A Leopold for the nineties:
The ecological age and outdoor recreation

Steven Simpson

AND

AELLY CARIN

n the 1940s, Aldo Leopold wrote in A Sand County
Almanac,

No important change in ethics was ever accomplished with-
out an internal change in our intellectual emphasis, loyal-
ties, affections, and convictions. The proof that conservation
has not yet touched these foundations of conduct lies in the
fact that philosophy and religion have not yet heard of it
(1966, p. 246).

Fifty years since Leopold's statement, it can be said
that a minority of philosophers and theologians now
have heard of conservation and environmentalism. In
fact, intellectual discourse about humanity’s relation-
ship to nature has expanded to the point of becoming
its own philosophical subdiscipline—ecophilosophy.1
The problem now lies not in the lack of philosophical
discussion about the environment, but in the failure to
translate such philosophy into useful action. To date,
outdoor fields such as recreation resource manage-
ment, environmental education, and adventure pro-
gramming, which would seem to be avenues for inte-
grating these new insights into practical policies and
programs, have not had ecophilosophy interpreted for
direct use.

Stated simply, there is a gap between ecophiloso-
phy and those who might apply it to their everyday
work. Some critics claim the theorists have not done a
good job of offering practical solutions to actual envi-
ronmental problems (Snyder, 1990). Others charge that
those in the applied fields have shown interest in
ecophilosophy, but have failed to use it to advance
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their professional thinking (Van Matre, 1990; Orr,
1994). Blame aside (for no one is intentionally creating
barriers), the obvious need is for bridges between sci-
ence and the humanities and between theory and prac-
tice. The purpose of this article is to suggest that out-
door professionals, especially those in adventure pro-
gramming, have a role in this effort. Specifically, the
article (1) summarizes three reasons for the philoso-
phy-practitioner gap, (2) suggests a framework for
bridging that gap, and (3) describes steps that adven-
ture programming may take to help bring the philoso-
phy of the environment and direct human action with
the environment closer together.

Why the gap exists

As Van Matre (1990) correctly observed, many in the
natural resource-oriented professions are aware of the
new ecophilosophy. Environmental educators, for exam-
ple, are as likely to have a bookshelf full of environmen-
tal philosophy books as a shelf jammed with plant and
animal identification guides. Conversely, even the most
esoteric of environmental writers inevitably conclude
their ecophilosophy writings with a call for practical
action. Both sides of the problem recognize the schism
between theory and practice, but have not been extreme-
ly successful in addressing it. Bridging the gap is a diffi-
cult task. Firstly, much of the ecophilosophy literature is
hard for the interested practitioner to understand. Much
of it is written in the language of academic philosophy
and is not accessible to the general reader. Manas
describes the intellectuality of the ecophilosophy litera-
ture as outwitting itself, becoming “so abstract and hard
to follow that the reader must go over the text three or
four times simply in order to know what the writer
means.” The reader becomes discouraged and frustrated,
largely because he or she realizes that the writer is say-
ing something important and valuable, but the task of
deciphering the text seems unnecessarily difficult
(Living Earth, 1988, p. 3).

Secondly, there is a lack of common ground




between ecophilosophers trained in the humanities
and outdoor professionals trained in the natural and/or
social sciences. Even if the differences in the profes-
sional vernacular were overcome, the points of view of
those in the sciences may differ from those in the
humanities. For example, at the 1990 International
Environmental Ethics Conference for Nature
Interpreters, a nationally known ecofeminist was asked
to give an example of how ecofeminist theory could be
applied directly to resource management. Her response
was that direct applica-
tions of ecofeminism
already were in place, a
good example being raptor
rehabilitation programs.
She claimed that the close
human interaction with
hawks, owls, and eagles is
resource management which allows the expression of
the ecofeminist values of care and non-hierarchical
relationships. The questioner responded, however, that
he thought raptor rehabilitation programs are a good
example of exactly what should not be done in
resource management—such rehab programs were a
superficial, feel-good answer that avoids the real prob-
lem of habitat destruction. The issue, he stated, is not
the fate of individual birds, but the perpetuation of
entire species, and rehabilitation programs siphoned
money away from more effective alternatives.

This single confrontation between a presenter and
a member of the audience at an environmental ethics
conference epitomizes the state of ecophilosophy
today. The leaders of the subdiscipline are either acad-
emic philosophers or back-to-nature bioregionalists.
They approach environmentalism from a philosophi-
cal/spiritual perspective, but often are uncertain as to
how to put the philosophy into professional resource
management terms. Those in the best position to actu-
ally put ecophilosophy into action are wildlife biolo-
gists, environmental educators, and wilderness trip
leaders, well versed in various resource management
techniques, but unclear as to whether contemporary
environmental philosophy has anything to say about
using those techniques appropriately. The recurring
interchange at the 1990 environmental ethics confer-
ence was a member of the audience asking “So how
can I use this?” and a presenter, in all seriousness,
answering “I thought that I had just explained that.”

Thirdly, the lack of common ground between the
humanities and the sciences actually has led to ani-
mosity between groups that should be on the same side
of most environmental issues. In particular, there is a
strong sentiment running through ecophilosophy that
resource management is a tool of an exploitive techno-
logical society and, therefore, is itself irreparably

flawed. Even the term “management” raises hackles, as
management connotes manipulation. So long as
American resource management agencies tend to bend
nature for human benefit, rather than adjust human
values to accommodate the natural world, they are
viewed by much of ecophilosophy as part of the prob-
lem. Even outdoor recreation, in spite of its goal to
teach environmental awareness, is pictured as an
unwary ally of exploitation. Because recreation is used
as an anthropocentric justification for nature preserva-
tion, it indirectly suggests
that nature's innate right to
exist is a secondary con-
cern (Manes, 1988;
Brookes, 1994).

The root of ecophilos-
ophy's anti-resource man-
agement sentiment is tied
to a general distrust of science. Ever since Lynn White's
(1967) “The Histarical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis,”
the ecophilosophy literature has linked science with
exploitation and, therefore, with anthropocentrism and
unquestioning faith in technology. The link, however,
sometimes gets pushed too far, to the point that any
field or profession based predominately in the physical
sciences, rather than in philosophy or religion, is auto-
matically deemed exploitive. Public resource manage-
ment agencies fuel this anti-science perspective with
repeated examples of environmentally unsound deci-
sion-making, and unfortunately, critics seem ready to
incorrectly blame the insensitive actions on faith in sci-
ence, rather than on politics (Orr, 1994). The result is
that all scientifically-based resource managers, even
those up to their hunting caps in preservation and bio-
centricism, are placed on the pro-development side of
any environmental dialogue.

Fritjof Capra (1983) partially explains the theory-
to-action gap in the book, The Turning Point. He does
so by characterizing the distinction between science
and philosophy as opposing extremes of an intellectu-
al continuum (see Figure 1). Both extremes are routes
to truth and knowledge, but incorporate very different
methods. Science, or the “sensate,” relies on a faith in
rational thinking and sensory perception. The human-
ities or the "ideational,” on the other hand, are based on
intuition, spirituality, and inner experience. While
both extremes contribute significantly to human
knowledge, they each are limited by their own restric-
tions in thinking. The most fruitful perspective,
according to Capra, is a synthesizing central ground
called the “idealistic,” the place and time where sen-
sate and ideational beliefs come together.

This three-value system of sensate, ideational, and
idealistic is not a new concept, but one forwarded by
Pitirim Sorokin sixty years ago. Capra takes Sorokin's
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