi-Fu Tuan and Edward Casey,
leading American phenomenologists of place. This thesis will aspire to understand place as a

lived engagement, and show how people in Cascadia are trying to develop a sense of place

% Carlos A. Schwantes, The Pacific Northwest : An Interpretive History(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
1989). 368.
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through reinhabiting the bioregion. | will look for this rhetoric, or tropes of Ecotopian
Exceptionalism in the culture, and discuss some elements of this rhetoric in chapter five.

Chapters five and six will deal with what Kelvin J. Booth suggests as “seeing one’s
identity in terms of membership in a biotic community.”*" These chapters will also look at
how culture is created, based on bioregional values and identification with a certain biotic
community. These two last chapters aim to show how the people of Cascadia express concern
for the environment. According to bioregionalist author Doug Aberly, bioregionalism is best
understood when viewed from the “inside” — not from reading texts. Gatherings should be
attended, ephemeral periodicals reviewed, restoration projects participated in, and place-based
rituals and ceremonies shared.®? | have not been attending any bioregional “rituals” or
“ceremonies” for the purpose of this thesis. Yet looking at how these representatives of
bioregional thinking in Cascadia constitute place through the media of film and written
interviews, allows me to investigate how people constitute place.

As for the art forms, the film and the music, the format is not the main topic of
interest here, but rather the ideas that are presented. Still, it is crucial that bioregionalism takes
on these cultural forms. Myth-making, storytelling, and the human imaginative power have
created the bioregion of Cascadia, among others. Bioregionalism is dual in this way — it is
both a cultural construct and a concept built on physical and biological boundaries, and the
memories and history of a place. We can create bioregions through imagining them in art, and
art can broaden the bioregional imagination.*®* What is the environmental, ecological, or
bioregional imagination then? Bioregions are real, because watersheds and mountains are real.
Lawrence Buell explains this duality as “a myth of mutual constructionism (both natural and
human-built) shaping in some measure the cultures that in some measure continually
refashion it.”>* Buell has suggested that “The environmental crisis involves a crisis of the
imagination.”® What Buell means is that a lack of vision, or stories that challenge

contemporary society and thought, make it more difficult to imagine and bring up ideas about

31 Kelvin J. Booth, "Environmental Pragmatism and Bioregionalism," in Pragmatism and Environmentalism, ed.
Hugh P. McDonald(Amsterdam: Editions Rodopi, 2012). 75.

%2 Doug Aberly, "Interpreting Bioregionalism - a Story from Many Voices," ed. Michael Vincent McGinnis,
Bioregionalism (Taylor & Francis e-Library: Routledge, 2005). 32.

33 Clearly, art can also simply be art and need not have a specific function or outcome in addition to the aestethic
function of the work, as known from art theory as formalism, but also as opposite as art dealing with utopian
theory in literature, painting, and sculpture.

3% Lawrence Buell, Writing for an Endangered World : Literature, Culture, and Environment in the U.S. And
Beyond(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2001). 6.

% The Environmental Imagination : Thoreau, Nature Writing, and the Formation of American
Culture(Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1995). 2.
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another kind of world. This premise is connected to the assumption of this thesis, that in order
to come up with better solutions for the environment, we need to be able to imagine and
inspire great things. Such great things encompass art, and develop a bioregional imagination
through art. I will argue that people interviewed in the film, and the bands interviewed in
chapter six, agree on the basic bioregional principle of reinhabitation, that attaching meaning
to place can create the idea that humans and the natural world can be “healed” spiritually or
literally through reinhabitation, overcoming past exploitation of and alienation from the land.
Chapter six will explore to what degree, in author David Ingram’s words, “music is a form of
utopian expression that prefigures a better society in the future, including a healed
relationship between human beings and the natural world.”% My argument suggests that
music is a vital part of Cascadian bioregional identity. It can serve as an inspiration for
environmental consciousness as well as an appreciation of the natural world of the Pacific
Northwest. It is part of what makes up this imaginary place and can help forge its identity.
Chapter six will furthermore attempt to answer some of the critiques raised in chapter two,

such as the possible hazards of eco-fascism and territorial exclusiveness.

1.4 Primary Sources

I will use a mixed media approach with different types of sources: a film, a novel, music,
images, and interviews on online blogs. The novel Ecotopia (1975) by Callenbach will be
analyzed as an example of a bioregional utopia. The rhetoric of the documentary film
Occupied Cascadia (2012) will be treated as a contribution to the environmental debate of
“place” in environmental discourse. The content of online interviews with Cascadian black
metal bands will be analyzed as ways to constitute Cascadian bioregional identity.

My sources are interviews from online magazines, as well as a manifesto that one
band has written and published online. My interpretation of the texts will be a mix of textual
analysis and cultural critique, where I try to place them in the context of bioregionalism and
reinhabitation. | am aware of the strengths and limitations the interviews and manifesto
present as cultural texts, in how questions are framed, and to whom they are posed, and how

the answers might have been edited to fit the questions.

% David Ingram, The Jukebox in the Garden : Ecocriticism and American Popular Music since
1960(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2010). 15.
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2 Environmentalism and
Bioregionalism

2.1 Introduction

The intention of this chapter is to lay out different theories within environmentalism, position
bioregionalism within the environmental movement, and trace its ideas within the tradition of
Nature Writing in America. | will discuss bioregionalism as a response to mainstream non-
place-based environmentalism. Radical environmentalism critiques the loss of local and
regional thought, and its replacement by the mainstream non-place-based environmental
discourse. Essential to bioregional thought is the concept of place as a phenomenological
experience. | will discuss how helpful place is as a concept for framing debates within the
field of environmental humanities. If bioregionalism’s claim that what is good for the land is
good for the individual is true, place must still be a key concept in environmentalism. This
chapter will raise critiqgues of place-based thinking, such as Ursula Heise’s critique of
bioregionalism. Heise argues that bioregionalism over-emphasizes the benefits of place-
attachment when it comes to environmentalism. She sees place-based thinking as inadequate
for today’s global environmental emergency. | will further present some critiques of
bioregionalism’s possible outcomes, such as territorial exclusiveness and notions of the city as

“bad” and the countryside as “good.”

2.2 Mainstream Environmentalism

In 2004, environmental consultants Schellenberger and Nordhaus conducted interviews with
25 leaders in the American mainstream environmental movement and published a
controversial essay called “The Death of Environmentalism.” Their message read that
environmentalists needed to rethink what they meant when saying the word “environment.”
What is this “thing” the environment that we need to protect, asked Schellenberger and
Nordhaus? They argued that the environmental movement’s idea of the “environment” should
rest upon the notion that the environment is part of everyday life, something that humans are a
part of. They also made the point that it is counterproductive to keep looking for one root
cause of environmental degradation, a dominant concern of environmental debate in the

1980s and 90s. As soon as you decide on a root cause, say Schellenberger and Nordhaus,
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observers stop looking for other causes or chains of causes. Another problem they found was
how environmentalists frame solutions. In talking about an ecological apocalypse, the
environmental movement fails “to inspire a compelling vision.”®’ At the same time,

environmentalists’ emphasis on “short-term policy work, not long-term strategies”

is a key
problem, because this focus reduces environmentalism to special interests. Both before and
after this essay, radical environmentalists consisting of deep ecologists, social ecologists, the
environmental justice movement, eco-feminists, pragmatists and bioregionalists, have
remarked that mainstream environmentalists are not able to see environmental problems as
social and cultural problems. So what is mainstream environmentalism in the United States?
The following quote by Dr. Giovanna Di Chiro, from her essay in the ecocritical essay-
collection Uncommon Ground, sums up one version. Di Chiro emphasizes the same

separation which Schellenberger and Nordhaus bring up.

I am using the term “mainstream” in the sense of the commonly understood
meanings and social organizations that constitute environmentalism in the United
States. This would include ideas that embrace nature as threatened wilderness
separate from polluted, overpopulated cities and the preservation of wild animal
species and the nonhuman world in general. “Mainstream” also refers to
organizations that invoke a historical legacy that includes the writings and
philosophies of figures like John Muir, Aldo Leopold and Gifford Pinchot. Such
organizations include the Sierra Club, the National Wildlife Federation, and the
Nature Conservancy.®

Naomi Klein has commented that green groups in the United States and Canada are in a deep
denial about how their partnerships with corporations leaves the groups’ hands tied. “It’s not
every green group. It’s not Greenpeace, it’s not Friends of the Earth, it’s not, for the most
part, the Sierra Club. It’s not 350.0rg, because it didn’t even exist yet,”*® said Klein in 2013 to
the online news source Salon.com. Klein’s critique is targeted at the Natural Resources

Defense Council and the Environmental Defense Fund in their handling of the emission trade

" Michael and Ted Nordhaus Schellenberger, "The Death of Environmentalism: Global Warming Politics in a
Post-Environmental World " (2004). 23.

*® Ibid. 25.

% Giovanna Di Chiro, "Nature as Community: The Convergence of Environment and Social Justice," in
Uncommon Ground, ed. William Cronon(New York: W.W. Norton, 1996). 528.

%0 Jason Mark, "Naomi Klein: Green Groups May Be More Damaging Than Climate Change Deniers " Salon
Media Group,
http://www.salon.com/2013/09/05/naomi_klein_big_green_groups_are_crippling_the_environmental_movement
_partner/.
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system cap-and-trade, as well as their captivation with the idea of ecosystem services to
mention two areas of partnership.

Radical environmentalists have criticized reform environmentalism for representing an
anthropocentric, instrumental view of nature, in which humans have an intrinsic entitlement to
other species. The movement has also been criticized for bedding with capitalists,

technocratic, and focused on scientific progress.

2.3 Radical Environmentalism: Deep Ecology and
Social Ecology

The distinction between anthropocentric and ecocentric separates deep ecology from reform
environmentalism. The latter tends to be more preoccupied with technology, and developing
economic and international policy. Ecocentrists are more concerned with interdependence
between species and environmental ethics. Ecocentrists see anthropocentrism as the root
cause of environmental degradation. According to Jeffrey C. Ellis’ article “On the Search for
a Root Cause,” radical environmentalism has been more concerned with the search for a root

cause than the reformers.

No sooner had this moderate, reform brand of environmentalism become
institutionalized than more radical environmentalists, who believed that the
American way of life and / or basic American values and attitudes were major
contributing factors to the environmental crisis, began to criticize the advocates of
reform for dealing with surface symptoms rather than with root causes. **
The term “deep ecology” was coined in the 1973 article “The Shallow and the Deep” by
Norwegian philosopher Arne Nass. Deep Ecology is ecocentric or biocentric and partly
inspired by the American tradition of an anti-modernist wilderness movement. Deep
ecologists see human beings and our disposition to exploit nature as the problem. Deep
ecologists also see the rapid increase in human population and our use of technology as
crucial to environmental degradation. Deep Ecology has been critiqued for being anti-
humanist, socially reactionary, misanthropic, mystical, inaccessible, and a retreat from real
life.

1 Jeffrey C. Ellis, "On the Search for a Root Cause," in Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in
Nature, ed. William Cronon(New York: W.W. Norton, 1996). 263.
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Social ecology, another form of radical environmentalism, understands unlimited
economic growth as an obstacle to environmentalism, and believes in direct democracy.
Social ecologists have critiqued deep ecologists for ignoring capitalism, class, society, and
social structures, in their diagnosis of what has caused the environmental crisis.* Political
scientist Robyn Eckersley considers social ecology and deep ecology as eco-anarchist,
explaining how they both seek to get rid of the state and work for local economic
independence and decentralization. Both theories oppose human domination over the
nonhuman world because their politics are grounded in ecology.”® Social ecologist and
historian Murray Bookchin, founder of the Institute for Social Ecology in Vermont, sees
environmental degradation as caused by not only a instrumental view of nature, but by
systems of social hierarchy. Eckersley sees this view as a reversal of Marxism, where “it is
the increasing human mastery of nature that has given rise to class society and social
domination.”**

This thesis argues that bioregionalism is, like deep ecology, ecocentric in its nature,
but manages to incorporate some of the concerns of both deep ecologists and social
ecologists, in addition to integrating some of the more pragmatic sides of mainstream
environmentalism. Bioregionalism does not fall into the trap of essentializing environmental
problems, because it does not point to one root cause as the reason behind the exploitation.
Instead of looking for a root cause, bioregionalism are looking for complex and pluralist

solutions to the environmental crisis.

2.4 Bioregionalism.

A Dbioregional grassroots movement developed in the 1960s and ’70s in western North
America, and advocated for a reorganization of nations into bioregions, whereby ecosystems
and natural boundaries replaced legal boundaries. It was a way of overcoming the limits of the
nation state, by thinking on a smaller scale. Bioregionalism takes into account the natural
world, climate, available resources, local culture, and history. Bioregionalism favors local,
grass-roots, anarchistic, or decentralized efforts over national scientific management and

technocratic experts, combining agrarianism with radical environmentalism. This thesis sees

*2 peter A. Coates, Nature: Western Attitudes since Ancient Times(Berkeley: University of California Press,
1998).154.

** Robyn Eckersley, Environmentalism and Political Theory : Toward an Ecocentric Approach (London: UCL
Press, 1992). 145.

“ Ibid. 149.
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bioregionalism as a useful way of reframing questions about the environment and of
deepening local democracy. According to Lynch, Glotfelty, and Armbruster, the term
bioregionalism is not widely known, but ideas such as “community, sustainability, local
culture, local food system, ‘green’ cities, renewable energy, habitat restoration, ecological
awareness, grassroots activism” are broadly adopted “due to the efforts and example of
bioregionalists.”*® Peter Berg, and Raymond Dasmann of the educational and organizing
bioregional group, Planet Drum Foundation; Scott Russell Sanders, Gary Snyder, and
Wendell Berry, are some of early bioregionalism’s main thinkers. Definitions of
bioregionalism vary; | will be using the term in a broad sense that has to do with regional
dedication to place, based on ecology, self-identification, and a common ground. Robert L.

Thayer Jr. defines bioregions in his book LifePlace (2003).

A bioregion is literally and etymologically a “life-place” —a unique region

definable by natural (rather than political) boundaries with a geographic, climatic,

hydrological, and ecological character capable of supporting unique human and

nonhuman living communities. Bioregions can be variously defined by the

geography of watersheds, similar plant and animal ecosystems, and related,

identifiable landforms (e.g., particular mountain ranges, prairies, or coastal zones)

and by the unique human cultures that grow from natural limits and potentials of

the region. Most importantly, the bioregion is emerging as the most logical locus

and scale for a sustainable, regenerative community to take root and to take

46

place.
Bioregionalism wants us to reimagine and reinhabit the land mentally and physically by
reassessing where we are. It suggests eco-regions as a useful level for change. Ecocritic Greg
Garrard proposes three potentials or features of bioregionalism. These include undermining
the false dualism between city and countryside, by showing they are mutually dependent.
Garrard holds up that bioregionalism is pragmatic because it favors action on the ground, on a
local level. Bioregionalism is, according to Garrard, “a politics of ‘reinhabitation’ that
encourages people to explore more deeply the natural and cultural landscape in which they
already live.”*" If you are a bioregionalist, your strategy is “reinhabiting”. Lynch, Glotfelty,

and Armbruster agree that reinhabitation is one of three central terms in the discourse of

** Tom Lynch, Cheryll Glotfelty, and Karla Armbruster, The Bioregional Imagination: Literature, Ecology, and
Place (Athens and London: University of Georgia Press, 2012). 4.

*® Robert L. Thayer, Lifeplace: Bioregional Thought and Practice (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2003). 3.

*" Greg Garrard, Ecocriticism(London: Routledge, 2012). 127-128.
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bioregionalism, the other ones being dwelling and sustainability.*® Reinhabitation suggests
that a commitment to place can help overcome past exploitation of and estrangement from the
land, as suggested by Berg and Dasmann’s definition of reinhabitation from their 1977 article,
"Reinhabiting California."

Reinhabitation means learning to live-in-place in an area that has been disrupted
and injured through past exploitation. It involves becoming native to a place
through becoming aware of the particular ecological relationships that operate
within and around it. It means undertaking activities and evolving social behavior
that will enrich the life of that place, restore its life-supporting systems, and
establish an ecologically and socially sustainable pattern of existence within it.
Simply stated it involves becoming fully alive in and with a place. It involves
applying for membership in a biotic community and ceasing to be its exploiter.*

The concept of reinhabitation can be read as a continuation of Aldo Leopold’s new land ethic,
the ethical principles of nature-human relations to live by, based on the recovery of the
ecology concept in the 1960s. Leopold wrote, “in short, a land ethic changes the role of Homo
sapiens from conqueror of the land community to plain member and citizen of it.”>® One of
bioregionalism’s most influential writers is one of the West Coast’s most published poets,
Pulitzer Prize winner and essayist Gary Snyder. He echoes the ecology of Aldo Leopold in
this quote from The Practice of the Wild (1990): “To know the spirit of a place is to realize
that you are a part of a part and that the whole is made of parts, each of which is whole. You
start with the parts you are whole in.”* Ecocritic Patrick Murphy affirms something similar to
a land ethic or sense of place in his essay, “Grounding Anotherness and Answerability.” He
proposes an environmental ethic that requires “answerability” to what extends beyond
humans.®® Murphy argues that there is a re-emergence of networks and groups who work
along bioregional lines, and that the solidarity and identification with place that these groups
have is grounded in a “sense of answerability and a sense of anotherness.”™ Murphy sees the
nation state as problematic for environmentalism, and highlights bioregionalism as the best
direction for the radical rearrangement of state power. The problem of transnational

*8 Lynch, Glotfelty, and Armbruster, The Bioregional Imagination: Literature, Ecology, and Place 4.

*° peter Berg, and Raymond Dasmann, "Reinhabiting California," The Ecologist 7, no. 10 (1977). 399.

%0 eopold, A Sand County Almanac, and Sketches Here and There 203-204.

5! Gary Snyder, The Practice of the Wild : Essays(New York: North Point, 1990). 38.
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419.
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corporations is that they become irresponsible because they lack a connection to a place.
Environmental problems cross political borders. Therefore, we need to operate both
transnationally and locally, to deal with environmental issues such as global warming.
Murphy launches the concept of territorial solidarity, which means having solidarity at the

transnational as well as the local level.>*

2.5 Place Theory and Phenomenology

American culture studies has long been concerned with studies of place: American culture has
rested upon its relationship to nature. An early example of this is Crevecoeur’s 1782 essay,
“Letters from an American Farmer,” which depicted Americans as sons of the soil. Later,
Henry Nash Smith’s Virgin Land (1950) and Leo Marx’s The Machine in the Garden (1964)
made clear the importance of landscape and its influence on American civilization. “Space

5 writes Human

becomes place as we get to know it better and endow it with value,
Geography pioneer Yi-Fu Tuan. He argues that the concepts of space and place depend upon
each other. Tuan’s writing can make the reader want to know how to be more in touch with
the place | live in right now. How can this attachment improve both humans and the
environment? Bioregionalists ask these questions and believe that the answer will be found in
place, where the locality we are in will affect our actions. In developing a bioregional
perspective or a sense of place, we can reimagine the places where we live, and our
relationship to those places. This is based on Heidegger’s phenomenological concept of
placemaking as “dwelling” and a humanistic cultural geographical reading of place.
Phenomenologist and philosopher Edward Casey wrote, “To live is to live locally, and to
know is first of all to know the place one is in.”*® This is a bottom-up idea that is central to
bioregionalism: if you develop a caring relationship to your home base through a knowledge-
based place-attachment, this will spill over onto other dimensions — and in the end will be
better for the environment. Casey argues how place is the first of all things, prior to space, and
uses Heidegger and Bachelard to back this up. “Both Archytas and Aristotle proclaimed that
place is prior to space, and, more recently, Bachelard and Heidegger have re-embraced this

conviction, also known as the Archytian Axiom.”’

* Ibid. 424.

% Tuan, Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience 6.
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The emphasis on the importance of place-attachment at the bioregional level is a
contested view among leading academics and ecocritics. Ursula Heise (Stanford) asks if this
excessive emphasis on localism is really necessary and useful as a strategy in
environmentalism. Ecocritic Greg Garrard (Bath Spa University) holds that bioregionalism is
indeed useful, but that it must not be seen as a remedy for all environmental ills or difficulties.
He writes that “Bioregionalism may well represent a positive influence in the ecocritical
search for a culture of dwelling, or a viable modern georgic, but it is not a panacea.”™®
Lawrence Buell (Harvard) argues that bioregionalism “aims to avoid the extremes of hard-
shell localism and the free-floating sentimentalism of fancying one is in tune with ‘nature’ or
‘Gaia.””®

Post-nationalism, regionalism, bioregionalism, localism, or globalism? Bioregionalism
is part of a crowded field of competing concepts, but which is ideal for initiating positive
environmental change? Geographer Doreen Massey suggests rethinking our assumptions
about space. She argues that space is relational, multifaceted and contested.® Place needs to
be seen as a movement and process, as an agent and not as a static container or backdrop;
place is indisputably an agent in bioregionalism. Place is relational, something that can be
contested. Not everyone sees the Pacific Northwest as Ecotopia or Cascadia. However, this
thesis concerns those who do. Lawrence Buell says that Edward S. Casey in his The Fate of
Place (1997) “argues convincingly that theories of embodied, platially contexted knowing
have rebounded from their discreditation by Enlightenment rationalism.”® Buell argues
convincingly that this is proven by the existence of grass-roots initiatives, and that “place has
clearly survived its discreditation as a theoretical category, as the plethora of locally based
environmental resistance movements shows.”®® According to Bruce Evan Goldstein,
Geographer David Harvey has critiqued bioregionalism's sense of place for being a defensive
way to tackle the negative implications of globalization.®

Bioregionalism can incorporate spatial theory: places are socially produced but also
inherit real, tangible qualities. Bioregionalism sometimes suggests transcendental or spiritual

ties to place. The critique of modernity that Tuan proposes in his discussion about topophilia
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— the human love of place — has to do with scale: How can your love for place be stretched to
encompass the whole world? Can we be globalized topophiles loving each speck of dust on
this planet? This bond to a place that results in topophilia comes from knowledge and
experience of the place. Hans Jonas and Zygmunt Bauman call it the “ethic of proximity.”®*
This echoes Aldo Leopold’s ethic of locality, which argues we can only behave ethically
towards that which we can see or feel.®® “Local knowledge,” says Casey, “comes down to an
intimate understanding of what is generally true in the locally obvious; it concerns what is
true about place in general as manifested in this place.”® In Topophilia (1974), Tuan
suggests, “in some ideal future, our loyalty will be given only to the home region of intimate
memories and, at the other end of the scale, to the whole earth.”®” Ecocritic Patrick Murphy’s
concept of territorial solidarity - solidarity on transnational levels as well as local levels —is a
continuation of Tuan’s idea.?® Is this not a paradox? How can we feel loyalty to the whole
earth but not the nation state? Both Tuan's and Murphy’s suggestions are highly optimistic on
behalf of human beings. Tuan’s thought is coming from a time when the idea of the “blue
marble” and the analogy that we are all in the same boat was very strong. We are not in the
same boat anymore. Some people are on cruise ships while others are sitting in boats that
leak.

You cannot discuss place without bringing up questions of essentialism — the debate
over whether place is identity affirming or socially constructed. Marxist, feminist, and post-
structural geographers like David Harvey oppose the idea of landscape as character-shaper.
Lawrence Buell concurs: “Devotees of place-attachment can easily fall into a sentimental
environmental determinism.”®® It is crucial that ecocritics and human geographers writing
about place understand placemaking as both culturally and socially influenced, and that nature

and culture are connected, says Buell.”

This sounds to me like a key answer to the debate
between place as socially and culturally produced and the critique from phenomenologists
such as Casey for social constructivists’ lack of interest in the phenomenological experience

of place.
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Phenomenology sees place as something that is contested. Both Tuan and Relph were
phenomenologists interested in locating notions of place in human geography.” We can apply
the same method: How would a phenomenology of bioregionalism look? Since reinhabitation
involves developing a “sense of place,” people would need to develop knowledge and
awareness of such things as where their water, food, and other goods come from. Lawrence
Buell puts it this way in his book Writing for an Endangered World (2001): “What feels like a
place to me may not feel so to you, and likewise with whole cultures. Place, then, is a
configuration of highly flexible subjective, social, and material dimensions, not reducible to
any of these.”’® This means place is a personal experience; it depends on what you do and
who you are. A shopping mall can constitute a meaningful place of interaction for someone,
and as a place of dread for someone else. Phenomenology talks about being-in-the-world,
another term from Heidegger, meaning that we are rooted in the here and now. It is a
philosophical position that emphasizes that knowledge comes from individual sense-based
experience, not completely opposing Descartes’ dualism, but expanding it on behalf on the
body’s presence in the world as the ground point of experience.

Ecocritic Greg Garrard writes that “Merleu-Ponty’s phenomenology has encouraged
ecocritics to highlight the sensuous pleasure of encounters with ‘the flesh of the world’, as
distinct from the Puritan self-denial often wrongly associated with environmentalism.”” The
French phenomenological philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty, influenced by Heidegger,
valued perception, and key concerns of phenomenology are imagination, memory, and
perception. This is how phenomenology examines phenomena, and this is how cultural
analysis is undertaken within this paradigm. It is why it is important to imagine things,
because this is part of how we create knowledge. Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright argue
that “Phenomenology is most useful when used in conjunction with socio-historical and
cultural analyses.”™ Phenomenology deals with attachment, concern, and involvement. It is

an interpretive study of the human experience, and in this case of place.

2.6 Heise and the Critique of Bioregionalism

™ Tim Cresswell, Place: A Short Introduction(Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 2004). 33.

"2 Buell, Writing for an Endangered World : Literature, Culture, and Environment in the U.S. And Beyond. 60.
7 Garrard, Ecocriticism. 36.

" Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright, Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture(Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2001). 136.

23



This section will look more closely at Ursula Heise’s critique of bioregionalist thought. The
idea of a “sense of place” or reinhabiting is that if you develop a close relationship to a place,
you will be able to rise above the placelessness that plagues modern American life, to
develop an ecological understanding, and consequently make better choices for the
environment. This idea, which highlights grass-roots initiatives and decentralization, is a
response to the environmental crisis and the alienation and mobility put in place by
modernity. Heise argues in Sense of Place and Sense of Planet (2008) that this concept of
place has proven very resilient in environmental discourse, but must be replaced with a
“deterritorialization,” weakening the connection between culture and place, towards “eco-
cosmopolitanism.”” This chapter will not go into the concept of eco-cosmopolitanism in
detail because it has no real function in this thesis, but will instead present Heise’s critique of
place as a concept in environmentalism. According to Heise, there exists an idea about the
American national character and myth of placelessness. Heise says that the rhetoric of place
or bioregional localism, has no real usefulness to environmental ethics or environmentalism,
but it is an answer to the American myth, starting with the emphasis in Alexis de
Tocqueville’s Democracy in America on American culture as restless and mobile. This
mobility is, according to Heise, seen as an American “cultural deficiency,” and this feeling of
inadequacy is what gives “the insistence on a sense of place much of its persuasive power in
environmentalist discourse today.”’® My question to Heise would be: How do you separate
culture from the environmental discourse and history of a country? How do you separate
place and a country’s environmental movement? Clearly, ideas about the American national
character and environmentalism are interrelated.

Another critique that Heise and social ecologists raise has to do with privilege. Is
bioregionalism a privileged perspective? Becoming rooted in a place is undoubtedly a luxury,
and would be far-fetched for the 200 million climate refugees we might see by 2050, numbers
according to the influential Stern Review Report on the Economics of Climate Change from
2006. Heise points to the dominance of white, male, back-to-the-land environmentalists in
place-based environmentalism. This was seen especially during the 1960s and ’70s, when
men like Wendell Berry, Gary Snyder, Peter Berger, Raymond Dasmann, and later Scott
Russell Sanders and Kirkpatrick Sale were important for the bioregional movement. Heise

discusses another important aspect, namely the individualist nature of these works, and points
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to women and Native Americans as offering stories of more communal attempts of
reinhabiting.”” Heise sets up a dichotomy between white and non-white, male and female,
rural and urban, and privileged and underprivileged. She presents a critique of what she calls
“conventional environmentalist discourses of place”’® for simplifying the leap from the local
to the global, treating the local as a miniature version of the planet. What Heise does is set up
contradictions between bioregionalists and environmental justice activists, bringing up the
wilderness ideal of the conservation era and showing how it displaced native groups and poor
farmers. As bioregionalism broadens out to include environmental justice and urban life, this
assessment fades. Much of this critique is also a general critique of environmentalism in the
1960s and *70s, not limited to the bioregionalist movement.

Heise sets up another dichotomy of how culture is shaped. Is it through the land as a
bioregion as Snyder suggests, or is it through migration and the experience of many places?
Why can it not be both? Clearly, Snyder is himself influenced by places such as Japan and
China. Heise sees environmentalism as closed off from the ideas of cultural theory that
present identity as shaped by “mixtures, fragments, and dispersed allegiances to diverse
communities, cultures and places — or that precisely these mixtures might be crucial for
constituting ‘identities’ politically as ‘subjects.”””® Heise offers a critique of Gary Snyder and
what she sees as his assumption that identity is formed from a locale. Heise’s dichotomy of
identity as only shaped either by place or “mixtures and fragments” seems unhelpful. Greg
Garrard’s suggestion Of not seeing bioregionalism as a panacea for all ills, or Booth’s
reminder that it is not the principle mode for shaping an identity, is a premise of this thesis.

Environmental theorist Mitchell S. Thomashow has suggested “cosmopolitan

80 as a strategy for developing bioregionalist thought. Moreover, this strategy

bioregionalism
deals with economy and favors local interest. Like phenomenologists, Thomashow stresses
the sensory experience and the need to understand ecology through experience, differentiating
it from Heise’s obsession with global culture. Heise argues that Thomashow’s approach is
paradoxical: on the one hand he is pragmatic with his concept global cosmopolitanism, while
on the other hand he values a spiritual relation to place as “the basis of ecologically aware

»81

practices.””" Heise argues that the “local” is not possible to comprehend epistemologically,
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and just as problematic politically as the nation state. She does not see this as a useful concept
in ecocriticism or environmentalism.

Nonetheless, what Thomashow calls a cosmopolitan bioregionalism might be a way
to overcome the binary opposition of bioregionalists versus eco-cosmopolitanists. When it
comes to American culture, it just is not cosmopolitan. Most Americans do not own a
passport and cheap fuel, which provides the freedom of movement that underlies
cosmopolitanism, will not last forever.® It seems that humans will only have had this freedom
of movement for a very short moment in time before it ends. Our extensive international
travelling is sponsored by cheap oil, and in the future energy costs will rise and we will have
to sport our cosmopolitanism in other ways. Furthermore, it is questionable to what extent
cosmopolitanism brings environmental awareness. It is very challenging for us to be thinking
about the global consequences of our daily choices and feel empathy with those far away. We
cannot presume that our neighbors should feel empathy with people on the other side of the
planet, even though we can look them up on Google Earth and see people biking on the street
on another continent. According to the “ethic of proximity” or Leopold’s “ethic of locality,”
humans need to be spatially close and feel a relationship in order to develop knowledge and
experience of a place.

2.7 Blood and Soil? Eco-Fascism, Xenophobia, and
Territorial Exclusiveness

While eco-cosmopolitanism may be a contradiction in terms, the critique of drawing up
borders to develop a sense of place can have unintended consequences that environmentalists
need to consider. Attempts to carve out a space for oneself, and consciously put down roots,
raises questions of exclusion.®® Can bioregionalism become ethnocentric, or patriotic, or can it
be used by such groups as national socialists to spread racism? Madeleine Hurd (Sédertorn
University) has performed studies on eco-nationalism and the “ecology” of the radical right in
Germany, and the unity between parts of radical environmentalism and the
Nationaldemokratische Partei Deutschland (NPD). In her research she uses the term
“territorial exclusiveness” when talking about emotional attachment to place. In German the

word Heimat, meaning homeland, is closely connected to the term “blood and soil,” (Blut und
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Boden) and Hurd shows how in Nazism and fascism this implies that place is linked to nation
and race.®* Hurd shows that this implication, that people derived from a place where they
“naturally” belong, has been described in bioregional terms as creating an ecological niche
where some people fit into a habitat more than others do: “This emotional linkage derives
from a neo-Romantic ideology — reinforced by pseudo-scientific biological determinism — that
hold peoples to be co-determined by their specific nature, language and history.”® The
bioregionalist movement or bioregionalist thinkers need to show awareness of the similarities
between environmental and national socialist rhetoric. According to environmental historian
Ramachandra Guha, the rise of peasant environmentalism in Germany the 1920s occurred at
the same time that the National Socialists gained power. He writes that there were similarities
between the two groups, creating a bond between environmentalism and nationalism.*® Hurd
shows how bioregionalism can be a powerful paradigm that can easily be abused by the far
right. It is crucial that race and nationality is left out of the question when talking about
emotional attachment to place, such as Tuan’s phenomenology-influenced concept,
topophilia. Tuan rejects empires and states as receivers of the human love of place, and
thereby avoids any link between nation and place.®” I will return briefly to discuss possible
outcomes of this theme in chapter six.

2.8 Broadening Bioregionalism: The Role of the City

An additional critique of bioregionalism and its proponents is the critique of the outdated
hierarchical naturalization of the countryside as “good,” and the city as “bad” and morally
wrong. It appears to be a general agreement in today’s discourse of environmental humanities
that a rural versus urban dichotomy is not seen as helpful and needs to be broken down. Jill
Gatlan is an ecocritic who note the troubles with some of bioregionalist anti-urban thought
and naturalization of the countryside. Jill Gatlin brings up a common critique of bioregional
academic writing: the fact that it privileges “rural dwellers, wilderness backpackers, the
leisured class, and the racially privileged.”®® The critique of bioregionalism for neglecting
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urban landscapes is closely related to bioregionalism’s agrarian roots, but the critique is
sometimes misplaced, as some of the early bioregionalists like Peter Berg worked on a green
city movement in San Francisco in the 1970s. Ecocritics like Gatlan are on an important
errand to break down the opposition between ruralists and urbanists. Contemporary
bioregionalism should follow suit. There seems to be a divide within bioregional ideas about
the role of the city. There is undoubtedly an idealization of rural life in Wendell Berry’s work,
and sometimes in Gary Snyder’s too. Gatlin discusses Sale and Snyder, and criticizes them for
reproducing the opposition between city and countryside: “When it comes to the moral
component of inhabitation, for example, both writers revert to valuing the countryside or
wilderness over the city.”®°

The health of the rural lifestyle has traditionally been juxtaposed with the ills of the
city. Urban bioregionalists argue however, that you can reinhabit a city. In environmental
psychology, much research is being done on the impacts of engagement with the urban
landscape on public health, and in creating environmental ethics. Robert L. Ryan and Robert
E. Grese have written about the emotional connections of volunteers working on urban
restoration. Ryan and Grese claim that “Ecological restoration of degraded urban landscapes
creates benefits for both people and the land,”® and that “there was something transformative
about volunteering in ecological restoration projects.”® Bioregional writing needs to stop
neglecting the city. Reinhabitation can happen anywhere, and every place is a home to be

reinhabited. There is no reason urban spaces should be left out of the discussion.

2.9 Conclusion

American mainstream environmentalism has been critiqued for overlooking the human
relationship with place. This chapter has presented different theories within environmentalist
discourse, positioning bioregionalism as ecocentric, with some anthropocentric concerns. The
chapter has raised critiques of place-based thinking, such as Ursula Heise’s critique of place
as in fact a tradition in American culture and not a theoretical category. | have shown how

phenomenology can be used in locating notions of place in human geography. This raises
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concerns about the human imagination, memory, and perception. This chapter has shown how
environmentalism can have unintended consequences. Bioregions must be open for everyone
to reinhabit, in order to avoid the hazards of eco-fascism and territorial exclusiveness. Having
presented ecocritical critiques of bioregional notions of the city as “bad,” and rural places as
“good,” | conclude that bioregionalism today argues that every place is a home to be
reinhabited. Reinhabitation can, for instance, take the form of restoring an urban park and its
neighborhood. A return to place can be an answer to the environmentally deleterious effects of
neoliberal globalization, which has triumphed over ecological concerns time and time again.
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3 Bioregionalism and The Pacific
Northwest

3.1 Introduction

As we have seen, bioregionalism raises questions about nature, space, and culture. This
chapter will trace bioregional thought and practice, in particular geographic spaces such as the
American West, and particularly the Pacific Northwest. | will explore the link between
utopian colonies in the Pacific Northwest in the nineteenth century, and the growth of
environmental and bioregional thought in environmental movements of the twentieth century
as outcomes of agrarian and Romanticist ideas about nature. This chapter deals with the
following question: Is the Pacific Northwest an especially fertile ground for bioregionalist
thought? Since bioregionalism is both part of a historical and cultural space, and a
geographical, biological, and therefore material space, this chapter will ground itself in the
geography and history of the West, both as idea and as a region. Central to defining the region
is both its environmental and social history, urban as well as rural. This chapter and the next
one will introduce “Cascadia” as an ecological landscape, and explore the interrelated history
of ecology and utopia. | will be discussing representations of the West as “Eden” in late
nineteenth century utopian communities as an early example of this regional identity.

What is Cascadia? The name comes from Greek and means waterfall. Scottish
naturalist David Douglas was the first to apply the name when he wrote about the “cascading”
waterfalls in the 1820s.> Common images and resources of the Pacific Northwest are salmon,
rain, evergreen Douglas fir trees, and waterfalls. In my discussion, | will talk about Oregon,
Washington, and British Columbia. Many bioregionalists call this area Cascadia, and poet
Gary Snyder calls it the Douglas fir bioregion. Advocates for secession or community
independence have created the “Doug,” Cascadia’s blue, white and green flag with a Douglas
fir tree in the middle. The nonprofit organization Ecotrust of Portland, Oregon calls this cross-
border region “Salmon Nation.”® According to historian Carl Abbott, there have been many

attempts to repackage Cascadia. Cascadia is the “the brainchild of Seattle University

% Douglas Todd, Cascadia: The Elusive Utopia : Exploring the Spirit of the Pacific Northwest (Vancouver:
Ronsdale Press, 2008). 4.

% Carl Abbott, "Competing Cascadias: Imagining a Region over Four Decades " in Society for American City
and Regional Planning History(Oakland, California 2010). 14.

30



sociologist David McCloskey, who began teaching a course on the ‘Sociology of Cascadia’ in
1978.”% 1 am writing about the largely urban western corridor, slashed by the Interstate 5
Highway, with medium to large sized cities, like Eugene, Salem, Portland, Olympia, Tacoma,
Seattle, Bellingham, Victoria, and VVancouver. As typically defined, the region stretches from
British Columbia in the north to Oregon in the south; it is connected by the artery of the
Columbia River and split in two by the US-Canadian border. To the west is the Pacific Ocean,
and to the east of the Cascades is the hinterland of the Pacific Northwest. Although the
sources and texts | am using in this thesis all define Cascadia somewhat differently,
sometimes including northern California, western Montana, and Idaho, my thesis limits the

definition to Oregon, Washington, and British Columbia, west of the Cascade mountains.

3.2 Western Landscapes and American Nationalism

Conceptions of nature change over time. The Pacific Northwest has a long reputation for
being a wild and bountiful region, a promised land at the edge of the American continent.
With the rise of environmentalism in the 1960s, ecological awareness has more clearly
become part of the regional identity. Nevertheless, that the regional identity depends on
nature’s abundance is nothing new. President Jefferson, who even envisioned parts of the
West Coast as “the Republic of the Pacific,” assigned Lewis and Clark on an expedition to
explore the western region in 1804.% Before the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, the Oregon
Territory was full of natives, fur trappers, Spanish, French, and the British Empire, which was
represented through the Hudson’s Bay Company. The European settlers transformed the
landscape through their colonization of the continent, and brought with them disease, warfare,
capitalism, new flora and fauna, and new farming methods. They brought new attitudes
toward nature, such as seeing it as abundant and inexhaustible. This westward expansion in
the 1800s brought certain understandings about the relationship between man and nature, and
man and man. As white settlers steadily moved westward and drove natives out, it was
assumed the settlers belonged there. As the historian Richard White puts it “ . . . the first
white man always enters an untouched paradise.”® A newspaper reporter was the first to
come up with the term “Manifest Destiny,” a dominant image of this era. Americans saw their

successful expansion as a sign that God was on the white man’s side. This feeling of having a

9% ;i
Ibid. 11.
% Todd, Cascadia: The Elusive Utopia : Exploring the Spirit of the Pacific Northwest 2.
% Richard White, "Are You an Environmentalist or Do You Work for a Living?," in Uncommon Ground:
Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, ed. William Cronon(New York: W.W. Norton, 1996). 174.

31



special place in the West was increased by technological progress, like the railway and the
telegraph — manifestations of technological progress that made it possible to populate the
continent with Euro-Americans. The West became associated with hard work, opportunity,
and self-reliance, but it is not hard to argue that the American West after 1880 came about
largely because of federal subsidies, military industry, dam projects, irrigation projects, and
the railroad. The question of this chapter is: Did bioregional ideas come to flourish in the
Pacific Northwest? And if so, why? To answer this, | will look closer at the myths of man and
nature.

Frederick Jackson Turner’s influential essay, “The Significance of the Frontier in
American History” (1893), developed the idea of the frontier to explain the American national
character. The frontier was both a geographical concept and a cultural one. Whereas the
wilderness is seen as empty, the settler and the farmer build democratic community. This
went well with the Jeffersonian idealization of the yeoman farmer, the ideology of
republicanism, and the agrarian vision. Founding father, philosopher, and politician Thomas
Jefferson believed that life as an small-scale independent farmer was essential to the future of
American democracy, that rural life working your own land based on rational, enlightenment
ideas created better and more virtuous citizens, citizens who also followed their self-interest
by moving westward. Virtue for Jefferson came from the hard work of the sons of the soil. As

writer David Shi has it, Jefferson’s agrarian vision became a Romantic one.

The romantic sensibility saw nature as the source of aesthetic pleasure, moral
goodness, and spiritual inspiration. Jefferson, Crevecaur, Philip Freneau, William
Bartram, and other eighteenth-century agrarians had foreshadowed such an
attitude. For them, however, nature primarily represented earth to be worked and
planted.
Before the nineteenth century, the idea of preservation of wilderness did not exist. A
cultivated landscape meant it was friendly, while wild forests or steep mountains were a sign
of something dangerous, disorderly, and forsaken by God.* Man’s conception of nature
changed with the romantic era and the rapid industrialization and urbanization of America.
This marks a change from the Enlightenment’s mechanical, Cartesian view of nature.

Between 1780 and 1860, the number of people living in urban areas rose from 202,000 to
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6,217,000.%° With industrialization and urbanization, nature could be a “cure” by which the
cultivators of the soil would fix the ills of the city. In the nineteenth century, nature was seen
as beneficial to public health. Cities were dirty and living conditions were poor. By the mid-
eighteen hundreds, the transcendentalist writers Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David
Thoreau had written the classic works Nature (1836) and Walden (1857) respectively, and the
Hudson River School artists had begun painting their Romantic landscapes, such as Thomas
Cole’s The Garden of Eden (1827-28). While Europeans had their monuments, Americans
could proudly show off their natural wonders, such as Yellowstone National Park, the first in
the world established by an act of Congress in 1872. With the state increasingly present in the
West, there was a shift in stewardship from the assumption that all lands should be privatized
to arguing that much land should remain under federal control, an argument that paralleled the
development of national ideals of scientific, centralized knowledge and rational management
of nature. This utilitarian attitude includes putting nature to its highest use. President
Theodore Roosevelt and the conservationist and forester Gifford Pinchot of the United States
Forest Service represented a utilitarian view of nature.

Caring about nature’s own worth came later, with preservationists like John Muir, who
believed wilderness lead to religious experiences. The idea of the West as a promised land
and a reservoir of nature’s abundance have been preeminent in the expansion of the realm and
to the myths of the national character. What is relevant about this story to my examination of
the Pacific Northwest and bioregionalism is the fact that bioregionalism is an outcome of a
combination of the agrarian way, in which nature’s worth is to be “worked and planted,” and
the preservationist wilderness ideal of Sierra Club founder John Muir. Bioregionalism is as
shown in chapter two, not as Jefferson’s vision, bound to rural or pastoral life.

The idea of character or identity as something that comes from the land is prevalent in
the bioregionalism of the 1960s: identity is something you have to work with the land to
acquire. In this respect, bioregionalism is closer to the Jeffersonian ideal than to Turner’s
“born-again colonist” on the frontier, mastered by the wilderness and transformed into an
American.'® Ecocritic and author of Ecocriticism, Greg Garrard, puts it this way: “In the
western USA a movement has emerged that seeks to combine traditional agrarianism with

more radical social ecological or anarchistic leanings. The term used to describe this
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movement is ’bioregionalism’.”**" Bioregionalism requires a co-operative economy on a
communal scale. It reintroduces place much like the frontier emphasized the importance of
place on the human character. Bioregionalism is ecocentric in its nature, carrying on the
heritage of preservationism. It does not share the optimism, and the belief in the inexhaustible
abundance of resources, of the utilitarian progressivism of the Roosevelt era. Bioregionalism
is a reaction to or paradigmatic shift from the national centralized conservation period, with
its professional and scientific management of nature, to a regionally oriented, decentralized,

pluralist approach, which combines agrarianism with preservationism.

3.3 Utopian Settlements in the Pacific Northwest

The tradition of utopian thinking in American culture goes back to nineteenth century utopian
reform movements, such as cooperative colonies, founded by reformers at places like Brook
farm and Fruitlands on the east coast, as well as the older tradition of Christian communalism
— as exemplified by the many Shaker communities. In The Simple Life, a book on ecological
utopias in social movements, historian David Shi makes a separation between the communal
efforts of Alcott’s Fruitlands (1843) and the more individual projects of Henry David
Thoreau, exemplified by his move to Walden Pond in July 1845. Despite the differences, they
shared a love of the countryside, a transcendental simplicity, frugality, and a spiritual ethic.
These ideas spread with the movement westward, and during the late nineteenth century,
radical movements such as utopian communities existed in the Puget Sound area. Settlers
moving westward were turning their backs on the ills of capitalist industrialization, and
creating their own co-operative communities with alternative ideas about land use, a view of
the West as one giant cornucopia and a hope to bring about a new Eden.

Historian Charles LeWarne’s book, Utopias on Puget Sound (1885-1915), looks at
socialist, anarchist, and religious utopian communities over a period of 30 years in
Washington State. One of these was the Puget Sound Co-Operative Colony, inspired by
earlier utopian settlements in the east and founded by the harbor of Ediz Hook on the Olympic
Peninsula. The colony was born at a time when labor unions were gaining power and working
class consciousness was on the rise. Socialist ideas were taking root while economic growth
was enormous — for some. For others, utopian communities seemed like the answer to bad

times. It was a Romantic idea in which, put crudely, nature was good and culture bad. The
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utopian colonies challenged the classic view of settlers as wilderness-hating exploiters seeing
the land as a commodity. They do fit, however, into the narrative about the abundance and
inexhaustible resources of the West. At the same time, they serve as an example of a practical
outcome of some bioregional ideas like decentralization, a sustainable lifestyle, the value of
staying put, and domestic life. Looking at some of the writings of the leaders of the Puget
Sound Co-Operative Colony, it is clear they portray the area as an Eden in the Pacific
Northwest. This Eden-like image later evolves into an “Ecotopia.” One of the leaders behind
the anti-Chinese riots in Seattle, lawyer Charles V. Smith, was the first leader of the colony,
and the author of a 32-page pamphlet from 1886.1% In the pamphlet, he expressed the
intentions of the founders, and attracted colonists to the Puget Sound. In an excerpt from the
colonist’s newspaper, The Model Commonwealth, from June 18, 1886, he praises the
landscape as inexhaustible, with no limits to the fertility of the land.

On my first visit here three years ago, | was more favorably impressed with this

place than any | had ever seen. | came to that conclusion, only after a thorough

examination of its soil, which is unsurpassed, of its climate, which is unequaled.

There is no harbor that will compare with it on Puget Sound. Its waters are full of

fish. There are five or six streams of pure soft water emptying into the bay, fed by

the melting snow from the mountains—furnishing water powers [sic] of unlimited

capacity with almost inexhaustible supplies of timber within reach.'®
Historian Carlos A. Schwantes argues that nature in the Pacific Northwest “assumed heroic
proportions.”*** The colonists saw the western landscape as not only everlasting and limitless,
but also a good character-shaper, a relief from and contrast to capitalist city life, and what
they referred to as the “industrial ulcer”. The colonists did not see this land as open to all men.
The owner-occupiers of The Modern Commonwealth used the lack of significant African
American and Chinese populations as a selling point for attracting more colonists. Popular
racial theories at the time, such as Social Darwinism and eugenics, influenced the leaders of
the colony. This makes the colony an example of how bioregionalism can lead to pitfalls

when place becomes territorial or exclusionary.
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The writings of Charles V. Smith support the idea that natural abundance was
somehow important in defining America.'® The colonists defined themselves in harmony
with nature, as opposed to urban, industrial life. It is an agrarian vision in the spirit of Thomas
Jefferson: the land was going to make them better citizens. The colonists of Puget Sound Co-
Operative Colony built their settlement next to a village of hundreds of Native Americans.
The natives had lived in the area for 2700 years, living mostly of the salmon in the Elwha
River The Clallam people interacted with them through some trade, but according to LeWarne
for the most part no contact was made. LeWarne suggest that the Indians were mostly seen as
a curiosity, neither a hindrance nor helpful.*®.

The colonists held the land at Ediz Hook communally; they did not sell it for profit.
What separated them from the mainstream pioneer was this communal form of life, and the
fact that they did not buy or sell land. This aversion to the market seems to have meant that
their use of land was mainly for subsistence use, thereby respecting the “abundance” of
natural resources, rather than the typical frontier practice of exploiting the land, assuming that
the resource base was inexhaustible. There does not seem to exist any arguments that this use
is better for nature. The main point seems to have been to become self-sufficient and to avoid
being tangled up in the market. Luckily, climate, soil and water supply were all favorable.

Wheat, oats, and barley yield prolific crops: all vegetables grow to an immense

size, and the soil is peculiarly adapted to the raising of fruit. Numerous streams

from snowy mountains and neighboring hills furnish inexhaustible supplies of

water, convenient and at small expense.'”’
The natural recourses did not stop with fish and promising agricultural lands. The colonists
needed wood for housing and as a source of energy, and timber and coal were abundant and
affordable. Smith and his companions did a good job of advertising the colony as heaven on
earth through pamphlets, travels and The Modern Commonwealth. Free healthcare, an eight-
hour workday for men, six for women, and a ‘divine’ location attracted hundreds of settlers.
The settlers even operated with their own currency. Prior to the land boom, most of the timber
the colonists took was for their own subsistence use; even though they believed there was

enough to go around, they did not take more.
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However, in this attempt to recreate the garden of Eden there is, fittingly, a fall of
man. When the colony started struggling financially, the settlers would rent out the mill to
private companies and sell off timber land.'® The colony grew simultaneously with the
industrialization of the forests of the Pacific Northwest. The old growth forest in this area was
some of the first to fall because of the excellent timber and the prime location on the bay.
Combined with technological changes, such as a specialized logging railroad developed in the
1880s, the state of Washington became the number one lumber producer in the country
between 1905 and 1938.'% Schwantes writes that being located on the shores of the Puget
Sound meant that the timber was easier to get to than in the neighboring state of Oregon. The
Yukon Gold Rush in 1887 sparked a general land boom in the area, and the colonists
participated. The town of Port Angeles became increasingly popular, with both the colonial
east side and the regular non-colonial folks on the west side. Logging increased with the land
boom, and the colonists had to intensify road construction to get the logs to market. The
colonists started moving into forested land, alternatively buying and selling land, speculating

to get a profit.'*°

This kept attracting people with less noble ideals to the colony, and when the
market crashed in the Panic of 1893, the colony’s glory days were over. The land speculation
backfired, and the colony went bankrupt. In 1900 the remaining assets were sold on an
auction. The colonists were hoping for salvation through what they saw as an inexhaustible
landscape, but the abundance of resources made them greedy, and in the end not that different
from the capitalist industrialists they so much despised. With their entanglement in the
capitalist markets, their vision ultimately failed. In his book, LeWarne characterizes the
colonists as a “middle class business corporation.”***

Turning their backs on urbanization, capitalism, and immigration, the Puget Sound
Co-operative Colony exemplified parts of the frontier ideology. Through sharing ideas
circulating at the time, ideas about the west as free land in need of cultivation, the Puget
Sound Co-operative Colony fits into the national myth and emergent creation stories about
frontier life, 