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“We, if there is a “we,” are a people of ideas.
. . .The power of the media is not necessarily to tell
us what to think but the power to tell us what to
think about. . . .The momentous question is: why
our sluggish flow of ideas?”
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ith this issue of Wild Duck Review, I wish to
raise a number of questions under the rubric
of ‘media’ that run something like this: If we
don’t want to accept the conditions of mass media and
the culture industry today, but must use their conditions as points of departure, where do we intend to go?
What core ideals of the democratic experiment, the
“authentic and good life,” though arguably debased and
trivialized beyond recognition, should be energetically
revived? What urgent claims from the larger, nonhuman world are upon us, their fate determined by our
will or lack of will to realize those ideals? How might
the accelerating disintegration of conditions for a good
life and for healthy, living systems be arrested and reversed by a public discourse—media—we have yet to
achieve?
I am taking as given that ‘reality’ as we all know it
in mainstream culture is, as Marilynne Robinson says, a
work of grim and minor imagination. Yet, it comes as
no real shock, nor is it much more than a pathologist’s
inquiry, to cry, “Oh, play most foul,” at the gutting of
reality by corporate imperatives and by human consumption. Though gothic, it isn’t unreasonable that we
are where we are today, only unreasonable that we remain stuck in our collective and acquiescent shock,
which, as time passes and the ante goes up, strikes me
as increasingly disingenuous, even adolescent.
I am also taking as given that ‘reality’ as we know it
in the natural world is in as deep of trouble as culture,
and that the state of both are, and could not be otherwise, deeply connected. Just as we retreat to islands
amongst poorer and poorer conditions and recognize
them as ‘high culture’ or ‘wilderness,’ we can also recognize the conditions for health in the systemic mass,
the critical mass, of culture and nature could not be degrading any more obviously nor precipitously. From
my point of view, our attention—all of our intelligence—should be drawn to these conditions for life.
In The Drowned and the Saved, Primo Levi wrote,
“Reason, art and poetry are no help in deciphering a
place from which they have been banished.” We
should fear we will soon have not many small, either
blatantly grotesque or seemingly benign but high-functioning places devoid of conditions for reason, art or poetry, but that such places will become everyplace.

2

Likewise, we should fear taking comfort in isolating or
fortressing ourselves, building communal tribes, or depending upon an illusory, built-in device for self-correction or self-renewal in a democracy mowed down by the
same processes mowing down culture and nature. I fear
we are well on our way to an existence stripped bare,
with barely a working whisper, in collusion with an ideology of death over an ideology of life.
I also take as given the good luck of our timing, that
we live at a time of threshold—that arbitrary but
nonetheless highly-charged turn of 2000 years in human history—which gives us a great pause, the cultural
equivalent of ‘momentousness’ that defines our own
birth, wedding and deathbeds, a pause in which we
might realize Ivan Illich-style what matters finally, in
which we might apprehend the consequentiality of our
lives inside life. Even if time is not on the cultural or
ecological side for life, we do have timing.
Finally, and most importantly, I take as given we do
have a moral genius for life that is an expressive genius.
We have a capacity for lyric, didactic, directive, and
pragmatic intelligence, which, given full play, full argument, work as the voices do with and against one another in Eliot’s Four Quartets toward reconciliation and
transcendence. We have, as in Thoreau’s essay “Walking,” an understanding of genius as the “free and wild
thinking in Hamlet and the Iliad, in all the scriptures
and mythologies, not learned in the schools,” a genius
tied to a wildness that preserves. We have, as in Snyder’s writing, an understanding of the etiquette between wild language and wild nature that prohibits
promiscuity and abuse—capricious or solipsistic desires
and needs—and delights in the far more elegant yield
of contention with the real.
Yet, it comes as no surprise, as many people featured in this issue attest, that our expressive genius is
missing—is utterly absent—from mainstream culture
and media. We do not have a cultural gravitas of narrative, the sanguinity of Thomas Merton’s “true tidings,
the Good News, the Great Joy,” or Ezra Pound’s endurance of revelation through the “news that stays
news.” Nor does it come as any surprise that reason, art
or poetry no longer decipher, in Levi’s terms, this place
from which they have been banished.
Why, then, a focus on media and mainstream culture, void as they are, when the most vibrant conditions
for life and its best expression, though increasingly rare,
lie elsewhere? This is an important question. Important first, because, it seems to me, many people identifying themselves with the “ecological movement” miss
its point entirely. Caught up as most are in establishing
intrinsic values and rights for nature, in fighting legal
battles, in buying up tracts of land to preserve biodiversity—all of which are necessary and good in themselves— the impetus remains a jet-fueled, place-based
protectionism that persistently ignores the conditions of
a greater cultural mass where, in the absence of arguments for life, the forces of destruction persist. If swift
and enduring change from destruction to health were
the objective, there would be an engagement with the
institutions creating our culture. Yet, in the name of
‘protecting’ nature, environmentalists and ecologists use
political institutions, information and culture industries,
to their own ends. This usership does not tend to argue
or advance an ideology for life. Instead, it tends to perpetuate a view of the public and its institutions as
dumb or demonic.
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Secondly, it is an important question because the
universe of mass communication is the present condition of our collective universe, whether we like it or
not. Arcane facts continually size up this universe: In
1994, the fifteen most expensive Senate campaigns
spent seventy percent of their funds on campaign/media consultants; a correlation has been made between
each hour of television viewed per week and an additional $200 spent per year on advertised products; citizens on the internet are “netizens” and the Net’s traffic
is doubling every 100 days. As Richard Ford recently
wrote, we are inundated in a turf war for our attention,
where the speed and intensity of our opinions are becoming our lived moments. This universe has moral
consequence. We may be co-opted, dazed, drained,
and are surely colluding in its process, but, as Todd
Gitlin says, we do not have the luxury of picking up our
marbles and going. We are home. Its warp is our warp.
It behooves us, instead, to look harder and more radically at the problem, which, by its essentially public nature, is also at its heart a political problem. While reason, art or poetry may be banished from the mainstream, the need for them cannot be. It is time, as Marilynne Robinson says, to storm the walls, intellectuals
and writers first of all.
Further, Thomas Frank, Charles Taylor, Richard
Rorty, Todd Gitlin and many others are right to argue
against a politics of liberal “neutrality” toward the question of what constitutes a good life. We cannot be neutral on this question. It is not democratic to be neutral
on this question, with a relativism that cannot value any
claim better or truer than another. It is also right to argue against a public discourse or the popular and politically correct “public journalism” that prizes non-judgment of “what matters,” or indicts judgment as elitist
and relegates articulation of a good life to the political
margins. As Taylor writes, an “extraordinary inarticulacy” results, rendering the most-necessary debates for
life without the grounds of legitimacy or position in the
nature of things. Ironically, those who might speak up
best on behalf of a good life or the health of living systems, conspire in its silencing. Without strong objection based in clear judgment, the flattening of life, the
inanity and sleaze, as Don Hazen and Mark Crispin
Miller point out, of the corporate and consumer worldview happily reigns. We drift into a poll-driven politics
and poll-driven media where passive and reactive
politicos and subjects, through abundantly careless
public opinons and feedback loops, thrive in the unlikely name of “hyperdemocracy.”
In contrast, we need more than ever an argument, a
debate in public about the kind of society we are creating (or allowing to be created for us). We cannot afford
to tolerate the continual titration of commercial trivia
and kitsch, an intensity of emotion over substantive
feeling, public conversation as a din of white noise. We
should tire of our chronically acute systemic nausea.
We should put all our intelligence, all our resources for
communication, to our actual state of affairs. We should
begin articulating the frustrated ideals with which we
live, should and might live. As we all know, the democratic ideals for freedom to lead authentic, good lives in
fact depend on the continual rub, the constant renewal
of knowing what we mean by it.
The fate of the natural world also depends upon
the kind and quality of our public debate—how honest
CONTINUED PAGE 33
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~ Letters from Readers ~

here’s no doubt the corporate media are trying
to outdumb each other, and do everything on
the cheap, including human beings, and are
generally quite happy with that secure business climate
we know as facism. The result is not that much different from what I recall it’s always been. During the
Vietnam War you had to turn to page 50 of the Times to
find out anything pertaining to SE Asia. The truth, in
any form, has always been under-reported. We depended on I.F. Stone’s Weekly and had to create the “underground press.” The solution as far as I can tell is to
insist on close, first-hand, high-quality information. We
choose friends, don’t we, with some such things in
mind? And places, right? And construct “situations,”
as les situationistes put it, where the truth of things, and
the lies about them, are made transparent? I was at the
PL Habitat Conservation Plan hearings last week,
which was about one third loggers and one third ecofreaks and one third deputy sheriffs. Quite a number of
mutually exclusive truths were brought out, no one
changed anyone’s mind, but the situation brought people together who would otherwise never talk to each
other. I don’t think anyone’s views were altered, but
how could the people not be changed by it? Town
meetings are a medium much like family arguments—
nobody wins, our bonds are ruined or re-established,
and we have to figure out new terms on which to live
with each other. I’ve found that poetry in such circumstances is often a useful medium. Much more is communicated than in a poetry magazine, for example. I
think that’s why rags like the Duck are so much more
interesting as a forum for poetry, because it’s set in context. Unlike “World News Tonight” or American Poetry
Review, which are utterly without context.
—Jerry Martien
Arcata, CA

I agree that substantive, public discourse is 'disallowed'
by our culture industry. Noam Chomsky, of course, has
written very thoroughly about how and why this is, so I
won't repeat his ideas here. Public debate is disallowed,
of course, through all sorts of more or less direct or subtle
forms of censorship, often according to its consistency or
otherwise with corporate interests; but it's also narrowed
down, I suggest, by the structure of (our) language itself.
What I mean is that those languages which originally derived from Europe are much better at explaining how to
build a bridge or why we should buy a new carpet than
they are at articulating our potential relation to the rest of
the natural world—say, expressing our reactions to seeing a clear-cut or the reasons why we might want to take
a walk in the woods. It is, in other words, consistent with
economic and industrialist structures—not surprisingly,
since it has evolved in association with them—rather
than with natural ones. Over the past several centuries—
and probably before that—language has gradually become established as part of a 'human' realm which attempts to exist separately from the natural order (as Timothy Reiss argues at length in The Discourse of Modernism);
so that nowadays trying to articulate, or even talk about,
nature is rather like trying to play the piano wearing
gloves, or attempting to detect angels with a geigercounter.
Obviously, we need to develop forms of language
more consistent with natural realities. But this is a longterm aim; and so we also, and in the meantime (and always), need to recognise the limitations of language in
articulating the natural order. Older languages often had
terms indicating what cannot be known or talked about,
what necessarily must remain mysterious (if I remember
rightly, the Tao Te Ching says something about ' the tao
that can be named is not the tao'); but we all too often
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assume that anything that is can be described, at least in
principle, through language. This also works the other
way round: anything that can't be described doesn't exist
—a stance given academic respectability by assertions
that 'nature is socially/linguistically constructed', and
which, in my experience, is maintained by those (mainly
European) writers who live in urbanised areas devoid of
wilderness. Similarly, many know nature through TV
programmes rather than through direct experience; this
is problematic in various ways. Chris Rose, Greenpeace's
UK Campaign Director, said at a conference a few years
ago that one of the problems they faced was that people
associate environmental problems with TV, so the problems go away when you turn the TV off!—a rather similar idea to the view of some social constructionists that
'environmental problems' are constructed by media reportage.
Scientific knowledge is often touted as essential for
preserving the world. But perhaps the awareness of how
little we know, or how little we can know, might be a
much better one; and this awareness rests on a recognition that we can feel and intuit much more than we can
express. For example, we talk, apparently knowledgeably, about the 'preservation of biodiversity', backed up
by all sorts of scientific data, etc. This is a stance which
justifies the intrusive photographing/ tagging/recording
of wildlife, on the basis of 'the more we know the better
we can protect nature'. Perhaps we might achieve more
if we said: 'There's so much we don't know here. There
are all sorts of relation and interaction which we think are
going on, but we guess that there are many more we
don't know about. Almost everything we do has unforeseen effects, and the only safe course of action we can
recommend with regard to nature is to leave it alone as
far as possible.' Public discourse, in other words, needs to
articulate our ignorance—-positively, as the recognition
of a mystery—as well as our knowledge.
I would argue that one of the main contributions
which debate can make is to draw attention to its own
limits, and to the existence of a world beyond words—
rather in the way a Navaho sand painting is, as Sam Gill
describes, a 'shadow of a vision yonder'. Terms like 'biodiversity' or intrinsic value' may be as near as we can get
to nature, but being aware of their limitations is as important as being aware of their advantages. Even if we can't
accurately describe most of nature, we can point to the
feelings and awarenesses which remain unexpressed;
and talking in this way, we will begin the long process of
developing forms of language which would more sensitively articulate nature.
— David Kidner
Nottingham, England

I

don’t have a clue how—or if—the health of all living systems depends on public discourse. I find it
flatly impossible to comprehend the zillion energy
transactions occurring daily on the wooded flat outside
my front door, much less grasp the myriad affects
wrought on it by all the other living systems—though I
gather El Nino about doubled our usual rainfall, and
the huckleberry crop was exceptional here in the Klamath Mountains. Moreover, “health” is a decidedly
human measure of vitality, perhaps totally inapplicable
to what Poe called “the grand concord of what does not
stoop to definition.” I had a girlfriend in my younger
years who fainted whenever someone said “infinity.” It
wasn’t until I learned more about ecology and poetry
that I understood her fainting wasn’t just a charming
eccentricity, but a proper gesture of respect to the ineluctably dense complexity of mere existence.
In the long view—which favors the comedic—I
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think human beings, though “ecological dominants,”
aren’t nearly as important to creation as we think we
are. Nature not only bats last, she owns every team in
the league, the stadiums, all concessions, each luxury
box, the parking lots, plus the ball and bat. If our
species becomes toxicologically dysfunctional, if we
threaten the integrity of the game, we will be eliminated. Or as Robinson Jeffers more eloquently put it,
“This heartbreaking beauty will remain/ When there’s
no heart left to break for it.” That we may take other
species with us in our foolish demise is a sad testament
to our lack of character and our utter failure of imagination.
So while I don’t think public human discourse is essential for the health of all living systems, it’s probably
necessary for saving our own happy asses and—assuming we can muster the gratitude and grace—-probably
important in mitigating collateral damage to other
species while we either figure it out or go kablooey.
However, I’m leery about public discourse, since most
of it lately comes through screened mediums (like television and computers), which tend to sedate the imagination with “virtual realities” and keep the body relatively stationary inside the house. If you sit on your
butt long enough immersed in approximations of the
real and surrounded with canned laughter, it’s easy to
forget you’re a mammal, a critter subject to the same
rules as the rest of creation: if you destroy what sustains you, if you foul your own nest, if you disdain interdependence, you’re dead. “Virtual” means “in effect
but not in fact.” Living a life of effects without the
raw, animating facts forsakes the very predication of existence; it’s like studying the water cycle without getting wet.
The dangers and follies of our much trumpeted Age
of Information are legion. Info-overload is endemic,
with discovery overwhelming reflection. Much of the
information bombarding us—up to one-third, according
to some commentators—is advertising, which is devoted to creating consumptive desire. In the relatively
short span of a century, fossil fuels have incredibly altered the pace and scale of human perception; the info
industries’ rule for survival is “more, faster.” That isn’t
necessarily a prescription for intelligent discourse,
much less happiness. And like government and big-box
retailing, our information is becoming increasingly centralized, with new mega-mergers announced daily (this
week is was Barnes & Noble buying Ingram, America
On-Line merging with Netscape). Clearly the ability to
control information is critical to controlling public discourse, and if the models of ecological health pertain,
where diversity is stability, fewer people controlling
more information could prove disastrous. The best way
to create “cultural presence for what should be culturally present” is to find a medium amenable to your sense
of what needs saying, and hope it is powerful enough to
deliver your message without distortion. As to the role
of artists, scientists, and other thinkers—or “content
providers” as we’re now called by those whose desks
are bigger than our living rooms—I’m not convinced
much has changed in the basic charge: try to cut
through the bullshit to the truth, and to communicate
your discoveries with clarity and grace. And that seems
to involve what it always has: seeking clear sources,
working on craft, listening, waiting.
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TODD GITLIN

AN INTERVIEW

T

he still urgent question, to

my mind, is also one I cannot answer: Are there good

ideas now about what to do to save
the world or not? Are they any-

where, or not? . . . . I’m a deeply interested non-expert and I want to

hear highly intelligent people debate.
Where can the debates take place?

Obviously they’re not going to take

place on ABC, and they’re not going
to go on in the Wall Street Journal

or The New York Times—

T

he following conversation between Todd Gitlin and
Casey Walker took place in November 1998 with the
production assistance of KVMR, a community-supported radio station in Nevada City.
Casey Walker: Let’s begin by considering the gap that exists between the public mind and “questions of our time,” how it is,
for example, that information known by conservation biologists does not penetrate public discourse in such a way that it
makes a difference. How does the so-called Information Age
distract us all from dealing with what matters?
Todd Gitlin: Information is just bits—units of data
that someone finds a reason to convey to someone else.
That is to say, to understand what it does or does not
convey, we have to look at who is sending it and why.
Most of this stuff is transmitted, obviously, by profitmaking organizations who aim, more than anything
else, to deliver eyeballs to advertisers. That is how
they make their money. This is a time when the corporations care intensely about the price of their stock in
the market, and aim to generate 15 or 20 percent annual
returns, which is what entertainment conglomerates
make, though newspapers, traditionally, came nowhere
close. So the information that news organizations retail
is calculated to go down easy—not to challenge too demandingly. I should add, about the much-touted glories of information, that information is devoid of structure or meaning except so far as people collect it and
put it in a framework that makes it usable. If we think
of information that way, it—the units of stuff that happen to flow this instant, this hour, this day—is not an
automatic good. The information to launch a nuclear
missile is just as informative as information on the unspoken names of God or a love letter. We’ve been sold
a bill of goods if we think that information is an automatic carrier of goodness or excellence or political truth
or democratic community. Information doesn’t, in itself, alter for better or worse the enduring fixtures of
our civilization.
Haven’t we come to valorize the purveyors and tools of information over actual debate and argument, the dynamic of cul-

tural change? What explains our distraction?
A deep historian of the Western mentality like Alfred Crosby (The Measure of Reality: Quantification and
Western Society), will say that the commandeering approach to nature began with the quantification of time
and space, a process that kicked in earlier than modernity and has shaped our sense of existence ever since.
It's become fashionable to knock the Enlightenment,
but troubles long precede the Enlightenment. And,
what is neglected in a knee-jerk hostility to the Enlightenment is the beautiful fact that the Enlightenment grants us collectively, democratically, an opportunity to address our social troubles. The Enlightenment
says: Don't take decisions on faith, reason them out.
Don't leave the culture to the church hierarchy, take
your destiny in your hands and do what is best.
Political argument is a bully invention toward this
end, and it is a central feature of a society that has both
social cleavages and traditions or institutions for political argument. There has to be something to argue
about and the means to argue it. Automatically there is
a great benefit in having a democratic situation, something that has not existed for very long in human time.
In particular, there is a need for accessible instruments
of communication, which according to Jurgen Habermas and his commentators can be dated to the 18th
century—first newspapers and coffee houses, later other institutions of what today we would call ‘media.’
Since social conflict is a given, we get the best political discourse when ideas flow freely, when institutions like political parties face each other and believe
they can both make headway by conveying their ideas
to large numbers of people—to recruit supporters and
even change people's minds. Political situations are,
once in a blue moon, revolutionary, as in 1776, but
more often they are far from that. Sobeit; very few people welcome enormous upheaval, which means that, in
effect, most ‘revolutionary’ uprisings amount to
putsches, coups d'etat. But knowing this means that
there is no escape from normal politics. The problem is
that, in the world of normal politics, political institutions, including the press, more or less collude in keeping huge questions off the agenda, either because
they’re blind or because they’re willfully deceptive and
exclusionary. Then it takes social movements to bring
these questions to the fore. Only then do we get a necessary debate. This is the case now with conservation
biology and environmentalism.
What explains the rampant anti-intellectualism we see in or
for a social movement on these issues today?
America is an anti-intellectual country, in general.
Bursting forth in the late-1960s and early 1970s was a
new insistence that the world not be taken for granted.
Before the movements showed up, intellectuals, in general, hadn't been ready to think critically about such
questions as the society's relation to nature, racial and
class stratification, and sex power. Now many were inspired by the surfacing of the issues. They felt the natural or livable world was in jeopardy. They felt a
thwarted love for wilderness, the utopian and dystopian
possibilities. They were mobilized to think about the
perishable world for the first time. They not only acted, but thought. New ideas entered the political
stream—not necessarily the mainstream, initially, but
over time, as established institutions have had to cope
with various issues, the mainstream started to pay attention. These ideas are in circulation today, although
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many of them are marginal. All the streams do connect,
even though it often takes a long time.
Now, that’s an absurdly schematic sense of where
things are, okay? The still urgent question, to my
mind, is also one I cannot answer: Are there good ideas
now about what to do to save the world or not? Are
they anywhere, or not? I don’t know. Out of my limited time and space, I want to know what the serious debates are about and what to do in the environment. If I
were a newspaper editor or a TV executive producer,
I’d want a pretty good idea of who I’d call upon, who
I’d talk to, who could serve up the big debates—not in
the interest of promoting any answer in particular, because we’re not even sure what the right questions are.
I would be morally bound to find them and give them
the space to explore the proper agenda. I'm not in
charge of any of these institutions, God knows, but I’m
a deeply interested non-expert and I want to hear highly intelligent people debate. To me, the question is,
where can the debates take place? Obviously they’re
not going to take place on ABC, and they’re not going
to go on in the Wall Street Journal or The New York
Times—I wish they would go on in The New York Times,
but they don’t generally. I’m holding in suspense the
question of whether the right ideas exist somewhere on
the planet. But surely a great deal is known about
strategies for healthy systems, and the various positions
ought to contend if there are going to be democratic decisions.
Ultimately it’s a political question not only of identity, but as
a human alive now in conditions of crises across character,
culture, and nature. The ‘right ideas’ will have to address
values and how we should proceed collectively.
I think there are people around the world—I know
for a fact there are people around the world who have
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ideas about how to proceed.
Some are more practical, and
some are more utopian and visionary, but the conversations go
on. There are journals where
these arguments are had. One
that I happen to see, and find
encouraging, is New Internationalist, published in Oxford, which
has the virtue of a multinational
approach. As I said, I’m an amateur, so I only stumble into
these things, but I have been involved in these conversations
enough over the last few years to
know there are debates, there
are proposals, and that these are
global. What is frustrating is that
you’d have no idea, from moment to moment, as a U.S. citizen, let alone as an activist, of
the range of these discussions.
There are very few places with
public circulation where an interested person can find these
discussions, let alone participate in them.
For example, in 1997 I was invited to a conference
in Paris called “Eco-’97.” The approach of this conference was to bring people together who were either
business or political powerhouses, and discuss practical
schemes in Europe, U.S., Japan, and South America,
schemes that are either in place or contemplated and
promising. The emphasis was on pragmatism. Now, I
found it extremely interesting, very different from the
abstractions so gaily and formulaically tossed around on
the left. I was invited simply to ask tough questions of
the panelists, as was Mark Hertsgaard, the journalist.
The two of us were lobbing questions at EEC figures,
the German Environmental Minister, the French Environmental Minister, Clinton Administration people, executives from Dow Chemical, AT&T, Nissan Motor,
and so on. I came away somewhat heartened by the
knowledge that there were powerful people talking
about practicalities—what is actually doable, on this
side of some millennial fantasy of revolution. I don’t
know if I’d call it a dialogue, but at least there was a respectful expression of positions. Some participants
were promoting forms of industrial activity that seemed
to be common knowledge to the specialists but were
new to me. The so-called eco-efficiency arrangements
are not out in the open for public discussion. The people who organized the conference worked hard to get
out the word about what they were doing, to get press
coverage, but unfortunately without much success.
(There's a second such conference in Paris this June,
Eco ’99, and I hope the media pay more attention,
though I am not holding my breath.) There's a specific
example of a framework for thinking that is constructive—not millennial, but constructive—and is simply
unknown to Americans.
How irresponsibly does the press figure in this?
The press bear a heavy responsibility here. Ted
Turner wants to bask in an environmentalist reputation,
but viewers are not privy to the debates about the environment on CNN. We’d more likely to get close on
CNN International, where I’ve seen rather interesting
reports on environmental questions that I suppose are
held to be of interest to travelling businessmen and for-
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eign elites. But for all the talk about CNN's innovations, their news agenda is run-of-the-mill. They're beholden to the major wire services and big papers for
their daily definition of what matters.
It’s impossible to imagine any serious, imaginative debate of
any consequence—any cultural presence—without media to
carry it.
Of course the media trivialize, indulge in celebrity
sniffing, simplify one's picture of reality past recognition. This is a given. Of course the dominant institutions want to remain dominant! Of course they filter
their picture of the world through a screen that obscures
a great deal that matters. The serious question is what
to do about this, and there is, on the left, a disconcerting tendency to use the fact that the dominant institutions are, well, dominant as an excuse for sectarian attitudes.
Since you’re in California, and you obviously have a
readership among independent people, let me put to
you an interesting and related problem having to do
with cultural presence, but one where the media aren't
to blame. I was in Los Angeles just before the midterm
election, and, while there, I saw, in either The LA Times
or the California edition of the The New York Times, a
full-page ad taken out by the Green Party attacking
Barbara Boxer for her environmental record. I think
this is appalling. It’s not because I know for a fact that
the particular criticisms of her are mistaken—I don’t
know one way or another because I’m no longer following California’s politics meticulously—but I find this
sort of reckless self-righteousness and incapacity to understand how politics works both disgraceful and
deeply dismaying. The one place we could have a discussion about environmental ideas, whether anyone
likes it or not, is in the Democratic Party. We'd better
have it there. If you walk away from the Democratic
Party and revert to a sectarian, corrupt combine of ‘we
happy few,’ then you’re lost. Then your true political
commitment is to an internal purification ritual and not
to politics, which is, by necessity, messy, imperfect, unsatisfying—compromised, in fact. That's democratic
politics. Love it or leave it.
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As you say in Twilight of
Common Dreams, there are
open-ended and non-rigidified boundaries that we’re in
for when we ‘deal’ with the
whole and big picture and
want change.
You’ve got to deal.
There’s no one else here
but us humans and a lot
of us have bad ideas. I
came to understanding
this when thinking about
mass media and what to
do about them. Take
television in particular.
The world might be better in many ways if TV
has not been invented.
But it was invented. It’s
out there. We cannot afford to pretend that abstention is a social remeHANK MEALS
dy. It's solely an analgesic. Likewise, the case could be made that the world
would be better off if the factory system had never
been invented. But if it’s 1782 and the factories are full
of workers, and you want to stoke up democratic potential, you've got to go where they are—and they're in the
factories. It would have been shallow to avoid them, to
stand off and urge people to walk out of them. It seems
to me that the anti-TV position is equivalent. I may
not like a lot of human history, but it’s the only ground
we have to stand on. I could have lived without the
whole 20th century, but here we are. I don’t mistake
myself for a god who can fabricate a new world by pretending the old one away. From the love of purity
comes some of the worst of human history.
If we work with the assumption that lucid and vivid ideas are
missing, and the body politic is most responsive to information
that comes through media—we no longer have the luxury of
town hall meetings—then doesn’t it behoove us to get in there,
figure out media?
Absolutely. This means operating cleverly, and often against all the odds. Many people will tell you that
Murdoch owns this and that, TimeWarner owns this
and that, capitalists own the media—which is not all
that astonishing in a corporate society—but again, it’s a
luxury to say that because it’s a rigged game, I’m taking
my marbles and going home. We are home! There's no
other landscape on which to operate. Of course there's
a valuable place for small, so-called alternative institutions, but we're kidding ourselves if we think that they
are going to substitute for the mainstream, or forget the
pleasures that people derive from that mainstream—
pleasures that can't be matched by the joys of watching
public access channels. Face it: Most people want to
be entertained. For two centuries of American history,
they've almost always wanted to be entertained.
These are the assumptions I think critical to imagining what
can be done.
This is crucial. This is absolutely essential. The
difficult thing is to draw lines between practical realism
and abject surrender. The great fetid swamp of the media is corrupting once you start doing the song-anddance that the entertainment industry promotes. But
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more like one or two—with
commercials in between. On
the set, the morning weatherman has already blown
four precious minutes on-air
joking about the shape of his
new coffee cup, so by the
time they get to me, every
visual we have prepared
(sound and graphic samples
from the CDs, a National Geographic video of me working
in the field, and blowups of
the new book) is scrapped.
We'll only get a short intro.
The host of the morning
show, a “Ken,” of Ken-andBarbie, look-alike, sits down
next to me. The
teleprompter reads: “My
next guest (I'm really the first) has recorded with the
Beatles, the Stones, and Van Morrison and his work can
be heard on over one hundred films like “Apocalypse
Now.” He has just written a new book, A Wild Sanctuary, (which “Ken” pronounces “sanctionary”) that tells
of this extraordinary life. “Bernie, what was it like to
be thrown by a gorilla?” “Actually,” I answer, trying to
keep my composure, “the book describes how it's less
dangerous working with gorillas in the natural wild than
walking down Sunset Boulevard at any hour. ” I try to
engage “Ken” in conversation. “Ken” visibly flinches
and responds, “Oh, come on now, Bernie. LA's a wonderful place and really quite safe. And now we return to
“Barbie” who will give us an update on an injury accident on the 405 and the wildfires burning in the Los
Padres National Forest.” That's it. We're off the air.
“Ken,” extends his hand for me to shake with his eyes
never leaving the monitor, and says, “Did you really
mean what you said about being safer in the wild? Sorry we didn't have time to go into that. But thanks for
coming on the show. Really interesting and please
come back.” At the same time, the floor manager is
pulling the lavaliere mic through my shirt, ripping off
one of the buttons in the process. Next thing I know,
I'm in a traffic jam at 6:00 AM trying to find an unclogged route back to Beverly Hills. I arrive home just
before eight.

G

—Bernie Krause
Glen Ellen, CA

iven the near daily accounts of degraded
ecosystems, the continual marginalization of the
growing ecological crisis within public discourse
seems incomprehensible. Yet the reason for this life
threatening myopia is understandable. To use Gregory
Bateson's insight that a map often misrepresents the
most important features of a territory, the cultural map
we’ve acquired as part of becoming a member of our
language community is totally inadequate for recognizing the "territory" of community and environmental interdependencies. It also is inadequate for helping people recognize how earlier ecologically destructive forms
of cultural intelligence are being reproduced by experts
who equate ‘development’ with marketable commodities. The problem of changing our cultural maps and
thus our way of knowing is made more difficult by the
fact that the institutions that define what constitutes a
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‘progressive way of thinking’ are also responsible for
globalizing the digital phase of the Industrial Revolution. For example, universities continue to
pass on the deep cultural assumptions that enable them
to create new technologies and to commodify more areas of daily life. Few are able to recognize the culturally transforming characteristics of modern technologies,
to see the importance of the non-commodified aspects
of community that have a small ecological footprint, or
to understand the significance of intergenerational responsibility for not destroying the self-renewing capacity of natural systems. Ironically, universities continue
to perpetuate ecologically destructive cultural assumptions even as they undergo a gradual greening of the
curriculum. The emphasis on print based thought and
communication, which is now being carried to an extreme by computers, has also contributed to the widespread alienation from place. It has contributed to a
form of mentality that thinks in global terms of universal meaning. Print based thought and communication,
as Walter Ong pointed out, contributes to de-contextualized thinking, the primacy of individual perspective
and judgment, and to a sender/receiver model of communication. The ability to identify with a bioregion is
dependent upon a different form of cultural encoding
and renewal: one that is characterized by face-to-face
communication, the intergenerational narrativizing of
place and thus of moral behavior, and embodied learning that comes from direct experience. Print based
thought and communication should not be eliminated—that would be an impossibility. Rather, the problem is a lack of balance—which again points to the failure of universities and the media to regenerate the oral
and intergenerational basis of community that has been
under attack since the rise of the Industrial Revolution.
If we are going to have a more community and ecologically-centered discourse on the changes that the ecological crisis will require us to make, we will need to
challenge the deep cultural assumptions reinforced in
universities and through the technologies that now mediate our thought and relationships. We will also need
to regenerate the patterns of moral reciprocity within
communities, as well as between humans and the natural world, that have been marginalized by the messianic myths of technological progress, individualism,
and anthropocentrism.
— Chet Bowers
Eugene, Oregon
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had planned to write a
longer letter addressing my
concerns about the ever increasing apathy toward important issues of our time and the
concomitant decline of natural
systems, but I was too busy
watching football games all
weekend. (Actually I spent
most of my weekend writing
lectures for the remaining two
weeks of the semester.) However, I can tell you that I have
become so frustrated with the
media (even NPR and other socalled “independent sources”)
that I have all but given up on
seeking out radio or television
programming that addresses the
issues that are important to me,
and I feel, the future well being of all living systems. I
receive most of my substantive information from books
(the last 3 books I read were The Spell of the Sensuous by
David Abram, A Place in Space by Gary Snyder, and a
re-read of The Dharma Bums by Jack Kerouac, as my
climbing partner and I retraced the steps of Snyder and
Kerouac on their climb of the Matterhorn); and from
periodicals like Wild Duck Review and Wild Earth, and
occasionally other magazines like Harper’s. I don't own
a TV, I don't receive a newspaper (except for High
Country News) and I am not connected to the Internet at
home, so it's easy enough to lose track of what's happening in mainstream America. (Although my students
usually do a good job of keeping me abreast of current
affairs- such as the latest gossip in Hollywood or Washington, or who won the big game over the weekend.)
There are many questions of our time that should be
seriously debated in the media, but I think of particular
importance are questions that address the implications
of the continuing expansion of the human population,
as well as our role as a hyperconsumptive society in the
continuing degradation of natural systems (actually, if
the media would just acknowledge that our consumptive ways will not lead us to the Garden of Eden after
all, that may be a good first step). Other issues I would
like to see debated include the long term implications
of the global corporate welfare system that continues to
exploit living systems both at home and overseas, and I
would like to see the media take a look inward, and debate their role in creating a desensitized, apathetic, and
disengaged public.

M

—Michael Wangler
El Cajon, CA

y suggestions in response to your questions
are simple but ostensibly unrealistic: Most of
the major problems of our time could be over
come were we humans to simply reject modern technologies and commence the dismantlement of industrial civilization. More specifically, we should ban internal combustion engines, cathode ray tubes, and electric
power lines; and we should begin obliterating roads,
dams, and factories. If we fail to take these great (and
“impractical”) strides voluntarily, Nature will force us
that ways, sooner or later—much sooner than most people expect, I expect.
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~ Letters from Readers ~

I

am very impressed with
WDR —it is vital that you
continue to make people
think. I am a fourth generation
rancher in the badlands of
North Dakota, but far from a
conventional one and certainly
one with an “attitude”—which
is to say that I’ve been a member of at least 20 environmental
groups since my college days. I
greatly prefer to run my little
ranch (640 acres/70 Herefords)
the old-fashioned way, meaning
I do as much as possible by
hand. For instance, at the end
of February, last winter, Dakota
Territory was blessed with a
rather energetic blizzard which
left 22 inches of snow and
snowdrifts six feet deep. I was
prepared for the storm and underterred by its ferocity, thus I
shoveled tons of snow and fed
my cattle by hand—and did not
so much as start any combustion
engine for 23 days. I would have gone “engine-less”
for a longer time had not a neighbor needed assistance
with hauling his cattle to market. Of course I am
viewed by all of my neighbors as an eccentric at best,
and as a radical subversive at worst! They simply do
not understand my wild side that requires constant contact with the natural world, which is what sustains me. .
. .I am also a seasonal backcounty National Park Ranger
of 25 years. . .I lead nature walks during which I not only share landscape knowledge and stories with park visitors, but also pose thought-provoking questions, like,
“How many babies were born on Earth in the last
hour?”. . .It concerns me greatly that the mass of America has lost touch with nature and that someone has to renew that vital connection. I read WDR because it enlightens and incites thought (intellectual wildness?)
while reassuring me that others are doing good and essential work for Earth.

D

—John Heiser
Grassy Butte, ND

uring my 10 day Mediterranean Sea holiday, in
reading through the Wild Duck Review, I could
get an insight into the different positions on
American-U.S. territory. It seems to me that all industrialized countries on this planet have to face their ecological responsibility. All energy invested in helping
children and youth to get to know themselves, their
place and interaction in and with the planet, is very,
very precious action. . . .

F

—Brigitte Bezetta
Milan, Italy

riend and activist George Draffan said to me, “A
newspaper is a corporation, and it’s foolish to expect corporations to do what’s best for towns
where they operate, or for humanity in general. No one
expects that from Union Carbide or Westinghouse.
Isn’t it a bit naive to expect the corporation known as
the New York Times to be different? The function of a
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fighting its death by becoming bloated (book publishing
included). In a few generations, it will collapse under
its own weight.
—Dr. Meredith Sabini
Berkeley, CA

T

corporation is to make money, whether it manufactures
bulk industrial chemicals (most of them toxic), or bulk
industrial opinions (most of them just as toxic).” He
has a point. Stories of newspapers lying to serve the interests of the owners are legion, and go back as far as
newspapers themselves. The late-nineteenth/early
twentieth century historian Henry Adams put it as
clearly as I think is possible: “The press is the hired
agent of a monied system, and set up for no other purpose than to tell lies where the interests are involved.”
But there is a deeper and more important point here,
which is that newspapers manifest the culture as a
whole, of which they are a part. . . .How can you expect
honest discourse from a destructive person, or a destructive culture? The opposite is true as well, that
honest discourse is the first and most important step in
stopping destruction. We don’t stop these horrors because we don’t talk about them. We don’t talk about
them because we don’t think about them. We don’t
think about them because they’re too horrific to comprehend. As trauma expert Judith Herman so accurately puts it, “The ordinary response to atrocities is to banish them from consciousness. Certain violations of the
social compact are too terrible to utter aloud: this is the
meaning of the word unspeakable.” As the ecological
fabric of the natural world unravels around us, perhaps
it is time that we begin to speak of the unspeakable,
and to listen to that which we have deemed unhearable.
—Derrick Jensen
Crescent City, CA

I

am not interested in “the media” and do not expect
it to be a source of “substantive debate.” There are
viable alternatives growing out of the new culture
(Wild Duck being part of that group) and so I find I am
turning away from old paradigm sources. I also do not
use the Internet. David Noble’s book, which you reviewed, helped me find the “substantive” reasons for
my long-standing aversion to technology. I work to encourage more real communication that is direct and human, yet broad in scope. Let the old media die. It’s
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he issue of relating to
the wild interests me
greatly. I feel that
having contact with the wild
is vital to relating to it on an
emotional level. As a wilderness manager with the National Park Service, I think
this is very important. It’s a
problem for me that upper
level managers don’t get out
into the wild, and their decisions are warped by their
contact with the developed
world they spend their time
HANK MEALS in. I struggle with the same
issue since I don’t get out
enough either. This is the same issue as kids not having enough contact with the wild. How does modern
man connect to the wild? Society’s lack of a healthy
understanding and relationship with a healthy wild, a
natural world, affects lots of things we do mentally and
physically. There are some publications trying to address these issues, but mainstream media doesn’t.

W

—Dan Burgette
Moose, WY

ith the publication of my new book, Into a
Wild Sanctuary, and the release of 17 new CDs
this September, I was sent out into the world
by a publicist hired by those involved with our yield to
present it in various media. Over the past 20 years I
have occasionally agreed to engage in these exercises
finding them sometimes enjoyable. A non-TV watcher,
I was completely unprepared for the reception that lay
in wait in the corporate world of media. The following
is typical of what occurred in over two dozen radio and
tv interviews on both coasts—everywhere, that is,
except “ Morning Edition”(NPR) with Bob Edwards.
On Wednesday, 21 October, 5:15 AM, in Los Angeles, I
leave for a station my publicist informs me has the
largest TV audience in LA—especially at that hour.
From the home of a friend living on the edge of Beverly
Hills, to the station 13 miles distant in east LA, the trip
takes under twenty minutes. There's hardly a car on
the street and the unusually quiet feeling of LA on this
foggy morning is almost dreamlike. But, the constant
chatter on the car radio reminds me that folks getting
up at this hour are preparing to endure time on freeways on their way to work. This is unnerving. I try to
psych myself up by rehearsing. My publicist assures me
that the show's producer has allotted five to seven minutes of airtime. Just in case my time is cut, I try to get
my story down to under thirty seconds by compressing
that details of a life that took sixty years to form; three
to write. However, when I check in at the station, it is
clear (as has been the case in most of the interviews
I've done over the past three weeks) that it's gonna be
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the alternative to drawing that line is to abstain from
the effort to talk to large publics altogether—to stay off
the field. That's a huge mistake. When the best abstain and those who don't abstain lack all conviction,
we know what happens—we get elections dominated
by Republicans, talking head shows dominated by
blowhards, news organizations dominated by the least
conscientious. The moral for academics is that it’s possible, once you’ve gotten tenure, to be a public intellectual and to raise issues in the public arena every chance
you can get. I write journalism, columns and books, I
do TV and radio. I try to raise pesky questions. I advocate this sort of thing, though always with caution. (For
example, I won't do a taped interview with network
news—it's too easy for unscrupulous types to lift a line
or two out of context.) I’m not fussy about what people
do for a living, if they’re doing the lord’s work in their
own time.
In the same way you write at the end of Twilight of Common
Dreams that the New Left must come into relationship with
the majority, there’s a parallel I see for intellectuals to come
into relationship with the public through media and to do so
from a production level.
This is very, very difficult. I take an activist attitude when I teach journalists—not in the sense of
telling them to think what I think—but I reject the dismissive approach of simply grousing about how awful
media are. People who are going to develop careers in
the media have to learn to be cunning. They have to
contend. They should support each other in asking
questions that management may prefer they not ask.
They should be ingenious: as in a labyrinth, if this passage is blocked, go to the next passage. It’s the grousing that unconstructive and frustrates me, even though
I understand it. The means of communication are controlled by giant money-grubbing corporations—so
what’s new?
Yet, why not step out of a subversive, reactive role and produce anew? Why not inspire the imagination of funders to
produce intelligent debate in media?
There are foundations that do some of this. In general, they fund projects that they can fund discretely,
rather than whole networks—such as MacArthur, Pew,
et al. I have, over the years, tried periodically to persuade foundation people with lots of money to set up
their own media—their own institutes, cable channels,
and so forth.
After all, the Cato Institute and Heritage Foundation have
theirs.
Right. Ted Turner is an immense under-achiever
since he has the means and is purported to have the
commitment; but CNN has never committed itself to
serious exploration of critiques from the left. Not in
matters of the environment, not in foreign policy, not
on equality, not on anything. His charitable endeavors
may well be wonderful, I don't know, but as a media
tycoon he has behaved perfectly normally—that is, deferential to authority.
What inhibits the left to center foundations, whose
piles of money are indisputable? It's not clear. The
scale of need is great, but imagination is also limited.
There is a great timidity out there, whatever the reasons. Sometimes the problem is that despite the leftist
or liberal goals of some officers, their boards of directors
are fairly conservative. (Big surprise, that the propri-

etors of large fortunes tend to affirm status quo values,
at least on economic questions!) The officers are always looking over their shoulders in the direction of
their boards, fearing to alienate them. Often left-leaning allocators of funding feel hamstrung by their boards
In contrast, rightwing foundations have a unity between funding interests and commitments, such as the
Olin and Bradley Foundations, Richard Mellon Scaife's
enterprises, and the other right-wing banks that support
writers such as Dinesh D’Souza and Charles Murray.
The left doesn’t do the equivalent. Why should anyone have taken D’Souza or Murray seriously as intellectuals? D’Souza’s influence is not based on his research,
or the seriousness or expansiveness of his ideas, yet his
books have been debated centrally for a decade. Murray published none of his racist findings in peer-reviewed journals, yet his and Herrnstein's book, The Bell
Curve, landed on the covers of The New Republic,
Newsweek, and so on. Why? Because immense amounts
of money were spent in promoting their work and establishing them as indispensable touchstones within
the debate.
Left to center foundations tend not to be committed to the spread of ideas. They’d rather fund local
projects. That’s an ideological commitment. The left
believes in localism. Their staffs often believe that
their small-d democratic imperative requires emphatic
investment in neighborhood-based projects, multicultural efforts, and so forth, rather than investment in developing and promoting general ideas. They are imprisoned by the multiculturalist dogma, which embraces the logic of identity politics and fails to recognize the cost that is paid. The right is hierarchical, so it
doesn’t object to pumping out centralized projects.
The charge of ‘elitism’ does not prevent them from
getting their talk-shows on public television—William
F. Buckley, Jr. has done so with “Firing Line” since
1965! I've said it to left-to-center foundation people,
whenever I've had the opportunity, that they think too
small. They moan and don’t do anything.
It’s excruciating for Wild Duck Review. In my experience,
funders identifying themselves with environmental or ecological goals want concrete, quantifiable, local results: a restored
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creekbed, new land management techniques, citizen action
groups. Few are interested in ideas, the power of ideas.
I can understand that they want direct results and
it’s hard to say they shouldn’t want them. But they
need to take account of the fact that their enemies like
to occupy the heights where power is, and have no
scruple about operating on a national scale. The left,
too, should be going to the people with ideas and arguments—and again, we may not like it, but far more people are plugged in, however uneasily, to the mass media than to any other forms of communication. It also
has to be said that the anti-intellectualism of the environmental movement and its money is a real impediment that has to be faced directly. The very people
who might be about the business of circulating and insisting upon sustainable living don’t understand how
important it is to promote strong ideas.
Let’s go back to looking at what activists have accomplished when they focus energies and apply pressure intelligently—how they can get results. Look at
what happened in stockholder movements that began
to be organized in the 1960s by church and civil rights
groups concerned about investments in South Africa.
There were subsequent environmental versions, placing stockholder pressure. Actual results were achieved
simply by clamoring at stockholder meetings. That
principle was revived by Trans-Africa and student
protest groups in the mid-1980s, in the divestment
movement, which enjoyed a great deal of success, and
made a difference in South African politics. Focused
protests of this sort changed the agenda, and sometimes
politics.
In regard to the projects I learned about at Eco
'97, such as the eco-efficiency goal and electric cars, I
could see that these projects would have tremendously
practical applications, yet no one, to my knowledge, is
campaigning vis-a-vis Chrysler/Daimler or General Motors, making a clamor, insisting upon the practicality
and necessity of these projects, and getting press.
Why is this so?
They are stuck! Mark Dowie has argued that the
environmentalists have devoted themselves too one-
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“THE ONCE & FUTURE WEST”

JACK TURNER is the author of The Abstract Wild

(University of Arizona Press, 1996); and Teewinot: A Year in
the Teton Range (St. Martin’s Press, spring 2000). A former
academic philosopher, Turner devoted much of his life to travel
throughout the Himalayas and South America. He is chief Exum Guide in Teton National Park, where he has climbed and
lived for nearly thirty years. He is currently at work on a novel and a collection of essays.
Of The Abstract Wild, Peter Matthiessen writes, “The Abstract Wild is a cry in the dark, passionate and provocative,
and it must be heard, for it is urgent and insightful and based
on broad and thoughtful study as well as a deep experience of
the wild—the real wild, not the “abstract” one which, even as
we watch, eats like rust at the shining nature of existence.”

W

War as Trope

ars. So many wars. Not just wars between
nations, or within a nation for the nation,
and silent wars (Somalia), but a war on
poverty, a war on drugs, gang wars and a war against
gangs, a water war, race wars, a class war, there is even
Pat Buchanan’s war for the soul of America. Conservation, broadly defined, is another war, often thought of as
a war against resource extraction and development.
Dave Foreman says his next book will be about the war
against nature. Newsweek says there is a war for the
American West.
The model for these wars is Vietnam—war by numbers. Indeed, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service describes its efforts of preserve biodiversity in Southern
California as “this agency’s Vietnam.”
We tend to judge the success of these wars by hard
data. In the drug war it is acres sprayed, pounds of drugs
destroyed, number of arrests made. Meanwhile we ignore the cause of the problem: a population that consumes vast quantities of drugs. We judge the success of
the war against gangs by numbers of arrests, diminished
gang-controlled areas, and fewer killings. We ignore the
cause of the problem: the absence of jobs. Similarly, we
tend to judge the success of conservation efforts by hard
data—acres of habitat protected and number of species
saved. The assumption is that if only we can conserve
enough habitat and enough species, enough complete
ecosystems we will. . .win the war.
This is false.
And some of us remember why it is false. Somewhere
along the line those who led the war effort thought numbers and management should direct strategy and create
policy instead of merely determining tactics. So we
talked Vietnam war talk—pacified areas, corridors,
buffers, places of haven and refuge, secure and threatened, acceptable losses, body counts, kill ratios. At the
same time we knew, some people knew, that victory in
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Vietnam would be determined by “winning the hearts
and minds of the people;” that there were historical, social, culture, political, moral, philosophical issues that
mattered, that were the deeper causes of the war, and
that no amount of acres sprayed or bodies counted would
touch these “soft” issues—soft because they could not
be quantified. Like our current wars against drugs and
gangs and poverty and class we ignored the “soft” stuff,
not knowing quite how to direct MACV and the CIA to
win hearts and minds or fight a philosophical war.
As a people, we have a Nobel-winning talent for driving our heads deep into the fertile soil of denial when
confronted with causal matters that cannot be quantified.
I want to suggest several areas where soft issue—let’s
just call them philosophical issues—will determine the
future success or failure of that philosophical presence
that calls itself the American conservation movement.
In both cases we are faced with winning the hearts
and minds of the people—in this case American voters.
Political and philosophical wars are fought with words
and if we are to hope for a future that still includes large
chunks of wild nature then institutional conservation—
the organizations and foundations—must pay attention
to philosophy, particularly political philosophy and its
practical application in a pluralist liberal democracy. The
fight against resource extraction and development must
be continued; the efforts to preserve species, habitat, and
complete ecosystems must continue. But we need to do
more. In addition to buying another creek or old growth
forest, we must deal with broader social forces that may
well nullify attempts to preserve wild nature in the
American West. I don’t know what we can do about the
tragedies facing biodiversity and wild nature in Madagascar or Surinam, but I want to believe we can preserve
wild nature and diversity in the American West. It is not,
it’s true, a “bastion” of biodiversity, but so what? It’s my
home and I love it.

Environmental Bioengineering

U

ntil several months ago I did not know there
was such a thing as environmental bioengineering. The media discussed the rapid advances in biotechnology as they pertained to Homo sapiens, and, increasingly, our foods. I didn’t think about
ways specific aspects of biotechnology—genetic engineering and cloning—would affect wild nature, least of
all in good old Wyoming. It all seemed far away. Efforts
have been underway for some time to alter flora and fauna using biotechnology: to fight disease, to enhance particular traits, such as resistance to freezing or to increase
milk production, and to clone individuals. Most of this
work has been done with agricultural species. Unfortunately, wild species are beginning to be affected, and the
consequences for the conservation of wild nature seem to
me quite dire.
On the cover of the September, 1997 issue of Sports
Afield magazine is a photograph of a whitetail buck with
an enormous rack. His name is “30-30.” Inside, a report
by Mark T. Sullivan entitled “Brave New Whitetail
World,” examines the intensive management techniques
being used to create/design trophy racks. Until recently
these efforts used management technologies familiar
from domestic animal husbandry, such as artificial insemination, sperm banks, the introduction of breeding stock,
and intensive feeding programs. But now a group of scientists at Sam Houston State University is mapping the
whitetail genome to find the genetic markers that indi-
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cate big racks. In the future we may be able to create
monster trophies and clone them. Why would we do
this? Scarcity and money.
Trophy racks are comparatively rare in the wild. And
for good reason. Sullivan quotes Dr. Valerius Geist, one
of the most distinguished environmental scientists in
North America: “The really big-antlered deer are the
dandy boys, the ones that don’t participate in breeding
rituals. In the wild they are the genetic failures. What
these people are doing is encouraging the wreckage of a
species for the sake of vanity and the sake of money.”
How much money? Sullivan quotes a source as saying “You can make more money off deer today than you
can in the stock market.” Consider “30-30.” His owner,
Larry Barger, of Whitetail Genetics Research Institute,
paid $150,000 for him. Hunters regularly pay between
$2,500 and $8,500 to “hunt” lesser genetic trophies in
fenced enclosures, and it is estimated they will pay up to
$25,000 dollars to “hunt” even bigger bucks. There are
approximately 4,000 permits in thirty states allowing captive deer. Many of the larger facilities are in Texas, and
some of them are so large, and, it is claimed, unfenced,
that there is little distinction between wild and domestic
deer.
Most of the deer in these facilities are hunted. Those
not hunted end up as commercial venison—and lack a
tag identifying it as the flesh of a genetic experiment.
Or consider the response to whirling disease in wild
rainbow and cutthroat trout caused by the exotic parasite,
Myxobolus cerebralis. Since infected fish do not feed normally, they starve; and since their whirling—the presence of the parasite puts pressure on nerves—renders
them more visible to predators, they are easily killed.
Whirling disease is killing wild trout in twenty-two
states, several of which are home to our most famous
Blue Ribbon trout streams. Montana and Colorado have
been hit particularly hard. The Madison River, perhaps
the most famous trout water in Montana, has lost 90 per
cent of its rainbow trout since 1994. In the autumn of
1998, park biologists discovered whirling disease infected-trout on the east side of Yellowstone Lake in Yellowstone National Park—the the most important preserve of
the Yellowstone cutthroat trout.
There is no cure for the whirling disease and since it
is expected to spread to all aquatic habitats capable of
supporting trout, it appears whirling disease is here to
stay. The question is what to do about it.
In 1995 a distinguished group of trout lovers formed
the Whirling Disease Foundation with headquarters in
Bozeman, Montana. The foundation is supported by a
veritable who’s who of the conservation community, including the Turner Foundation, Trout Unlimited, National Fish and Wildlife Foundation, U. S. Fish and
Wildlife Service, Federation of Fly Fishers, the Orvis
Company…the list is long.
Dr. Karl Johnson, the science director of the foundation and a famous virologist (he was the co-discoverer of
the Hanta and Ebola viruses), reports on the foundation’s website that there are three promising research areas for combating the disease. The third is described as
follows: “Identifying and studying the gene(s) responsible for clinical resistance of certain trout species and
transferring these to susceptible rainbow and cutthroat
trout.” Some salmonids—brown trout, bull trout, and
grayling show substantial resistance to whirling disease.
So the idea is to take the relevant gene or genes form,
say, a grayling and “transfer” it to rainbows using standard techniques developed by genetic engineers.
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~ Letters from Readers ~

M

any thanks to all the readers and past contributors
who wrote at my invitation to “ponder both the accelerating disintegration of substantive debate on
important issues in and for the public, and the accelerating
disintegration of living systems.” Remaining selections and
new letters will be posted on our soon-to-be-completed website: www.WildDuckReview.com

M

y sense of the ‘mainstream media’ is that of
a detritivore. I read small newspapers in
which a caravan of neighbors transporting
two donkeys and a horse from one field to another
makes front-page news, and a major scandal is the
sheriff's purchase of a little bigger boat than the commissioners had in mind. I scavenge what I get of ‘big
issues’ from the odd big-city paper on a cafe counter,
at supermarket magazine stands, and in occasional
conjugal visits with television sets in hotel rooms.
For many years I have counted on National Public
Radio for a slice of ‘news’ from outside. But these
days, when friends send petitions asking me to support the NEA and PBS, I balk at the latter. I have
become somewhat disenchanted with my former informant.
Ever since the Gulf War, when round-the-clock
news coverage first began to displace music on KOPB
in Portland, NPR stations I am familiar with have increasingly moved away from high-quality music and ‘alternative’ reporting and embraced shallow, clap-trap
talk, yuppie life-style shows, and relentless, repetitive
‘news,’ which has itself slid into some bland ‘center’
(read, right). Not that reportage should have an ideological bias either way; but when “Market Time” becomes its soul, a station leaves me behind. Even the
best of public programming often participates in homogenization. “Thistle and Shamrock” is sponsored by
Borders, and “Selected Shorts” by Barnes & Noble, two
of the most predacious and damaging forces on the
modern media scene. It has come to the point for me
where I can find few islands of heart and intelligence
on public radio, outside of E-Town, Garrison's daily poem, and "Performance Today." Fortunately, we in the
Lower Columbia have a radio equivalent of our small,
local newspapers: KMUN, the community station in
Astoria whose content is largely comprised of local talents and concerns.
One of those concerns is the reassembly of the river system in such a way that salmon might come back
and human communities deserve them, against the
dominant and mostly countervailing powers. I think it
is this that most disenchants me with “mainstream media,” which certainly now includes NPR: a sort of smug
satisfaction with the status quo—which is, of course,
nothing of the kind. Change is occurring, all right, and
as regards biology, it is mostly change for the worse.
Sure, public TV is crammed with ‘nature’ programs,
and Terri Gross—normally much more interested in
celebrity, television, and movies than natural history—
actually devoted a week recently to animal-related reruns. But that's just it: when ‘nature’ consists of rhinos
mating on the big screen and interviews with the stars
of “A Bug's Life,” set-pieces and diversions in the larger context of cultural complacency, or a stand-in for actual contact with real living things, it's just part of the
Problem. The Problem is disassociation from the
World.
I've heard and seen far more copy devoted to Y2K
paranoia than to what is surely out to get us: gross overpopulation, profound pollution, global climate change,
and dramatic discrepancies in the wellbeing of people.

HANK MEALS
While “Market Time” is Doing the Numbers, plants
and animals are dropping out. Until these subjects become the underlying context of ‘mainstream culture,’
the ‘public mind’ will remain disengaged with everything upon which the public corpus ultimately depends. Meanwhile, I'll stick with the Wahkiakum County Eagle, KMUN, and the news I can smell on the wind.
— Robert Michael Pyle
Gray's River, Washington

I

’d like to suggest that substantive, public discourse
itself depends upon the flourishing health and
thriving of the animate landscapes that surround
and sustain us. As earthly ecosystems degrade, as increasing numbers of species vanish from our experience, and indeed as experience itself becomes flattened by a world rapidly made over into a human artifact, the inspiration and curiosity required to ignite and
to vitalize public discourse become less and less accessible.
Although less aware of it than ever before, we still
exist, perhaps more than ever, at the whim of a world
much wilder, much more beautiful and ruthless than
we can fathom. We shield ourselves from this beauty in
countless ways: our cocoon has so many layers, from the
streetlamps obliterating the night to the supermarkets
where we forage for food already processed and packaged. Yet the layer perhaps most effective at closing our
senses to the actual world is that of the media. As far as
I can tell, the primary problem is not that substantive
public discourse is disallowed by sponsor-driven and
shareholder-driven media—although, to be sure, the
corporate ownership of the media presents an astonishing obstacle to the open exchange of ideas. But the first
problem is that “communal discourse, itself, has become so thoroughly media driven.” People rarely, if
ever, speak from their own experience anymore—they
speak from what they have seen on the television, or
heard on NPR, or read in Time magazine. And to that
extent, we are all trading around insights and opinions
that have already been tailored for mass consumption.
But this is hardly the fault of shareholders and sponsors
—the large-scale media, by their very nature, are abstract, disembodied, and more or less placeless. They
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serve a necessary and tremendously important function, keeping us all apprised of what is going on in
other places, and in the world as a whole. But they
become utterly useless if they become the sole
source of fresh information—if people start relying
more upon the media than they do upon their own
senses, and their own sensory engagement with the
world immediately around them (consulting the
weather channel instead of stepping outside to sniff
the breeze).
To be sure, our passion for secondhand knowledge, and our disattention to the local and the particular, is nothing very new. Literacy, books, and the
print-based media already fostered a kind of fascination with what's happening elsewhere, a kind of cosmopolitan drift. This centuries-old tendency was at
first enhanced by the early electronic media—by radio and television—yet television soon began to promote a new tendency toward generality and homogenization. The more recent digital media plunge us
headlong into globalization, and into a virtual context
wherein direct sensory experience becomes largely
obsolete. And since the unaided senses provide our
most direct access to the elemental, more-than-human realm of nature, it is the natural world itself that
becomes obsolete when we take our lead from the abstract media.
But if computer culture—the culture of the internet
—is inherently global; and if print culture—the culture
of books, newspapers, and magazines—is inherently
cosmopolitan; oral culture—the culture of face-to-face
interactions, of storytelling and celebration (honoring
the salmon as they return to the streams, dancing the
sun up out of the ground on the morning after solstice)—is inherently local. Oral culture depends upon
and fosters our direct snesory participation with one another and ith the living land around us, drawing our
awareness back to the elemental world of our bodily engagements. In the absence of fancy technologies, oral
cultures traditionally had to weave their discourse out
of their imaginative participation with whatever could
be directly experienced—the taste of rain, the voices of
birds and of thunderclaps and of fishermen calling out
as their boats return to the night harbor. The only media that oral culture depends upon is the enveloping air
itself—that first and most primary medium of communication, and the only medium that we share with the
other animals, and even the plants.
It follows, I think, that if we wish to coax ourselves
and our species back into dialog and participation with
the breathing terrain that surrounds us, then we should
rejuvenate oral culture, fast. Not, of course, to the exclusion of literate and electronic culture—that would be
both ludicrous and impossible. But we can begin to resuscitate oral culture as the necessary ground for those
more abstract forms of social discourse—as the soil in
which more placeless forms of engagement begin to
root themselves. Without the embodied ethos of reciprocity and restraint that is engendered within the matrix of local, face-to-face culture (and without that intimacy with the animate surroundings that a storied culture entails), we will likely be unable to resist the
steady technological invitation to master and manage
the earth, to fabricate nature, to engineer life. Without
coming home to our senses, and to the local world of
our direct sensory experience; without beginning to
take that locale as the primary touchstone against which
to test all the inundating information that reaches us
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nated against in parks and wilderness, so do backcountry
skiers, climbers, kayakers, and mountain bikers. They
are rumbling about withdrawing support for wilderness
and wild river legislation if they aren’t allowed to play in
the wild.
Recently I read a letter that complained of discrimination against inline skaters in Grand Teton on the
grounds the park does not allow skating on the highways
and has not built special skating lanes. Cyclists complain
of the same thing. Climbing organizations are taking the
National Forest Service to task for not allowing them to
leave bolts, pitons, and slings on wilderness peaks. The
American Whitewater Association has petitioned Yellowstone National Park to allow kayaking on some of Yellowstone’s rivers, rivers that are among the few left as
rivers of silence and solitude. Backcounty skiers are
stressing already stressed herds of mountain sheep. And
on it goes. Most outdoor funhogs are jocks, not conservationists.
Thoreau, Muir, and Marshall did not go to the wilderness to use sophisticated gear or practice technique, and
neither are required for that gilded grail called “the
wilderness experience.” But take away chunks of the
outdoor recreation crowd and the many companies that
supply them with gear and we radically diminish the
support base for the conservation of wild nature.
An increasingly large and urban population of recreationists is thus a further challenge for conservation, one
that again turns on a deeper understanding of the wild
and its value.

Power
Unlike resistance to environmental bioengineering,
resistance to a large, urban, and increasingly immigrant
population does not require a deeper understanding of
wildness and its value; rather, it requires us to be able to
weight the value of wildness against the conflicting values of social justice, weigh them in a manner that places
limits on social justice, perhaps even on liberty, security,
and if not happiness, than at least a reduction in gratuitous pain. This, of course, sounds heretical. It is
heretical.
But societies can and do aspire to more than one social virtue. In America a kind of parity exists between
various social virtues. We are heirs to several-hundred
year old traditions consisting of arguments, practices, stories, literature, art, song, poetry and legal decisions concerning justice. Despite a hundred plus years of conservation, we remain ignorant of what wildness is and why
it should be valued. That is why, when we are confronted with a genetically altered trout being called a wild
trout we feel stuck.
We have yet to achieve a society in which the acceptance of the claims of wild nature are a social virtue. Until then, we will feel stuck when confronted with conflicts between social justice and wildness, between “scientific progress” and wildness. We will continue to suffer a sense of intellectual impotence, of having little to
say about these conflicts in the way that we have found
lots to say about the conflicts between justice and of liberty. And it is a matter of saying, of articulation, of conversation and argument.
In a pluralistic liberal society, social virtues will always
conflict in ways that are incommensurable; we will never
have a rule that can save us from interminable conversa-
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tion, deliberation, vociferous debate, and arbitration; no
rule that can save us form making difficult, serious, perhaps even tragic decisions. And what we need least is
what we have: a liberalism that valorizes neutrality,
which is to say a neutered liberalism, one that fears judgment.
The goal of modern conservation, in all its guises,
must be to achieve a society (the verb, of course, belongs
to Richard Rorty), in which the claims of wild nature are
accepted as another of these incommensurable virtues.
This will not be achieved by purchasing anther creek or
forest of ancient trees, by further study of an endangered
species activism, litigation or more investigative reporting—what have been until now the fortes of modern
conservation. Each is absolutely necessary, but now we
must add something new, something that requires us to
penetrate our society with new ideas and values. This
requires power and we don’t have power. People who
love the wild subsist at the margins of our cultural map.
Contrast those of us espousing an ecological world
view with the intellectual and conversational capital of
the Right. Consider its cultural penetration—its capacity to reach and affect “the hearts and minds” of American voters. Then consider: Where are our think tanks
like the Heritage Society and the Cato Institute, churning out research on the wild, its importance, its value.
Where are our successful radio programs, endowed chairs
in the universities, our on-going television programs (like
Firing Line), our children’s programs, our Wall Street
Journal, our list of best sellers, both in nonfiction and fiction, our insistent, ever-present advertising campaigns?
Where is even our, say, Tom Clancy?
The targets of Clancy’s recent bestseller, Rainbow
Six—a hash of proto-fascist posturing—are environmentalists: the Sierra Club and Earth First! are mentioned.
For Clancy, and more importantly, for his zillion fans,
those who love wild nature are on the same level as Irish
Republican Army, Arab terrorists, and Colombian drug
lords. Even the KGB comes off better than environmentalists. And their claim to shame? This horrible pod of
tree huggers wants to kill off most of the human population with a mutant strain of the Ebola virus to provide
more space for pronghorns. They plan to spray it out of
the ventilators at the Olympics and have tourists carry it
home for Armageddon. The CD-ROM game Rainbow
Six is also a best seller and we can no doubt expect a
movie with Harrison Ford hunting down the likes of
David Brower.
Why should we care? Because the popularity of Clancy’s fiction helps take proto-fascist posturing mainstream. It affects the hearts and minds of the American
voter to a degree that should be the envy of conservationists even though it is only a small brick in a greater
structure of ideas and values.
What, in the conservation movement, can we compare to this edifice of think tanks and media power?
Fireside chats? Another devastating bray against corporate evil? The simian wisdom of Daniel Quinn? Feelgood nature magazines? Pretty calendars? Earth Day?
If you believe this, well, then God Bless You.
What is required to establish an equivalent edifice of
think tanks and media power? Money. Aesthetics is
fine but it doesn’t win wars of ideas. Everyone is the
conservation movement needs to memorize a song by
the Flying Lizards which goes (I think) like this (consider it a mantra):
The best things in live are free
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But you can give them to the birds and bees.
I want money. That’s what I want…
You’re lovin’ sure gives me thrills,
But you’re lovin’ won’t pay my bills.
I want money. That’s what I want…
How much money? Enough to go head to head with
Monsanto and win. Enough to keep transgenic pines,
trout, and deer out of wild habitats, at least in the American West. Enough to place limits on immigration and
population. Enough to prevent El Norte. Enough to establish an intellectual and media presence that can disseminate our ideas and values. Enough to establish the
political recognition of nature claims as a social virtue.
Enough to save what remains of the wild American
West, its wilderness, its diversity, its species, its ecosystems. Enough to win.
Raising money for this edifice will be difficult because institutional conservation is not oriented toward
ideas; indeed, when it comes to the history of ideas most
of the conservation movement is functionally illiterate.
It prefers short term results, hard data, something they
can go and look at. It likes talk of grizzly counts, predator/prey ratios, acres of habitat, corridors, MVPs. It likes
Vietnam war talk. Raised in the same managerial milieu
as those who conducted the Vietnam war and trained to
pretend that what is merely a business philosophy is capable of creating a winning strategy for modern conservation, most of those who are running the conservation
movement are ill diposed towards intellectuals and
artists. This is unfortunate. As in Vietnam, we have become convinced that the war for the American West, the
war against species extinction, the war for wilderness, are
wars about numbers. This is false. They are wars about
ideas, and if we are to win the “hearts and minds” of the
American voter we had best stop counting and start
thinking.
If we fail in this fundamentally intellectual and political task, the American experiment with conservation
will end not with a bang but a whimper, a whimper unheard by a vast urban population that no longer needs
wild nature. In his The Art of the Novel, Kundera
mourns an end.
“When a phenomena announces in advance its imminent disappearance, many of us hear the news and perhaps even regret it. But when the agony draws to a
close, we are already looking elsewhere. The death becomes invisible. It’s some time now since the river, the
nightingale, the paths through the fields have disappeared from man’s mind. No one needs them now.
When nature disappears from the planet tomorrow, who
will notice? Where are the successors to Octavio Paz, to
Rene Char? Where are the great poets now? Have they
vanished, or have their voices only grown inaudible? In
any case an immense change in our Europe, which was
hitherto unthinkable without its poets. But if man has
lost his need for poetry, will he notice when poetry disappears? The end is not an apocalyptic explosion.
There may be nothing so quiet as the end.”
For me the American West is unthinkable without
wildness. I do not want it to disappear. I will not wait
quietly in the margins while it dies. So one fights on
with the means at one’s disposal, with mind and heart
and mouth, all the while awaiting the reckoning, the
time when the value of the wild will either achieve a
place in the ongoing debate of social virtues or be forever
silenced by the human world.

* * *
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Since the parasite is
expected to spread to all
trout habitat, ‘susceptible
rainbow and cutthroat
trout’ will eventually include all rainbow and cutthroat trout. The upshot
of this exercise in trout
eugenics will be the introduction of genetically engineered trout throughout
wild trout habitat, a transgenic trout that will undoubtedly be further enhanced, genetically, as
other maladies present
themselves. I think of
them as UberTrout.
I thought this was just
terrible. Then I read a report from the Union of
Concerned Scientists by
Dr. Rebecca Goldberg. It
turns out there are already
transgenic Abalone, Atlantic salmon, Buntnose bream,
Channel catfish, Coho Salmon, Carp, Gilthead bream,
Goldfish, Killifish, Largemouth bass, Loach, Medaka,
Mud carp, Northern pike, Penaied shrimp, Rainbow
trout, Sea bream, Stripped bass, Tilapia, Walleye, and
Zebrafish.
These transgenic fish were created for fish farming.
The genetic engineering was done to enhance natural
traits, for example, to make them grow faster—400 to 600
percent faster—or have greater tolerance to cold.
Chances are good that they next time you need to feel
virtuous and order salmon instead of a pork chop you are
eating a genetic goofy. Unfortunately, there is no Federal Agency that is responsible for transgenic fish, so there
are no regulations concerning their…what shall we
say…manufacture?
Intelligent people are concerned about transgenic fish
escaping into the wild. Last summer 300,000 Atlantic
salmon in Washington State escaped from one salmon
farm. (Yep, wrong ocean). So it is slightly alarming is
that the Whirling Disease Foundation, backed by all
those fine conservation organizations, has a research program that would intentionally release transgenic trout into the wild. Why are they doing this?
Dr. Johnson says that “Thirty-six million anglers fish
in the United States, and clearly, a significant segment of
this angling community would be well-served.” Yes, indeed, my dear doctor, that segment that loves fishing for
rainbows might be well-served. But the salient question
has escaped you: Will the rainbows be well-served? After all, the disease has not killed all rainbows and there is
no reason to think it will kill all cutthroats; they may, given a chance, develop resistance, just like the browns.
And the populations of brown trout, brook trout, brook
trout, salmon, and whitefish remain healthy. Fishing is
good. Lastly (and this is a nasty point), although rainbows are a great sporting fish, they are not indigenous to
the Northern Rockies. They were introduced for the
pleasure of fisherman—the rainbow grows fast, has a
high survival rate, makes delightful leaps, fights hard,
and is adaptable to many kinds of habitat. It’s a great
fish. It’s also one of those exotics we are told we should
be trying to remove to achieve ecosystem purity. So
much of the fuss about whirling disease appears to have

more to do with fisherman (and the fishing economy)
than with fish.
Dr. Johnson finishes his apologia by saying that of the
many reasons the research is valuable, “most notable are
the inroads that will be made toward preservation of wild
trout.…” This is where I stopped reading. Genetically
engineered UberTrout are wild trout? Really?
To see what is going wrong here consider the case of
the Monsanto’s New Leaf Insect-Protected Potatoes.
Writing in the New York Times Sunday Magazine (October
25, 1998), Michael Pollan describes his reaction to planting (but not eating what he planted) New Leafs, a potato
that has been genetically engineered to produce its own
insecticide. Indeed, his New Leafs are considered a pesticide and fall under the auspices of the Environmental
Protection Agency not the Food and Drug Administration. The potatoes’ genes are the intellectual property of
Monsanto. Saving some of the eyes from these mature
potatoes and planting them next year is illegal—a violation of intellectual property rights. Every year a farmer
must purchase new seed potatoes from Monsanto.
And Monsanto is serious about violations. They have
hired “seed investigators” and by last September these
investigators had discovered 475 cases of “seed piracy.”
Some farmers had to cough up $35,000 in royalty payments. A press release issued by Monsanto claims that
these seed pirates will have to document the disposal of
their illegal seeds and grant Monsanto’s seed investigators access to the farmer’s property for five years. Serious.
The New Leaf produces the pesticide Bt, a pesticide
regularly used by organic farmers. Its target is the Colorado potato beetle, one of the most damaging pests for
American potato farmers. The ranches Pollen visits are
in Idaho, but the genetically altered seeds are being
planted world-wide.
Pollan’s riveting essay presents many of the complexities surrounding the New Leaf and its use. But the New
Leaf is just the tip of the problem. Monsanto also sells
Bollgard Insect-Protected Cotton, YieldGard Insect-Protected Corn, and a series of herbicide tolerant plants—
Roundup Ready Soybeans, Roundup Ready Canola,
Roundup Ready Cotton, Roundup Ready Corn, and
soon…Roundup Ready Sugar Beets. When sprayed with
Roundup, the world’s top-selling herbicide, the spray
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just kills weeds, not the
food plants.
Nor are such bioengineering feats limited to
pesticide production and
herbicide resistance. We
now have, courtesy of
the mustard plant (Arabidopsis), genetically engineered frost resistance
for fruits and vegetables.
At present, 50 million
acres of American farmland has been planted
with genetically engineered crops. Four
years ago that acreage
was…0. For comparison,
Yellowstone National
Park is 2,219,791 acres.
What does all this
HANK MEALS
have to do with the wild?
After all, potatoes, corn,
etc. are domesticated plants. Well, consider the
crossover possibilities for plant species that are, like
trout, both commercial/
domestic and wild. Consider, for instance, a genetically enhanced lodgepole pine. (Want to bet if Weyerhauser is working on it?) Call it the Evergreen InsectProtected Lodgepole Pine. It too would be engineered
to produce its own pesticide, one that kills the pine bark
beetle, scourge of Western forests. Efficient forest management practice will “demand” such trees for the same
reasons managed agriculture “demands” efficient seeds.
What would be their effect on western forests? Could
we keep them out of national parks and wilderness areas? Or consider the possibilities for possible leakage between domestic and wild strawberries, commercial blueberries and the entire genus Vaccinium? Or… What will
be the effects of such transgenic plants on pollinators?
On the species’ immune system? How will wildfire
regimes change without those tens of thousands of acres
of beetle-killed pines? And since such regimes are one
of the major factors determining landscape architecture,
what will be the long term effects on the land?
What about the possibility…no, inevitability…of
transgenic flora and fauna creating resistant bolls, Colorado potato beetles and pine bark beetles—UberBeetles? Because of the economics of modern agriculture,
Monsanto can create another series engineered potatoes
and corn that will, in turn, produce their own, new, better, more powerful pesticide, thus coping with this problem. But what economic incentives will protect genetically polluted wild forests in wilderness areas and national parks from Uberinsects? Strawberries? Huckleberries? Pollan quotes Andrew Kimbrell, director of the
Center for Technology Assessment, to the effect that
“Biological pollution will be the environmental nightmare of the 21st century.”
Monsanto, a corporation that plays hardball, will not
take talk of “biological pollution” lightly. Last fall, The
Ecologist, the world’s most prestigious journal of green
politics, devoted an entire issue to Monsanto and their
adventures in biotechnology. It was shredded, without
notice to the publishers, by its printer, the same printer
who had printed the magazine for twenty-nine years
without a problem. They cited worries about possible le-
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gal difficulties. After being printed by another printer,
two of Britain’s leading news agents refused to sell the
issue for fear of being sued by Monsanto. Such power
and its aura of intimidation constitutes de facto censorship.
Bioengineering will wreak havoc with the wild as
much as with domestic species, although we can not
know now—cannot predict—what form the havoc will
take. Pollan captures the important point well:
“For the first time, breeders can bring qualities from
anywhere in nature into the genome of a plant—from
flounders (frost tolerance), from viruses (disease resistance) and, in the case of my potatoes, from Bacillus
thuringiensis, the soil bacterium that produces the organic
insecticide Bt. The introduction into a plant of genes
transported not only across species but whole phyla
means that the wall of that plant’s essential identity—its
irreducible wildness, you might say—has been
breached.”
That’s the reason institutional conservation should sit
up and take notice—wildness breached.
Transgenic flora and fauna flatten the distinction between nature and culture and raise hard questions we are
not prepared to answer. What constitutes a being’s “essential identity”? Most importantly, “What is wildness?”
“What is the value of wildness.” Why do some of us, at
least, feel a sense of violation when wildness is
breached? These are philosophical questions just as the
questions “What is justice?” and “Why is it valuable?”
and “Why do we feel violated by injustice?” are philosophical questions.
As a concept, “wild” is as rich and complex as any we
know—as rich and complex as justice or mind; there is as
much to learn about wildness as about time or gravity.
The poets, mainly Gary Snyder, have had their say—see
his The Practice of the Wild. Charles Olsen says: “The difference of a wild thing:/that it has its own life/and
will,/and is exposed.” This is true, but we still need an
analysis, an explanation, and a theory of wildness. It will
be the work of mathematics, biology, physics and philosophy because wildness in one of its senses is an aspect of
physical systems—from immune systems to wolf packs
to ecosystems—all of which are marked by self-organization, autonomy, and the ability to distinguish between
self and other.
Further, I believe the questions that bother us about
the application of biotechnology to humans are no differ-
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ent from those that bother us about transgenic trout and
lodgepole pines that are really pesticides. It is always a
violation of essential identity and wildness, for ourselves
and for others. In his Journal entry for August 30, 1856,
Thoreau said, “It is vain to dream of a wildness distant
from ourselves. There is none such. It is the bog in our
brains and bowels, the primitive vigor of Nature in us,
that inspires that dream.” That’s what I fear we are losing with transgenic flora and fauna—and human beings—the primitive vigor of Nature in us. But how can
we hope to defend this primitive vigor of Nature from its
enemies if we do not thoroughly understand wildness
and its value? How can we show Dr. Johnson that his
transgenic Ubertrout is not a wild trout?

A

Immigration

nother force that will that will have catastrophic
consequences for conservation in the American
West over the next century is immigration. I
say immigration, not population, because to deal honestly with population growth in the American West is to
deal honestly with immigration. Since immigration,
over-population, and carrying capacity have become politically incorrect subjects for public debate, this is becoming increasingly difficult to discuss them with honesty. The assumption is that the conversation about immigration be limited to the context of social justice issues—equal opportunity, jobs, political asylum, whatever—certainly not within the context of ecological issues
such as carrying capacity. Indeed, it is possible to read
dozens of articles about immigration without finding a
discussion of its impact on ecosystems. This is a failure,
an intellectual failure, of the conservation community,
and its effects can already be seen in the disastrous gutting of the Sierra Club’s population policy. When push
came to shove, advocates of limits on immigration had no
grounds, no philosophical grounds, for placing limits on
immigration; which is to say they had no way to arbitrate
the value of wild nature with the value of social justice.
Again, I suggest this is because we do not understand
wildness or its value.
We need to be crystal clear about immigration and the
West. Using data from the Census Bureau, Negative
Population Growth, and the Center for Immigration
Studies (and allowing for differences between them), it
appears that at current rates of immigration the popula-
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tion of the United States will increase by 120 to 130 million people by 2050. If immigration rates increase, that
number could go as high as 175 million people. Immigrants and their off-spring will account for 60 to 72 per
cent of this increase. The majority of these immigrants
are Hispanic.
Nine of the ten fastest growing states in the U.S. are
in the West—Nevada, Idaho, Arizona, Colorado, Utah,
Washington, New Mexico, Oregon, and Texas. Eight of
the ten fastest growing cities with 100,000 or more inhabitants in 1996 are in the West—Henderson, Nevada;
Chandler, Arizona; Palmdale, California; Plano, Texas;
Las Vegas, Nevada; Scottsdale, Arizona; Laredo, TX;
and Corona, California. In the next century some of
them—or Boise, Salt Lake City, Phoenix, Denver—will
become the size of Los Angeles (14 million). If this
seems outlandish, remember that one hundred years ago
the population of Los Angeles was approximately
200,000—about the size of present-day Akron, Ohio.
So what will the American West look like after fifty or
one hundred years of population growth due most to
Hispanic immigration? Well, obviously it’s going to fracture the hell our of the ecosystems—more and more islands, smaller and smaller islands, less and less diversity.
The first point is that it will create a positive feedback
mechanism for even more immigration. Immigration, or
more to the politically incorrect point, Hispanic immigration, was a major issue five years ago in the California
elections. Last year raising the subject meant political
death. No politician in California could support limits on
immigration. The Hispanic population had organized
various groups around the issue: Hispanic groups wanting access for their families in Mexico; Silicon Valley
computer mavens wanting Asian programmers; wealthy
Californians wanting an endless supply of maids and gardeners; corporations wanting an ever freshened pool of
underpaid labors, etc. In all, it is a very powerful alliance.
If you raise questions about unlimited immigration
because of the relations between immigration, population growth, and ecological health, then you are part of
the greening of hate, a racist, an ecofascist, someone who
does not care about social justice. Distinctions are no
longer important: if you supported limits on immigration—for any reason—you support the immiseration of
millions of human beings and are demonized, cast into
the pits of moral turpitude with the likes of Rush Limbaugh and Pat Robinson.
If this positive feedback loop goes unchecked, then
the conservation community must imagine a future
American West that is no longer in opposition to an
American East (and Europe) and certainly not Thoreau’s
West (“The West of which I speak is but another name
for the Wild”), they must imagine the American West as
El Norte. They must imagine the American West as an
extension—physically, socially, economically, metaphysically—of Mexico and Central America. Which means
they must imagine a new cultural, social, and political
context for conservation, because conservation in the
American West will not be the same as conservation in
El Norte. Historically, Hispanic cultures have shown no
more an interest in the conservation of nature than they
have in democratic institutions.
An excellent discussion of the transformation of the
American West by Mexico’s northern migration is part
IV of Robert D. Kaplan’s recent book, An Empire Wilderness: Travels into America’s Future. Kaplan, a contributing
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sidedly to lobbying. It's not unusual that as organizations and movements become institutionalized, they
get stuck. There’s the famous social-scientific term,
the iron law of oligarchy, that we actually derive from a
German Social Democrat trying to understand how the
Social Democrats had rigidified in pre-WWI Germany.
It’s human inertia; it’s ‘group think’ secured by the
timidity that ordinarily afflicts people who have to worry about their organizational commitments. Groups
tend to be greedy of their members' energies. They
tend not to like boldness. Those who stick their heads
out, tend to get them chopped off. Or, they split off
and start their own enterprises.
Have you heard the term “TAZ,” Temporary Autonomous
Zone? Does this idea of life in hypermodernity factor into why
there’s such a paucity of radical, good work being done?
I think the concept is fanciful, apolitical, and self-indulgent. Fanciful because it is the destiny of ‘autonomous zones’ to lose their autonomy—the culture is
that spongy. Apolitical because the most consequential
problems can't be addressed by secession. Self-indulgent because the main motive for ‘autonomy’ is to enlarge one's own life—but this is more of our Gilded Age
fetish of I've-got-mine-Jack. What's the difference, really, between a TAZ and a gated community? I do understand (and often enough feel) the impulse to hide,
to find a firm place to stand while the world is punching
you around, but to build a political strategy on this desire is futility. In the 1960s we hoped to build counterinstitutions and then, in theory, to link them up with
each other. Then—still in theory—they would eventually make sense to a large public, and win by hollowing
out the old order and ‘bring to birth the new world from
the ashes of the old.’ This was naïve, to put it mildly.
What we used to call “The System” did not sit idly by
to be hollowed out! It learned how to market rebellion,
how to offer commodity solutions to individualist desires. The cornucopia does not sit still. Tom Frank's
excellent book, The Conquest of Cool, traces the process.
How do you assess where we stand today?
A lot of us who grew up in the 1950s were exhilarated in the 1960s, sometimes to the point of dementia,
as what seemed to be the fossilized culture and politics
of the 1950s cracked up. Light started to pour through
the world—so much light that we were blinded to various reality principles. One was that you can’t get a
huge effort at reformation—which is what we were all
about—without counter-reformation, recoil and backlash, which is what came to pass. If I look back to
where we are in relation to the 1960s, I say, well, a lot
of things are disappointing, but a lot are marvelous by
contrast. There was no real, public, large scale environmental consciousness until 1970. Today we take it for
granted. The millennium is not here, but, on balance,
we’re not doing badly compared to the 1940s and
1950s. On the other hand, if you think back to some of
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the more luminous, apparent possibilities of the 1970s,
we have to admit things are pretty bad. But as a person
who lives in the real world, I have to ask, “Is it better to
have Bruce Babbitt disappointing us as Secretary of the
Interior than James Watt?” And the answer is yes,
hands down. Then let’s get real about building pressure to get better laws and policies out of Washington.
What's the alternative? I take it for granted that most
of the country is more conservative than we are on
many questions, and those are the people who elect
leadership. In fact, the nation that elects is far more
conservative than the nation at large. Sad truth. But it’s
the way of the world. It’s not reasonable for the left, or
the environmentalists, or people seeing things from the
margins, to stick to their Temporary Autonomous
Zones and whine. It does behoove us to persuade,
challenge, and further the debate by moving the center
of gravity in our direction. We can’t do that by hunkering down in our bunkers and moaning about the unfairness of corporate capitalism.
From my point of view, two key problems are forced to the
surface today: the values of life, human and nonhuman, are
too far off the power-grid, and the anti-democratic values in
place leave little room for serious inquiry and discussion. The
answer, it seems to me, is to gather literary artists, intellectuals, scientists, historians and theologians— people who think
clearly—and create media for public debate. Don’t you?
I’m all for it. I think there are foundation people
who ought to agree—at least I hope there are, because
if they aren't interested, I don't know where the resources are going to come from. George Soros is the
bravest man in the foundation world. Why don’t you
write him an open letter? He’s the best prospect, he really is, to rethink media. But don't leave environmentalism to the pure-of-heart. While ideology is useful for
focussing attention, it is also a narrowing. An ideology
can easily harden into a mausoleum and in a mausoleum there’s not a lot of free play for the imagination.
This is the perennial danger. I’m enough of an anarchist to believe that re-thinking is always a good idea.
I’m temperamentally neither a cheerful pessimist nor a
despairing optimist. No outcome is a foregone conclusion. We should do what we can.

WINTER 1999

Wild Duck Review

27

CONTINUED FROM

lic consideration of public issues organize itself?
We now need a total overhaul of public broadcasting. We need to junk the CPB and just start over. The
funding for all national programming ought to come directly from the federal budget, and should be administered by an autonomous, apolitical corporation like the
BBC or CBC. We also need a public broadcasting system that is truly local. As things stand now, NPR and
PBS dissuade the local station managers from doing
their own locally-produced and locally-oriented stuff,
by offering their own central product (“Car Talk,”
“Morning Edition,” “Market Place,” etc.) too cheap to
pass up. So every local PBS and NPR station is now offering the same thing—which is often fun and sometimes interesting but almost never risky, either aesthetically or journalistically.
Basically, there is no medium of expression other
than what we now call “the media”—which now includes book publishing as well as TV, radio, movies,
music, magazines and newspapers. So we need some
radical action, and we need it soon.
What do you consider to be the questions of our time—what
would you like to see publicly debated?
I'd like to see some thorough discussion of the psychological and ecological impact of consumerism; of the
effects of advertising on public health worldwide; of
the censorship imposed by advertising on both news
and entertainment; of the disappearance of local radio
and, generally, the homogenizing impact of commercial
influence (i.e., the fact that most of us today have less
‘choice’ than we used to have—although we have more
outlets).
Those are just some of the media questions I
would like to see debated. There are far too many other issues that I'd like to see come up—pertaining to US
foreign policy, the criminal justice system, US history
(and the various organized attempts to suppress much
of it), the actual state of the economy, and on and on
and on!
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he hears a particularly odious example of heartless irrationality, “Excuse me while I crawl under the table and
hurl.”
The only difference between MADD, which is generally commended, and needle exchange programs,
which are reviled, is the drug involved, though by any
measure of self- or social destruction you want to apply,
alcohol is a far greater problem in this country than
heroin. The difference is legality, not reality. That’s
why the harm reduction philosophy seeks to have drugs
judged by their effects, not their legal status, and that
the adult use of any drug that doesn’t imperil others
shouldn’t be considered a crime in and of itself, or no
more so than alcohol, tobacco, or caffeine. (If you
doubt that caffeine is an addictive drug, imagine America on a morning when every coffee bean and cola drink
in the world disappears—it would make Bosch look like
Monet).
Nothing erodes the rule of law more than persistent
injustice. All evidence (including the reports of every
Presidential Commission) suggests that marijuana is
less habituating and wreaks far less social damage than
alcohol or tobacco, yet if you operate a brewery you can
advertise on Monday Night Football (2 million teenage
alcoholics), but if you grow marijuana you get ten years
in a federal pen, your house and land confiscated, and
you lose the right to vote. That, to put it as sweetly as I
can, is fucking insane. So are longer prison terms for
crack cocaine (mostly black users) than powdered cocaine (predominantly used by white professionals).
Trashing someone’s life because they prefer a joint after work instead of a beer not only harms individuals,
but society as well. Such prolonged raw injustice promotes a virulent cynicism about the rule of law. For example, about 30% of adult African-American males are
either incarcerated or on some form of probation for
drug-related offenses, while Congress currently debates, under the sanctimonious rubric of “the rule of
law,” whether the President should by impeached for
lying about receiving an “Arkansas Howdy” from a willing intern. Also, society is harmed by a misapplication
of resources: all those valiant dope raiders could be put
to finer use patrolling communities, or protecting the
18% of American women who will be sexually assaulted
in their lifetimes, or pulling over drunk drivers before
they annihilate some vacationing family. Judge Torruella estimates 400,000 police officers and billions of
dollars could be freed up by ending the War on Drugs.
Personally, I’d settle for consistency, even if it meant
making tobacco, alcohol, and caffeine illegal, though I
think decriminalizing those drugs which are now illegal
is more consistent with a free society.
Those opposed to decriminalization (and legalization) argue that drugs will be more easily available,
cheaper, and of better quality. All no doubt true, which
should reduce the crimes—mostly home burglaries and
car clouts—associated with junkies financing their expensive habits and gangs defending lucrative markets
(economist Milton Friedman, a decriminalization proponent, estimates 10,000 homicides a year related to
the illegal drug trade). Decriminalization would also reduce the deaths and psychotic breaks that result from
drugs produced in bathtubs by grade school drop-out
chemists. With cheaper, better drugs more widely
available, decriminalization opponents claim that drug
use, especially among the young and poor, will undoubtedly rise, perhaps dramatically. While that is indisputably possible, available evidence is hardly overwhelming.
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The Netherlands, for instance, has essentially decriminalized drug use. There, harm reduction translates into methadone programs, socio-medical assistance for users (notably education and rehab programs),
“free” zones where the consumer drug market is benignly neglected, regulation of the marijuana market
(government-licensed cafes can sell up to five grams
per customer per day, but cannot advertise), and a restrained law enforcement presence that only prosecutes
major dealers or those who prove socially disruptive.
Compared to the U.S. and other countries waging a war
on drugs, in the Netherlands the average age of heroin
users is increasing (that is, fewer youngsters are starting), HIV rates among addicts are dramatically down,
and the general level of drug use is substantially lower
than ours. Among 17-18 year-olds, 17.7% of Dutch
youths have used marijuana at least once, compared to
43.7% of the same age group in the U.S.; in the past
month, 4.6% of Dutch youths have hit the bong, compared to 16.7% of our kids. In the U.S. itself, states that
decriminalized the possession of small amounts of pot
in the ‘70s found that consumption declined, just as it
did in the states retaining criminal sanctions. When the
Netherlands decriminalized marijuana in 1976, use increased about 5% the first year, then declined significantly, then went back up again, then declined again
(below ‘76 levels), and then folks begin to figure out
that marijuana use, especially among kids, depended
much more on what drugs were in fashion rather than
the drug’s legal status. In fairness, sometimes decriminalization has led to increased use, like Alaska’s marijuana penalty reduction and Sweden’s “Needle Park.”
If decriminalization seems a bit vague, it is. For one
thing, decriminalization and legalization often get
rolled together in debate, but they’re significantly different. Probably the most extreme reform position on
drug policy is complete legalization—any and all psychoactive substances available to any willing buyer,
subject only to the forces of the free market, without
penalties of any kind. Decriminalization would generally keep open distribution illegal, at least by individuals, but would end the arrest of adult consumers.
Richard Evans, a Massachusetts attorney and reform activist, offers these distinctions in the alternatives to prohibition: decriminalization, limitation (also called medicalization), and regulation and taxation. With decriminalization, drugs stay illegal but possession is treated
like a minor traffic violation, with little or no jail time or
fines (though some people would institute fines, the
most provocative proposal being 25% of street value of
the drug). Under limitation, drugs would be legally
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available but with clearly defined limits as to amounts
and what institutions or professions could distribute or
prescribe the drugs. With the regulation and taxation
model, the controls would be akin to those presently
applied to alcohol—producers and distributors would
be licensed and sales taxed, with fees and taxes used
for education, medical, and rehab programs. The limitation and regulation model is easily the most popular
among reformers, though many favor tough legal penalties—say doubled sentences—if the use hurts or endangers others. Some also argue for mandatory civil
commitments to counseling and rehab if an individual’s
drug use affects family relationships.
While the possibilities and their permutations are
endless, most reformers of the harm reduction ilk agree
that decriminalization should begin modestly, with
marijuana and maybe heroin, that it should be done in
the spirit of social experimentation and not social engineering, and that it should be tried first on a small
scale—county or bioregion—after a vote of the people
affected.
While my personal model doesn’t have the chance
of a snowcone in Hell, I prefer decriminalizing green
drugs and keeping white drugs illegal. Call it natural
drugs against artificials, whole drugs against the concentrated, leafy greens against white powders. Anything you could grow in your garden would be legal
(marijuana, coffee, tobacco, cocoa, poppies) while any
concentrated derivative (cocaine, heroin) or artificial
drug (methamphetamine, synthetic THC) would be illegal. Alcohol, the result of fermentation, a natural
chemical process, would remain legal under my
scheme. With a $1000 license, you could grow enough
for personal use plus sell up to $50,000 worth, with the
transactions and the income taxed.
I’m not holding my breath that my proposal, or any
other plan for decriminalization, will receive voter approval. Drug use has been so relentlessly demonized
for the past 70 years that many people believe drugs
and their users are embodiments of evil. Judge Martin
Haines, writing in the New Jersey Law Journal, noted,
“[The] decades-long indoctrination of the public in the
need for a drug war as the only solution to the very serious problem of drugs has had serious consequences. It
has prevented the consideration of any clearly necessary, intelligent alternative to a war that has not
worked. Few public officials dare to advance alternatives. Doing so threatens the loss of the next election.”
So after admitting that we Americans have a drug
problem, the next step toward harm reduction is fighting government bullshit with honesty, the best information available, and resolve. We must make the case
that, unless others are hurt through irresponsibility,
drug use is a social/medical problem, not an offense
against all that’s holy. In fact, if you want to keep kids
off drugs, don’t imbue intoxication with the glamorous
cachet of the forbidden; it would be much wiser to treat
drug use and addiction as the equivalent of chronic hemorrhoids.
Declared or undeclared, we’ve been fighting the
War on Drugs for close to a century, and are further
from winning than when we started. More people are
using drugs, billions of dollars are wasted, and we’re
chillingly closer to a police state—a classic example of a
country kicking its own ass. I haven’t interviewed or
read a single judge, police officer, attorney, or social
worker who believes we are winning, or even holding
our own. It’s time to get real and try other approaches,
shift premises, and at least attempt some small-scale
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he following conversation and correspondence between Marilynne Robinson and Casey Walker took
place during December 1998 with the production assistance of KVMR, a community-supported radio station in
Nevada City, CA.

Casey Walker: Much of the coherence of The Death of Adam:
Essays on Modern Thought comes as a sustained argument
against the “emptiness and falseness of contemporary discourse.” Will you begin by characterizing the nature of contemporary ignorance, of anti-intellectualism?
Marilynne Robinson: At this point I would be reluctant to characterize contemporary ignorance, because I am a product of the culture and share in its ignorance. There is nothing harder than knowing what it
is one does not know, especially when one has been educated at some length. My method of self-liberation
has been to turn skepticism of a systematic, scholarly
kind against my own education. Whenever I discover
an anomaly, anything that casts doubt on an assumption
of mine—I begin from a fairly standard array of educated assumptions—I explore it, usually by going to texts
or records, “standard candles,” as the astronomers say,
that allow some measuring of deviation. Never once
have I concluded that the prevailing view of things is
even defensible. The great problem with it is always
that an ignorance of essential primary materials lies behind it—of the Bible, of the writing of Luther, of Marx,
of Darwin. Of William Beveridge, for that matter. This
problem is pandemic among the renowned authorities,
British as well as American. Tolstoy said, “The simplest thing cannot be made clear to the most intelligent
man if he is firmly persuaded that he knows already,
without a shadow of doubt, what is laid before him.”
He describes our situation precisely. We are thoroughly mis-educated, therefore impervious to very available
experience and information.
I assume that my own head is full of error I will not
live long enough to jettison, and that I will never know
the dimensions of my ignorance, or of our ignorance,
despite my best efforts. We teach and learn because
we believe that people have lives of greater interest and
usefulness if they are educated. Would we choose to
study material of no informational value, labor to master
a body of material that corresponds to nothing? Our famous American insularity, which is a crime now that
our power in the world is so great, is the product of
grand-scale mis-education that will not be cured until it
is recognized. Again, I am talking about scholarship at
the highest levels, as well as all other levels. More or
more-assiduous learning will solve nothing until there is
some return to intellectual solvency—to put it bluntly,
until people fell some obligation to know what they are
talking about. Meanwhile, there ought to be a voluntary moratorium on references to the Bible, or Marx, or
Adam Smith, except by those who have some meaningful acquaintance with them.
If we assume, as you say, an intrinsic fraudulence in the old
arts of civilization—that religion, politics, philosophy, and so
forth are all seen as a means of consolidating power—what
have we lost intellectually? Why return to the radicalism of
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, John Calvin, Marguerite de Navarre, the
Puritans, and Psalmist of Psalm Eight?
All of these people, including the Puritans and the
Psalmist, were radically aware of existence as crisis—
what are we? What is being asked of us? What is the
meaning of human brilliance, of human evil? Why is

our consciousness a lens for all creation to pass through?
Why do we have such intense intuitions of meaning
and value, and yet so little success defining them or being guided by them? Self-awareness and self-questioning of that kind is the shock or the pressure that precipitates a realization of the overwhelming beauty of existence, in the very fact of throwing everything into question. And the questions are real. There is no condescension in them. What is time? What is the will?
Why is there something and not nothing? Bonhoeffer is
so moving because the course of this thought, which
passed through utter disillusionment and loneliness,
nevertheless progressed toward an always more embracing love of the world, of existence itself.
If intellectualism is anything at all, it is the human
perception of every kind having the most honest and
immediate—the most radical—encounter with experience and knowledge and circumstance that it can
achieve, or endure. At the moment, we offer one another, and we accept, painkillers and time-killers and
diversions. The word most often applied to us now is
probably “consumers.” Intellectually, we’re like those
19th century invalids who were enfeebled by the fact
that they never left their beds. Effort terrifies us, light
hurts our eyes. We think exhilaration might kill us.
Our condition is entirely reversible, however, beginning from the moment it is diagnosed correctly. What
we have lost intellectually is love of the intellect. This
fascination with power is only our building a worldview
around fears and excuses.
It’s as if we’re stuck diagnosing our pathologies, which instantly skews the entire inquiry. How much of this, do you
think, is the product of the times—the scramble for self-invention while viewing authority primarily as power-oriented?
I think that it all is very characteristic of this period,
and it’s probably accelerated the phenomena that I talk
about in the book, but I’m surprised at how long most
of this seems to have been accumulating. Attitudes toward Calvinsim, for example can be found to be emerging before the First World War, and those attitudes are
enhanced by every subsequent writer. Nobody ever
goes back and asks, what are we talking about, what are
these texts? It seems to be part of the polemic that surrounded American relationships with Europe. Our culture was so very strongly influenced by Calvinism, and
virtually no other culture really was in any comparable
degree, except the Netherlands perhaps, that when the
question arose, “What ought we to do, how ought we to
align ourselves with Europe?” anything peculiar to our
own culture tended to be stigmatized as Calvinism.
To your mind, what explains our willingness to accept, even
fervently embrace the idea that Calvin is the root of a joyless,
ascetic acquisitiveness that accelerated the worst of capitalism?
I don’t know. If you read Das Kapital, which you’d
think people would read but they don’t, Marx does not
describe America as capitalist. He says it will become
capitalist, but it wasn’t when he wrote because the population was generally educated and cultured, which are
the consequences of Calvinism in this particular cultural setting. We are like the other colonized civilizations.
Naipaul writes about the Carribean and notes they import fish from England rather than fishing off their own
shores. We have imported ideas, or tried to, no matter
how damaged they were in transmission and had that
colonial contempt for what was our own. It doesn’t
stop. This self-abnegation is deeply entrenched.
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MARILYNNE ROBINSON is the author of The

Death of Adam: Essays on Modern Thought (Houghton Mifflin
1998) and the best-selling novel, Housekeeping (1981), published in ten countries and awarded the PEN/Hemingway
award. Her nonfiction book, Mother Country (1988), was a finalist for the 1989 National Book Award. She has taught at
the University of Iowa Writers’ Workshop since 1991. Educated at Brown University and the University of Washington,
Robinson has taught at the New York State Writers’ Program,
Amherst College, the University of Massachusetts at Amherst,
and the Fine Arts Center in Provincetown, MA.
Of The Death of Adam, Richard Robertson writes, “This is
a grand, sweeping blazing, brilliant, life-changing book. One
turns the last page shaken, but also believing that if a voice such
as Robinson’s can be raised in our time, then a new reformation
might be on its way. It is the most important book on religion
and culture for America’s self-understanding since Max Weber’s
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, a book
which, not incidentally, Robinson demolishes.”

Will you address the problems you see in Darwinism and the
resistance you expect to your view?
There is a conditioned response to objections to
Darwinism, not limited by any means to Darwinists, or
to people who understand the issue or even take any
real interest in it. Darwinism equals science, and objections to it equal obscurantism—this notion is very firmly rooted, right across the range of educational attainment. There are scientists who take issue with the theory, and there are obscurantists who take issue with it,
and then there are the great masses who accept it implicitly, as the schoolmen used to say, believing without
reflection from a sense that good people should believe,
that doubt is wrong. It is very difficult to discuss Darwinism because one is forever confronting raised eyebrows, forever being scolded by people who know only
that one must not object to Darwinism.
Of no other scientific theory is this true. Nor does
any other branch of science invite or even permit this
kind of faith. If cosmologists find good evidence that
the expansion of the universe is accelerating, contrary
to every prediction, they throw themselves into the
work of assimilating this observation into revolutionized conceptions of the cosmos. Darwinists, on the other hand, tend to object to new hypotheses on the
grounds that they are incompatible with Darwinism. A
recent example is the argument that Neanderthals were
actually people disfigured by lack of iodine—cretins.
This is not a suggestion to be dismissed out of hand.
Diet-related illnesses were common in Europe until
quite recently. If studies of skeletal remains have not
taken account of the effects of diet, this is remarkable,
and it very likely reflects the narrow focus Darwinist
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f intellectualism

is anything at all,
it is the human

any other notion that enjoys the attention of competent
adults. Simplicity has an honored place in science, of
course, but reductionism must never be allowed to pass
for simplicity. There is a huge literature of Darwinist
apologetics—largely anecdotes of no evidentiary weight
which are offered as proof of the adequacy of the Darwinist model to account for absolutely everything. The
ethical implications of the theory are its point of departure as well as its methodology, and also the grounds for
the claim often made for it, that it is capable of generating a mythos comparable in scale to a religion. So the
subject of a Darwinist ethic arises inevitably, and it always involves either stripping away those aspects of reality the theory will not account for, or absorbing them
into its “scientific” worldview. Darwinsim is a unifying
theory in the way the geocentric universe once was. It
claims to tell us, exhaustively, how to think and what to
believe. We should know better than that by now.

perception of every kind
having the most honest
and immediate—the

most radical—encounter
with experience and

knowledge and circumstance that it can

achieve, or endure. At

the moment, we offer one
another, and we accept,
painkillers and time-

killers and diversions.”

HANK MEALS
assumptions have always encouraged. Of course the
theory does not hang on the particular case of the Neanderthals, and the cretin hypothesis could only be
thought of as a threat to Darwinism if it opened the
whole freighted narrative of progressive evolution of
the human species to questioning of the same kind—
and it is certainly progressive, despite objections to that
word. If this can happen, it should happen, not because Darwinism has unsavory origins and a grim history, but because that is how science progresses. It is
surely ironic that, because a theory has become synonymous with science, it can claim the authority of dogma.
Evolution means genetic change in a population of
organisms from one generation to the next—which can
be merely fluctuation and which often is maladaptive.
Evolution is demonstrable and obviously important. It
is quite different from Darwinism. Darwinism is the
interpretation of evolution to mean that change in populations of organisms over time reflects the relative survival and reproductive success of those individual organisms which are genetically better suited to survive
and reproduce. The theory makes evolutionary change
as if purposive, because such change modifies organisms to their advantage, whence feathers and lungs and
so one. Plausible enough, within limits. (I will not object here to the archaism of the model of genetics,
which comes from Mendel, Darwin’s contemporary,
without significant modification. Darwinism does not
evolve.)
The trouble comes when that great blank—fitness
to survive—is filled in. Rather than looking at organisms to see how they do in fact survive, Darwinists assume that “selfishness” (their word) and a favoring of
those genetically nearest is inscribed in the genes, not
only of amoebas, but also, and most significantly, of human beings. Fitness is effectively manifested selfish-
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ness. This is clearly arbitrary. Survival advantage
could as well be a matter of lighter bones or a suppler
snout. Assuming limited food supply, such traits would
confer competitive advantage in the absence of any
competitive intent in the organism.
This language sounds absurdly anthropomorphic,
but it is the Darwinists who lay everything to intentional behavior, as they must do if they are to derive supposed ethical implications from their theory. If passive
advantage were said to shape evolution, one would arrive promptly at the conclusion that this is the best of
all possible worlds. Then the high degree of the genius
for collaborative organization that is characteristic even,
or especially, of single-cell animals, and of human beings as well, would be seen as expressing the wisdom of
natural selection. It is the unique value attached to
struggle and competition in the Darwinist model that
disallows collaboration or passive advantage as factors
in survival. Loyalty to an ethic which pre-existed the
theory abides in it and shapes it. Darwinism has in fact
had a long flirtation with eugenics because the fittest in
human society are perceived by its adherents to be at a
disadvantage. As Malthus, Spencer, Darwin and many
others were intensely aware, the better sort make a
poor showing, reproductively speaking, compared with
the scapegraces and the downtrodden. Eugenics would
be redundant otherwise. Historically, the impetus behind Darwinism is not the belief that it does describe
human society, but the belief that it should. These
anxieties project themselves on the whole of nature.
Kant said, “The easy applicability of a principle and
its apparent adequacy give no proof of its certain
soundness, but rather inspire a certain partiality, which
prevents us from examining and estimating it strictly in
itself, and without regard to consequences.” Easy applicability is more characteristic of Darwinism than of
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In “Facing Reality,” you say you “feel smothered by our collective fiction, our Reality”. . . that you do not “admire it or
enjoy it, this work of grim and minor imagination which
somehow or other got itself acknowledged as The Great Truth
and The Voice of Our Time because of rather than despite its
obvious thinness and fraudulence.” Will you speculate on the
state of literature today—the difficulties facing writers and
poets, the literary imagination, when our culture collectively
fixates on or denies suffering and accepts, as you say, a spiritual agoraphobia?
This labor of mine, this attack on my education, has
been nothing so much as an attempt to earn a kind of
originality. Insofar as my fiction drew from the ambient
culture, I didn’t believe a word of it. This is only to
say, I feel very deeply that writers must stand apart,
find a different perspective, a larger field of vision.
Most of the time, most of us do more or less what the
culture does. Right now that isn’t good enough. I
think it is time to storm the walls, writers first of all.
The conclusion of your essay, “Wilderness,” reads: “I think
we must surrender the idea of wilderness, accept the fact that
the consequences of human presence in the world are universal
and ineluctable, and invest our care and hope in civilization,
since to do otherwise risks repeating the terrible pattern of enmity against ourselves, which is truly the epitome and paradigm of all the living world’s most grievous sorrows.” How
would you defend this idea against indictments of anthropocentrism, of wrong-headed humanism that cannot accomodate an ecological identification with the wild, the nonhuman?
How does “surrendering our idea of wilderness’ take up the
larger project of reorienting ourself to living systems?
The idea of wilderness allows us to think that ecological damage is limited and localized, that its causes
are specific to particular places and occasions. We allow
ourselves to imagine that the harm we do can be excluded from the parts of the world that seem relatively
pristine. This is a mis-statement of the character of the
problem and a gross understatement of its gravity. The
state of high-altitude environments and of the poles
should make this clear. The biosphere is a system, and
things move around in it. The worst consequence of
the idea that insults to the earth can be isolated is the
use of ‘wilderness’ to conceal the most destructive
things we do—weapons testing, for example. It lets us
hide the fact that huge problems are beyond solution,
first of all nuclear waste
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publican National Campaign, I don’t
think marijuana will be decriminalized.
Furthermore, the War on Drugs has developed its own tumorous bureaucracy,
now involving something like 90 agencies, and even has a Czar. (The first was
Bill Bennett, who, during recesses from
his anti-drug harangues at congressional
hearings, would repair to an area secured
by his bodyguards to sneak cigarettes.)
Another reason we’re unlikely to see a
reconsideration of U.S. drug policies is
the loss of income to state and local law
enforcement agencies, which have club
car seats on the that $7.5 billion gravytrain, much of it going to purchase sophisticated military equipment. (Our local sheriffs favor the ‘Nam Stud look:
camo, face paint, M-16s—sort of the
SEALS without water). Not surprisingly,
the most popular bumpersticker where I
live is “U.S. Out of Humboldt County.”
In the late summer and early fall—harvest time—one has a very real sense of
living in an occupied country.
The biggest obstacle to a sane drug
policy is the federal government. For
openers, it would have to admit that for
65 years they’ve lying to the people
about the dangers of marijuana or, more
kindly, have been conveniently wrong.
Our federal government is understandably reluctant to admit such culpability,
nor is it especially eager to surrender its power, power being the ultimate drug. As long as people
can be made to believe that illegal drug use is a demonic threat to life as we know it rather than a relatively
common and fairly constant fact of human civilization,
and as long as government can convince us that fighting
drug use is properly its job, government makes itself
necessary, entrenches itself, and works to expand its
power in the name of law and order—that is, it makes
more laws and orders more taxpayer money to enforce
them. Should you question the wisdom of the government’s policies, you’re branded “soft on drugs.” However, the federal grip is beginning to slip, as witnessed
by the recent elections where all five states with medical marijuana initiatives passed them handily, despite
vehement opposition from Washington. If our leaders
lack the sense to re-evaluate a policy that is obviously
failing, the people will eventually do it for them.
The War on Drugs has failed because we’ve engaged the problem on the wrong premise. Drug use
isn’t a legal problem, but a medical problem, both physically and socio-psychologically. The way to win the
War on Drugs is simple: surrender. Gamblers call it
cutting your losses; socially it’s known as harm reduction.
The harm reduction approach acknowledges that
people are going to use and abuse drugs. This premise
may be depressing, but it’s eminently real: the usual
figures are 46 million tobacco users, 105 million alcohol
users (of which 27 million are considered alcoholics,
with 2 million of those teenagers), and around 12 million people who use illicit drugs (though many more
have tried them at least once in their lives, 70 million
alone for marijuana). The harm reduction approach,
while granting that drug use harms individuals and soci-

elected, and without spending gobs of
taxpayer dollars
(except in MADD’s case, for those costs
associated with taking more DUI cases
to trial and paying for longer incarcerations). It shouldn’t be ironic that citizen
groups, dedicated to practical action
based upon a clear perception of the
problem, have done more to mitigate or
end drug abuse than any program advanced by our government.
Needle exchange programs offer another illustrative case of harm reduction.
When needles are shared, intravenous
drug use (AKA slamming or shooting) is
among the highest risk factors in transmitting HIV. HIV, of course, is also
passed through unprotected sex, and because slammers have sex beyond the circle of those who shoot drugs, the virus
spreads. The way to stop needle source
transmission isn’t to make drugs and
paraphernalia illegal—they’ve been serious felonies for at least 70 years, and addiction rates have actually increased.
The most logical and feasible method to
reduce transmission through slamming is
to use clean rigs (needles and syringes)
and not share them. That requires easy
access to clean rigs and a little education,
and that’s precisely what needle exchange programs provide: junkies turn
HANK MEALS
in their used rigs for clean ones, and also
get a reminder about HIV transmission, perety, implicitly holds that adult citizens of a free society
haps some free condoms, and a Narcotics Anonymous
have the right to use any drug they choose as long as
hot-line number should they wish assistance in removthat use doesn’t jeopardize the well-being of others—in
ing the monkeys from their backs. Needle exchange
short, the right carries responsibilities. Harm reduction
programs have significantly reduced the spread of HIV
generally shares these tenets: decriminalization of perwherever they’ve been implemented, yet state and fedsonal use; strong education programs that truthfully deeral governments have bitterly opposed them on the
lineate the effects and hazards of particular drugs withgrounds they “encourage continued drug use, and beout regard to their legal status; a tough legal standard
cause it is illegal to possess, sell, or give away drug parathat punishes harming or jeopardizing others while unphernalia.”
der the influence (like drunk driving ); support for
A local commentator recently used the familiar arcounseling and rehabilitation programs; and appropriate
gument, “If we tell our children drug use is destructive,
mitigation for other collateral harm to individuals and
then turn around and give addicts needles to inject the
society.
poison into themselves, what kind of message does that
Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD), a grasssend our kids?” Well, I guess it tells the kids you
roots organization formed in response to vehicular carwould rather increase their risk of eventually contractnage wrought by drunk drivers, exemplifies the harm
ing HIV than acknowledge that some people become
reduction approach. Rather than pushing for the prohiaddicted to drugs that society deems illegal. It tells the
bition of alcohol, MADD, with astute practicality,
kids that it’s more important to maintain some asinine
stresses responsible drinking. MADD lobbied effecmoral consistency than it is to save lives, especially
tively for tougher legal consequences for drunk driving,
those of junkies. It tells kids that spending $100,000 of
and developed and disseminated strategies for keeping
Medicare money on a lung cancer operation for an indrunks from behind the wheel and for keeping kids out
veterate cigarette smoker is a justifiable expenditure,
of cars piloted by the impaired—in the first case, the
but providing $100,000 worth of clean needles—which
designated driver strategy; in the latter, a form of concan save thousands of lives—is immoral because using
tractual amnesty where kids can call their parents to
heroin or possessing a hypodermic needle is against the
pick them up at any hour, without recrimination, if the
law. You’re telling our kids that smoking tobacco, with
kids have the least doubt about safe transportation
its pernicious nicotine addiction and well-documented
home.
second-hand health effects, is so desirable that taxpayMADD (founded by mothers who’d lost children to
ers actually subsidize tobacco farmers, but shooting
drunk drivers) and Alcoholics Anonymous (founded by
smack is so despicable that users deserve to die—along
a couple of drunks) are widely recognized for their conwith all those directly or eventually infected from that
tributions in significantly reducing the considerable
single dirty needle. As my eight year old son says when
damage exacted by alcohol abuse. They accomplished
this without calling for prohibition or demonizing
drinkers, without abridging civil rights, without getting
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“GETTING REAL ON DRUGS: PART II”

JIM DODGE is a writer, poet, and professor of English

at California State University Humboldt. He is the author of
three books of fiction: Fup; Not Fade Away; and Stone Junction. His numerous poems, stories, and articles have been
widely published. An elegy for his brother, Bob, entitled
“Bathing Joe” was published in WDR’s Winter 1998 issue.
The following essay,“Getting Real on Drugs: PART II, continues from “Getting Real on Drugs,” which was printed in the
last issue of Wild Duck Review and is available upon request.

“A 12 MILLION STEP
PROGRAM FOR SOLVING
AMERICA’S DRUG PROBLEM”
“It is the declared policy of the United States
to create a Drug-Free America by 1995.”
—Section 5252-B of the 1988
Anti-Drug Abuse Act

D

espite all the roar and rhetoric, the posturing
and proclamations, 1995 is three years gone and
America, by all accounts, still has a major drug
problem.
Don’t blame the pushers. The only pushing they
do is to hold back the throngs pressing at their doors.
And don’t blame Mexico, Colombia, Cambodia, or other “producer” countries sending us psychoactive substances by the ton. They are merely supplying the demand, an economic concept grasped by most fifthgraders though somehow lost on those formulating our
federal drug policy. America has a drug problem because Americans love to drink, smoke, slam, snort, pop,
eat, insert as suppositories, or otherwise ingest substances that alter consciousness, mood, metabolism, or
spiritual perception, usually in a pleasurable—or at least
provocative—direction. Somehow lost in the “goddamn the pusher man” position of most anti-drug agitprop is the stone fact that people aren’t forced to use
drugs.
If people freely choose to take drugs to escape or
augment reality, one might conclude that the root of
the drug problem can be found in the American reality
that users evidently find inadequate. Conversely, it
may be, as Tom Waits allegedly claimed, that reality is
for people who can’t handle drugs. Nancy Reagan, for
all the grief she took, was right on the dime in claiming
the way to end drug use was to not use drugs—”Just
say no.” Just as clearly (especially if you include legal
drugs like tobacco, alcohol, and caffeine) a substantial
majority of Americans continue to say yes.
While we certainly consume our share, Americans
are hardly unique in employing drugs for recreation,
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stimulus, relief, or insight. Every human culture from
the Paleolithic to the present has used some substance
for psychic alteration, be it fermented yak’s milk or
something plucked from the local flora. Humans evidently possess a strong disposition to change our usual
modes of perception and cut loose for awhile, trip out,
get stoned, smashed, high, shit-faced, ripped. Whether
that desire expresses a craving for ecstasy or relief from
boredom, an urge for wholeness or annihilation, many
people choose to use drugs, and do so at inordinate risk
and expense.
Thus, as 25 years of the War on Drugs convincingly
demonstrates, our insatiable demand for drugs makes
attacking the supply pointless. You can quadruple the
cops, build new prisons, jack sentences to the max,
bring trade and foreign aid pressure to bear on producer
countries, and dump millions of dollars on slime-ass informants, but the drugs will get to the users—it may
take them longer, the quality may be inferior, and the
price will certainly be higher, but the drugs will be
there. In fact, by making some drugs illegal, their value
becomes so inflated that it serves as an incentive to
supply the demand. Moreover, by distinguishing some
drugs as illegal, it makes legal—though still dangerous—drugs like alcohol and tobacco seem safe.
For example, when the Campaign Against Marijuana Planting (CAMP) brought the hammer down on
northern California pot growers in the early ‘80’s (primarily through the use of National Guard helicopters
for aerial searches of remote or forbidding terrain),
growers changed their cultivation practices. Instead of
large gardens in open, sunny locations, growers scattered plants in small patches with less favorable exposures. Because yields declined by about half, they
planted twice as much—often adding an extra 20% to
cover losses to CAMP. They also bred or imported varieties that ripened earlier, thereby reducing their bust
vulnerability by a few weeks as well as getting to market that much sooner. They used time-release fertilizers and drip irrigation systems set on battery-operated
timers, and developed sophisticated camouflage techniques to hide plants from fixed-wing and chopper surveillance. Perhaps most important, and certainly the
biggest change in production strategy, many moved
their operations indoors, where they didn’t have to lug
heavy sacks of soil amendments over rough ground, or
contend with woodrat and deer depredation, nor the vagaries of the weather around harvest time, when rain
can mean heavy losses to mold. And you can grow indoors all year long. Most aficionados of fine weed consider indoor marijuana generally inferior to that grown
in natural light, but not terribly so, and as one grower
famously noted, “They can’t tell the difference in Des
Moines.”
As a result of CAMP, growers have to work harder
and at greater risk than they did in the halcyon days
when they could row-plant in the nearest meadow, but
given the 10% dent CAMP puts in the supply and the
apparently endless demand for what many consider the
best weed in the world, growing marijuana is even more
lucrative than before, not the least because every penny
is tax-free. At the outset of the War on Drugs in the
mid-’70s, high-grade sinsemilla sold for about $1500 a
pound wholesale with maybe 10,000 people growing it;
the 1998 wholesale market price is around $4500 with
easily 50,000 growers. A five-fold increase in suppliers
accompanied by a tripling of the unit price indicates a
demand approaching feeding frenzy, and many grow-
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ers claim the market is virtually untapped (reliable
sources claim that most of the Emerald Triangle production is sold in Silicon Valley and Hollywood).
For a sense of the wrenching ironies attending the
War on Drugs, consider the following figures from
Harper’s Index: Americans spent $7 billion buying marijuana last year while the government spent $7.5 billion
to stop them. Assuming people are spending that $7
billion of their own free wills for a product they clearly
desire (despite the threat of arrest and imprisonment) it
would seem sorely wasteful—if not completely moronic--to spend even more to stop them. While I’m hardly
a trained economist, it would appear that if you decriminalized marijuana you could save $7.5 billion on enforcement plus make around $2.5 billion between income and sales taxes. Between savings and potential
income, that’s about $10 billion—about twice the U.S.
cost for the Gulf War, and double what Clinton requested in the recent federal budget to renovate America’s dilapidated schools. Fix them all up and you’d
still have $5 billion left, say $1 billion for a scrupulously
truthful drug education program at each of those refurbished schools, and another billion for rehab programs—both of which, according to Chief Judge Juan
R. Torruella, are seven times more effective per dollar
spent in reducing drug use than prosecution and imprisonment. That would still leave $3 billion to throw
around, surely enough to do some serious studies on
why people use drugs, the physiology of addiction, psychopharmacological crime, and perhaps finance some
community-based pilot programs taking different approaches to reducing or mitigating drug use.
Not only is the War on Drugs a waste of money, it
comes at the expense of spirit—especially the spirit of
freedom manifested in the Fourth and Fifth Amendments to the Constitution, among those comprising the
Bill of Rights. James Bovard’s Lost Rights (with its chilling pun on “last rites”) details the wholesale violation
of the Fourth Amendments strictures of “the right of
the people to be secure. . .against unreasonable searches and seizures.” That means that the California Highway Patrol cannot set up roadblocks to sniff your hands
and, if the troopers’ highly trained noses detect the
odor of marijuana, have the requisite probable cause to
search your vehicle. If they find some marijuana in the
trunk (or even a joint in the ashtray) they can seize the
car. They can also seize anything they find when they
search your house later that may have been used in
committing the crime—like the house itself, and the
land upon which it sits. Once seized, forfeiture proceedings can begin immediately—and that case is tried
in civil court with a separate verdict from your felony
possession charge. Until recently, if you lost your forfeiture case your possessions were gone—even if you
were found innocent of the possession charge under
which they were seized. Fortunately, in late 1994 an
appellate court finally ruled such forfeitures unreasonable, but not before many innocent people lost everything in the name of winning the War on Drugs.
Yet we’re so clearly and decisively losing the War on
Drugs it’s astonishing the government persists in such
obvious folly. However, the War on Drugs has enjoyed
nearly unanimous bipartisan support. (“Bipartisan support,” as a friend recently noted, means that both parties agree on how the people should be screwed.)
Maybe I’m just cynical, but when the Seagram Company is the top contributor to the Democratic National
Campaign and the third largest contributor to the Re-
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containment. If our primary concern
were to assure humankind, individually and collectively, a habitable
world—if we truly were anthropocentric—that would be a crucial corrective. Certainly attention to other life
forms and to the systems of life is one
of the great pleasures of human existence. But the idea that things can be
saved piecemeal is simply a dangerous
distraction from the real problem.
One hears endlessly that people
are a burden on the earth, consuming
resources and so on. The nuclear
waste dumping engaged in by Britain
kills the sea. It is done for money.
This practice is carried on rather secretly, at least in terms of the media
and environmentalist attention it receives. Obviously the whole world is
impoverished, progressively and everlastingly, by the actions and for the
enrichment of very few people or industries or governments—ocean
dumping ‘solves’ the expensive and
dangerous problem of waste containment for many European governments. But we fret when another baby is born in Africa. This is
grotesque. We are so deferential to
Europe that we can’t know such
things about it even when the information is in front of us. But we have
no such presumptions in favor of that
African baby—who would, no doubt,
live on the earth as gently as people
have ever done, environmentally
speaking, unless the First World can
talk him into needing basketball
shoes and semi-automatic weapons.

but in the absence of this effort it
doesn’t really happen. I’m reading about barbarians, about preRoman Empire Europeans, and
they were really wild insofar as we
can trust the accounts. Destructiveness is certainly self-destructiveness almost without exception. Civilization, from time to
time, with fair effect, creates a
truth among us that allows other
things to happen.

HANK MEALS

Apple Press
WILL BAKER

What consequences do you foresee if intellectuals abdicate conversation in and for
the public mind? How do you evaluate the
state of media today, missing discourse,
and what can be done?
The problem is not so much that
there is a ‘missing discourse’ as that
the quality of the discourse is so low.
If intellectuals are people who sustain
a conversation that transmits, critiques
and develops the best genius of the
culture, then it is not the case that
they have abdicated, but that they
don’t exist in the first place in contemporary culture. I am reading
Michael Oakeshott, who is called a
conservative philosopher. He may
well resemble a philosopher, for the purposes of those
who wish to feel their opinions are buttressed by a personage of that sort. But in fact one does not become a
philosopher by default, for the lack of better living
practitioners of that art, any more than one becomes, on
those grounds, a brain surgeon. So with intellectualism
generally. The fact that it has held an honored place
does not mean that that place is suitably filled by
whomever happens, at the moment, to be called an intellectual, or to do the work traditionally done by intellectuals. In other words, intellectuals have nothing to
give to public discourse except in the degree that they
are serious, scrupulous, unprejudiced, unintimidated

Oak and iron, screw and plate, a tub
of apples up, kitchen pots below.
We stand ready, the neighborhood club:
six quick kids to wash and pitch, one slow
old man to crank and heave. The amber juice
trickles, runs sweet from the groaning frame.
They hover to taste, whine like bees let loose,
scoop bare-handed. He chides, calls them by name
to stand and wait for a glass. Afternoon
slants their shadows long as his, but they
cannot from a line. Essence is too strong,
the smell of sun and earth gone to honey.
He pours from the jar, they drink in a ring.
Hummingbirds tasting, all at once, everything.

~

•

~

thinkers, inquirers and articulators of ideas. Thinking
goes wrong the minute it is relieved of those kinds of
pressures. That is to say, it lacks the integrity to stimulate even meaningful refutation. I know I sound severe, but I feel the situation is urgent enough to justify
our speaking of fault, not default.
How do you reconcile enmity or evil within a context of practicing the arts of civilization?
I think human beings are exceptional among creatures for very negative as well as positive qualities. We
can induce humane behavior in one another by instilling a deep
predisposition of respect toward one another and so on,
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Yet humanism, the project of the Enlightenment, is often seen as the worldview—the cartesian split of mind
from body—that perpetuates ongoing
destruction.
If you read about what was going on before the Enlightenment,
it’s hard to be critical of the Enlightenment. It may not have
solved problems, but it certainly
didn’t invent them. Then again,
there are people like E.O. Wilson,
for example, who use Enlightenment in a positive sense but mischaracterize it. They speak of
people like Newton, Locke, or
Kant, as if they were like themselves. But Newton was a religious mystic, Locke wrote much,
much commentary on the Bible,
and Kant and Hegel were theological philosophers. The idea
that these people were mechanistic, atomistic, people is an argument that can only be made from
a position of ignorance.

I appreciated your emphasis in The
Death of Adam on the questions:
What do we choose not to know?
What do we fail to anticipate? How
would you answer those questions
about issues today?
From my point of view, we
choose not to know a great many
things. For example, this idea
you were just speaking to—that
the world was solvent and intact
until the Enlightenment. It’s not
hard to read the history of the
Middle Ages. One is instantly instructed. One of the things that
bothers me a great deal is that
much of today’s past-blaming falls
on the Old Testament, which is disturbing because attacks on the Old Testament have historically been associated with anti-semitism. People say the violence of
Western Civilization comes from the accounts of the invasion of Canaan, which is completely silly, and sent
me off to read about the barbarians so that I can make
the case as dramatically as I ever need to that nobody
had to teach us war. Again, we choose not to know
something that should be intuitively obvious—or that
in part of our minds we do know—so that we can have
leverage to attack something illegitimately.
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LEWIS LAPHAM

AN INTERVIEW

the four-color river. As the media become increasingly
incoherent and omnipresent, in your face twenty-fourhours a day, Harper’s Magazine becomes a refuge for
people who wish to experience reading as a pleasure.

LEWIS LAPHAM is well-known as editor of Harper’s

Magazine and author of “Notebook,” a monthly essay in
Harper’s which won the National Magazine Award in 1995
for an “exhilarating pont of view in an age of conformity.” A
collection of essays, Fortune’s Child, earned him comparison to
H.L. Mencken and Montaigne. Other books include Money and
Class in America (1988), Imperial Masquerade (1990), The
Wish for Kings (1993), and Hotel America: Scenes in the Lobby of the Fin-de-Siecle (1995). His most recent collection of essays is Waiting for the Barbarians (1997).
Educated at the Hotchkiss School, Yale University, and
Cambridge University, Lapham worked first as a journalist
for the San Francisco Examiner (1957-59), and for the New
York Herald Tribune (1960-62). Lapham is widely published
in newspapers and journals such as Life, Commentary, National Review, The London Observer, American Spectator, The
New York Times, and The Wall Street Journal. He hosted and
authored a six-part documentary series “America’s Century,”
first broadcast on public television and overseas in 1989.
Lapham was also the host and executive editor of “Bookmark,”
a television series seen on 150 stations between 1989-1991.

T

he following interview between Lewis Lapham and
Casey Walker took place in December 1998, with the
production assistance of KVMR, a community-supported radio station in Nevada City.
Casey Walker: Many readers view Harper’s Magazine as one
of the very few national magazines still holding intellectual
ground. Will you begin by talking about media as you see it,
per se, and what role you intend the magazine to play?
Lewis Lapham: I see Harper’s Magazine as a journal
for people who still read, who like to read, and who
look upon reading as a pleasure not as an acquisition of
data. I assume the presence of intelligent readers, and
so the magazine becomes a joint venture that depends
on the participation of both writer and reader. The encounter requires imagination on each side of the page:
the courage of the writer to try to tell the truth as he or
she has seen it—or heard it, or felt it, or guessed at it—
and the will of the reader to take seriously, to try to
grasp imaginatively, what is being said. It’s an active
exchange, and Harper’s Magazine addresses itself to
people willing to do the work. To the best of my
knowledge, the audience is not large, or maybe it is
large but so difficult to locate that it becomes a fugitive
audience. The readers don’t conform to a standard demographic—age, income, zip code, years in graduate
school, etc. Most of our subscribers live west of the
Hudson River, many of them in California. A random
assortment of individuals, all of whom like to read.
Advertisers, of course, have in mind a different set
of measurements—buying power—and it’s difficult to
sell advertising in the magazine because our readers
tend to distrust the consumer economy. Smart trout,
not about to hit the flashy Rolex watch dangled over
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How do you view civic discourse today? Would you say it has
devolved or evolved over the last half-century?
I think it is evolving. Several years ago I wrote an
essay, “The Spanish Armadillo,” in which I tried to
guess at the kind of language likely to evolve. I made
an analogy to the symbolic language that Herman
Hesse describes in The Bead Game—a set of intellectual
icons similar to the Nike swoosh and the Polo emblem
but expressing the philosophy of Plotinus or the music
of Mozart. We have yet to make sophisticated use of
the electronic media, at least as art forms. The vocabulary at the moment is extremely crude.
And yet, many people see imagery-based language as generated
by corporate advertising. If so, where’s the language of the
free mind or the public mind?
I don’t know. Maybe on the Internet, but I don’t
surf the Internet. I know of too many books in print
that I very much want to read, and so I’m not interested
in getting lost in the infinite ocean of digital code.
Maybe the free mind exists somewhere in cyberspace.
People can flash messages across the entire world at the
speed of light, but I don’t know what they’re saying to
each other. Very little of interest happens on television, unless you look at C-span. Television is not only
an extension of advertising, it also possesses a very
small vocabulary. A poor language, at least as it exists
at the moment, because the medium doesn’t allow
enough time to capture a subtle or sophisticated
thought. I’ve written for television—a six-part series on
American foreign policy across the span of the 20th century—and I found I had to write simple, declarative
sentences. Subject, verb, object, and nothing else. No
dependent clauses, no parentheses, no irony, none of
the rhetorical devices that shape a nuanced, inflected
prose. Words of more than two syllables qualify as enemies of the state. Writing for television is like trying to
make a story out of children’s blocks. The medium is
the message; it doesn’t like ideas, doesn’t have the patience for ideas.
If we critique television on that basis, and, by contrast, acknowledge the somewhat lost arts of writing and speaking as
discursive mediums closer to thinking coherently, arguing persuasively, and responding to one another by testing our ideas,
I wonder what the cost to us has been in civil competence?
A heavy cost. McLuhan makes the points effectively in Understanding Media. He says that we shape our
tools and then our tools shape us. Print allows for narrative and continuity, for a beginning a middle and an
end, for cause and effect, straight lines, the novels of
Jane Austen, etc. The electronic media dote on the
emotions, on discontinuity, impressions, improvisations
and pattern recognitions. Different means of communication encourage different structures of meaning and
thought. Television is about emotion, not argument.
About magic, not science. About wandering around in
circles, not building cities or walls. Wish, not will.
Dream, not art. Legend, not history. The medium dictates the terms.
I once fronted a half-hour television show called
“Bookmark,” which appeared for three years on PBS.
Every week I would talk to the author of a new book,
the conversation taking place with one or two other
writers present in the studio. For the first forty shows, I
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thoroughly studied the book under review, trying to understand it so that I could discuss it in the same way
that I would discuss it in a college seminar, but, I didn’t
have enough time for that kind of discussion. I learned
that it was better not to read the book because, in order
to make the program work, what was wanted was a
show of enthusiasm and energy. The camera demands
excitement, not a display of civility or reason. The
show wasn’t a seminar—it couldn’t be a seminar.
The discussions presented on C-span serve as
means of understanding because the camera acts as a
witness to an event independent of its own agenda; the
scene isn’t broken up for commercials, for rising and
falling moments, for artful melodrama and surefire sensation. The viewer watching C-span must bring to the
screen his or her own knowledge of the issues, also a
critical intelligence, a prior interest in the subject, the
capacity to fit the discussion into a meaningful context.
C-span doesn’t deal in entertainment, and it addresses
its audience as adults. The commercial media treat
their audience as children, hoping they will buy the toy
or, at least, want the toy.
In Apocalypse Postponed,Umberto Eco points out that the
camera has shaped even that which once occurred independently of the camera, such as sports games. In soccer, the ball
went from hard-to-see brown leather to black and white, team
uniforms went to camera-bright colors, ads were placed strategically in view around the field. Before Charles and Di’s
Royal Wedding, the carriage horses were fed dyes so the horse
manure would match the wedding’s pastel color scheme and
look fine on television.
Very good. Well done!
It behooves us to wonder how the camera, the point of view of
a camera, has shaped all of our sensibilities, doesn’t it? I
have to wonder at what goes on in our minds now, how mainstream culture sees ‘life’ today.
The camera has shaped all of our sensibilities. Sympathetic to a pagan rather than a Christian appreciation
of the world, the camera sees but doesn’t think; it cares
only for the sensation of the moment, for any tide of
emotion strong enough to draw a paying crowd. A
plane crash in the mountains of Peru commands the
same slack-jawed respect as Mick Jagger in a divorce
court, Monica Lewinsky eating Belgian chocolate,
cruise missiles falling on Baghdad, Cameron Diaz in
gold lame. Because the camera doesn’t know how to
make distinctions—between treason and fellatio, between the moral and the amoral, between an important
senator and an important ape—its insouciance works
against the operative principle of a democratic republic.
Such a government requires of both its politicians and
its citizens a high degree of literacy, also a sense of history, and, at least in the American context, an ethics derived from the syllabus of the Bible. None of those requirements carry any weight in the Kingdom of the
Eternal Now governed by the rule of images. Bring
narrative to Jay Leno or hierarchy to Howard Stern, and
you might as well be speaking Homeric Greek.
However, I fear that active minds are becoming more and
more of a minority, and less present in a public sense because
of the constraints of media on active thinking and because the
passivity and hyperactivity that media promotes is increasingly common. If so, where are we all going?
We’ll give up the premise of democracy and return
to a variation on the theme of monarchy, some form of
government that does not require or expect much participation on the part of the people. The people who
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it is in its reach for assessment and for its reach to realize its arguments against all that bullies them down and
vacuums them out. Doing so, we will be more than we
are by being more-than-anthropocentric in recognizing
the claims of living systems. The not-yet-articulated
and the inarticulable will gain presence as we concede
its presence, and ‘protection’ of it will then become
more accurately and more vigorously a regard for it. As
David Quammen is right to point out for nature, and
Lewis Lapham for culture, what we have to fear is
weediness. The ‘out of control’ quality to our numbers
and to our lives is, to return to my earlier and admittedly dramatic characterization, symptomatic of an ideology for death over an ideology for life. It accepts and assumes a lack of moral reasoning on our part that might
restrain reproductive and consumptive destruction
through an understanding of the mandates, and a flourishing within those mandates, for life. But, we do not
lack a capacity for moral reasoning, we lack the will to
use it.
Finally, if arguments about “what matters” were
given mainstream media attention, put forth and argued
by those with moral and intellectual capital, I have no
doubt ‘the public’ would respond. Surely we cannot interpret the affectless apathy, the deteriorating quality of
life and depression of mainstream America, its voters
and citizens, as either natural or good, or as confirmation of an essential lack of intelligence, can we? If we
appreciate the yield thus far of the democratic experiment, we can anticipate the yield to come; yet it all depends on the will for an argument, a new articulation
that does in fact matter.
So, what use of media is possible when all forms of

media are not only owned by fewer
and fewer corporations, but actively
deliver the very worldview we would
wish to disagree with, argue and
change? Herein lies what I consider
the challenge of our ‘moment,’
which moves us rapidly from a stuck
and victimized position to an actively creative position: Media in and
for the mainstream culture should be
created that is independent of fear
and favor and can deliberate the consequential questions of our time.
For coherence in both content
and delivery, all media available to
us as tools should be evaluated for
their communicative strengths and
coordinated. If, for example, we
rightly deem the topic of biogenetic
engineering or the global finance crisis as the most consequential issues
of our time, we would see to it that
each is argued fully by those capable
of arguing their consequences. We
would see to it that the argument is
sustained over print, visual, audio,
and telecommunications or Internet,
until the public becomes aware of its
not-simple, nor-obvious, promises
and problems and we can begin to
develop moral language capable of
HANK MEALS judging its place in our lives.
We should not tolerate anything
less, or, better said, we would be fools to tolerate anything less. Once a critical mass of values and new
worldview form—as happened with the abolition movement—political parties will argue public policy for a
‘good life’ and ecological health against that which
strips both bare, and, through leadership and constituencies that work with and against each other, we
would advance the democratic ideal. Finally, part of
such a media project’s beauty is that while it generates
a conversation that ‘matters,’ it comes not from special
interests or coteries arguing as architects of parallel universes, but from the exile of literary artists and thinkers
whose aim is an intellectually generous one: to articulate with grace what it means to be alive and belong to
the earth.
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editor for The Atlantic Monthly, has a well-honed talent for
apocalyptic thought, but some of his comments are,
nonetheless, arresting.
Kaplan notes that “Over the next few decades, the
Hispanic component of the U.S. population will more
than double, from 10 to 22 percent. Latin history is
moving north.” (Of course, the Hispanic component in
the West will be much higher.) He reports that Foucault and Levi-Strauss believed “that there may be no
end, or beginning, to history: only continual upheavals
and transformations beyond the reach of moral or political purpose.” He notes that “Rome had been transformed by the migration of millions of determined people from northern Europe, Asia, and North Africa: Visigoths, Huns, Vandals, and so on. Even had Rome possessed the vibrant, flexible institutions we do, it still
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would have given way to a jigsaw of smaller polities,
though the transformation would have been more peaceful and gradual.” And perhaps most bluntly, he asks “Is
our border with Mexico like the Great Wall of China: an
artificial barrier in the desert built to keep out nomadic
Turkic tribesmen but which, as Gibbon writes, while
holding “a conspicuous place in the map of the
world…never contributed to the safety” of the Chinese?” But then who these days reads Gibbon or can
explain why Rome fell?
The second consequence of putting a couple hundred million people into the El Norte (our population is
supposed to double in 74 years) is that El Norte will be
metropolitan. The West it is already the most heavily
urbanized area of the country—90 percent, and according to Kaplan, increasing. By 2050, 98 percent of Arizonans will live in metropolitan areas.
This too will alter the context of conservation.
Many people living in metropolitan populations areas
have no experience of wild nature. This leads to a psychological “flattening “of the distinction between culture nature, an impoverishment that mirrors the physical
“flattening” taking place with transgenic species. One
result is a confusion that increasingly enculturates wildness with anthropomorphic language and thought.
For instance, in Mike Davis’ The Ecology of Fear: Los
Angeles and the Imagination of Disaster, Maurice Hornecker, the world’s foremost authority on mountain lions, is
quoted as saying “There are more mountain lions in Los
Angeles than in Yellowstone.” Indeed, the San Gabriel
mountains constitute “ the biogeographical core of an
urban wilderness, sustaining the largest Southern Californian populations of coyotes (several thousand), black
bears (perhaps 60 adults), and mountain lions (several
dozen).
How does this urban population describe their interaction with these wild predators? Davis mentions a man
whose dog was attacked by a mountain lion. He complained that “it’s like having Jeffrey Dahmer move in
next door;” and a woman who saw a lion while jogging
denounced lions as “serial killers.” One cannot imagine
such reaction in, say, Meeteese or Escalante. El Norte,
with several hundred million city slickers who confuse
predators with Hannibal Lecter, does not bode well for
future conservation efforts. Furthermore, as we all
know, city people do not stay in cities; unfortunately,
they reach out to nature with second homes and recreation.
The first is our own version of the Roman villa movement and it probably doesn’t bode well for us either—
but let that go. The impact of the second is already obvious—in two ways. First, the quality of backcountry
activities that mean so much to many of us—fishing,
hunting, skiing, backpacking, climbing, mountain biking—will be further impoverished. I can’t imagine what
a couple hundred more recreationists will do to the
parks and wilderness, but it won’t be pretty.
Second, a incipient crack is forming in the outdoor
recreation movement between those who view wilderness primarily as a refuge of wildness, species diversity,
and intact ecosystems and those who see wilderness primarily as a playground for funhogs. Since its beginnings
in the late nineteenth century, the conservation movement has enjoyed the support of outdoor recreationists
and this has been an overwhelmingly important asset.
Now not just snowmobilers and jet skiers feel discrimi-
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ne of the effects I’ve observed of fast, voluminous,
and easily accessible information, is the belief that at long last
we now will have enough information to solve those intractable problems that plague us: poverty, starvation, child abuse, abuse of
women, racism, and so forth. But,
it’s perfectly clear that if children
are starving in the world—and they
are—it’s not because of insufficient
information. If there’s violence in
the streets, it’s not because of insufficient information. The so-called
computer revolution has given
everyone the idea that this is where
hope rests for solving these problems. It distracts us and leads us in
the wrong direction.

with reference to the written word. I told the true story about the student who, during his oral doctoral examination, tried to justify his citation of an oral conversation in his written dissertation. He was told rather
emphatically that this was unacceptable, he had to find
a written source. What is happening epistemologically
to a concept like ‘truth’ as we move into a visual culture is hard to say. We can speculate, as I’ve done, that
the question of truth is not that truth has become irrelevant, but, for example, if you see a McDonald’s commercial with a father and his daughter waxing ecstatic
over their cheeseburgers, the question of whether it is
true or false either has no meaning or has a completely
different meaning from what it would mean if McDonald’s advertised its burgers with 1/4 lb. meat patties.
Which, by the way, McDonald’s once did and someone
weighed the meat and found it was 1/4 lb. before being
cooked, not after. When advertisers make propositional utterances in language, we can apply a standard of
truth to verify or refute it. But, with images, that question is irrelevant--unless by the image of father and
daughter you ask whether they are just actors or real
people, and we already know they are just actors. What
interests me a lot about this, in fact I mention an example of this when newscasters are fired, as they are occasionally, because it’s determined that they are not
“credible.” It’s very interesting. I cited Christine
Kraft’s case in Amusing Ourselves to Death. I wondered
if ‘credibility’ meant that people did not believe that
she spoke the truth when she gave the news? I don’t
think so. Does it mean that people didn’t believe she
was really a newscaster? Or, that she didn’t play her
role as a newscaster in a credible way? It’s very interesting to begin to speculate about the changes in the
idea of truth when we evaluate images. I think we can
fairly say truth is different than what we’re accustomed
to using when we evaluate statements. I want to think
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problems do not exist for lack of abundant or
speedy information?
Yes. I sometimes make the case that
beginning in the mid-to-early 19th century, humanity tried to solve the problem of
how to get more information to more people faster, and in more diverse forms. Beginning with the invention of telegraphy
and photography in the 1840s, we started
to solve this problem and have been working on it for 150 years. The good news is
we’ve solved it. My view is that people
like Nicholas Negroponte and Bill Gates
and Al Gore are really reactionaries in that
they’re trying to solve a 19th century
problem that’s already been solved, and
they do not address the new problem:
how to get rid of information. Information
HANK MEALS
has become a source of garbage in the culand write more about this.
ture. You can call it information overload or glut, but
there isn’t a lot of talk about how to solve this problem.
How would you evaluate the use of computers in education
Another big point is an epistemological issue. One
along these lines?
of the effects I’ve observed of fast, voluminous, and
Educators seem always to be looking for some
easily accessible information, is the belief that at long
panacea—that some new technology will come along
last we now will have enough information to solve
that will fundamentally change what happens between
those intractable problems that plague us: poverty,
teachers and students and that at long last we have
starvation, child abuse, abuse of women, racism, and so
found it! This was true of TV and radio and Victorolas
forth. But, it’s perfectly clear that if children are starvand chalkboards before that. In the first place, there
ing in the world—and they are—it’s not because of inwill be considerable disappointment about what comsufficient information. If there’s violence in the
puter technology can do. Secondly, there is no comstreets, it’s not because of insufficient information.
pelling evidence right now that the extensive use of
The so-called computer revolution has given everyone
computer technology in education makes a big differthe idea that this is where hope rests for solving these
ence. The only thing we can be sure of is that if you
problems. It distracts us and leads us in the wrong digive every kid his or her own personal computer in
rection. This is something I worry about too.
school, they will learn how to use computers. That, we
know. But they don’t seem to learn anything else
Where do you place your hope that we will reframe informamuch better: writing, reading, history or math or whattion and technology with an ethic of care for life?
ever. Now, when you add to that that about 45 million
I’ve always put most of my hope in education.
Americans have already figured out how to use computThere are some people who think that through social
ers without any help whatsoever from the schools, you
policy or even political action we can do something,
can conclude that if the schools do nothing about comand of course we can do something. When it comes to
puters in the next ten years, just about everyone who
the destruction of the environment, it would be possiwants to will know how to use them—just as everyone
ble to prevent further desecration—and maybe that’s
learned to drive cars without schools. Next, when you
the only way to do it soon enough to make a differadd that the school boards of America are gearing up to
ence—through political action. But, I do think in the
spend literally billions of dollars in the next few years
end, that if we gave our young people—beginning in
on computer technology without any good evidence
the earliest grades and right on through graduate
that it will do much for the kids, it is really an almost a
school—perspectives on technology, the history of
fantastic situation. And yet, when you bring it up, as I
technology, its social effects, its political implications, it
do from time to time, most people dismiss you out of
epistemological implications, and so on at various levels
hand. They believe this is the direction we must go,
of sophistication, that it would be possible for us to culwhether there’s evidence for its utility in education or
tivate a population of citizens who would have a knowlnot. Very strange.
edge and perspective enabling them to use technology
without being used by it. That’s where I put most of
Will you speak to your observation that our most significant
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e’ve been getting by

for the last thirty years

without the right kind of

news. . . .All the lines on all the

graphs pointed straight up, and

nothing remained to be done except
spend the intellectual inheritance.

Which is why we have produced so

many critics and so few major fig-

ures in the arts. Lately we’ve begun
to understand that we badly need a
new idea.
HANK MEALS
continue to read will arrange the bread and circuses for
the proletariat. A number of years ago, when I still
thought something could be done with television news,
I approached Larry Tisch, then the president of CBS,
with what I thought was an intelligent proposal for a
public affairs program that brought an historical perspective to the day’s events. He listened politely to the
pitch and then waved it off by asking whether I ever
watched television, or whether anyone I knew ever
watched television. Not often, I said, not when I could
avoid it. Neither do I, said Tisch; neither does anybody
else with anything better to do. Television, he said,
was for people who were too poor, too lazy or depressed, to do anything else. Tisch at the time was
chairman of New York University, a man who raised
enormous amounts of money for higher education. Apparently he also knew about the several studies showing that people who spend a lot of time watching television suffer a physical sense of ill-being.
It seems to me that if we abandon television, we abandon the
”public,” or am I wrong? It’s one thing to abandon television
as an insufficient medium to communicate complex ideas, and
it’s another thing to abandon it when we know the public
mind is largely shaped by it.
The corporations that own and operate the television syndicates (Disney, Time Warner, Fox) think of
the public mind as a market in which to sell automobiles and beer. Why confuse people with complex
ideas. Complex ideas put spokes in the wheels of commerce.
Still, some people continue to try to use television
as a means of education. As has been said, C-span succeeds. So do quite a few of the documentaries that
show up on PBS, on Discovery, Bravo and the History
Channel. It’s not easy to use the forms well. I mentioned a series that I wrote about American foreign policy, which took up six hours. Six hours on television is a
very long time. Even so, I had only seventy-two seconds and forty-three words in which to explain the origins of W.W.II and at the same time to move from photographs of Munich in 1938 to photographs of Poland in
1939. It’s that kind of medium. Like a third grade
primer, or maybe a painting by George Seurat, a form of
pointillism. Half the picture isn’t there. You also can
think of television as pageant similar to a medieval
morality play—painted posters of the resurrected Christ
or the infidel Turk coming down the street on a wagon.

People whose knowledge of the world consists mostly
of what they see on television might as well be living in
Rome in the first century AD, amazed by the gladiatorial shows in the Colosseum. Entertainment, not education.
And yet a great many people in the country continue to read, think, and write well. The bookstores report
impressive sales. At Harper’s Magazine I keep coming
across young writers who bring with them extraordinary
talent. It turns out that an active mind is more fun than
a passive mind. Reading and writing and thinking
prove to be a good deal more interesting than watching
Dan Rather or David Letterman.
Maybe we will develop a class of literate people,
like the scribes in medieval Europe, who maintain the
memory of a civilization erected on the lesson plans of
print.
It’s not true that picture is worth a thousand words.
Quite the opposite. A complicated thought, or even a
single line from one of Shakespeare’s plays, can need as
many as a hundred and fifty pictures to mount on film.
Television moves extremely slowly when compared to
the speed of thought or poetry, or even a well-written
prose sentence. My own children were fascinated by
television until they reached the age of 14, when they
found other things to do. I assume that when and if
they reach the age of retirement, they will return to
television. Television is for the very young or the very
old—child minds—much to the dismay of the advertising people, who have begun to see the network audiences diminish and drift away.
If crises in disintegrating cultural and natural systems are
self-reinforcing, where are the tools for evaluating that disintegration best found? In humanism or in a new integration toward a biocentric world view? Should we intellectually look
to a shift in world view?
While reading David Quammen’s “Planet of
Weeds,” in the October issue of Harper’s Magazine, I
kept making analogies between the natural and cultural
environments. Television is itself a planet of weeds.
Truly. Leave culture to Disney and Fox, and it must,
of necessity become a mess of weeds. Almost everything that Quammen says about nature also can be said
about culture. The question, of course, is what do you
do about it?
Right. Given the forces at work now, the mise en scene for life
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in the next century is nothing less than horrific. It seems to me
that unmitigated discourse should be taking place that integrates these problems—yet there appears to be a great divide
between those speaking on behalf of civilization and those
speaking on behalf of nature.
Maybe the two constituencies don’t know how to
speak each other’s language. In 19th Century England
Disraeli, Dickens and Darwin read each other’s books.
It’s not easy to imagine Madeleine Albright reading
Norman Mailer, or Norman Mailer reading David
Quammen. The great mass of available data (on the Internet, in the bookstores and the research laboratories)
works against the will to know. People abandon the
project and turn on the television. Or maybe they get
lost in the maze of their specialties and professional jargons—weapons analyst speaking to weapons analyst,
the novelist to his fellow novelist, lawyers to other
lawyers.
But if you take too many ideas away, forget the purpose of civilization, sooner or later, people begin killing
one another. So also with the natural environment—too
much toxic waste, not enough air or water—and species
die. First birds and insects, then people. We die a different and slower kind of death at the hand of “Entertainment Tonight” or “ABC News.” Asphyxiation, but
not as sudden or dramatic.
One of the reorientations that the Deep Ecology movement provides is a non-anthropocentric point of view that presupposes
a sense of life, of ourselves in life, that, if sustained intellectually, takes us to a completely different and more appropriate
set of values and concerns than those promoted by humanism.
I believe that our cultural environment—which is to
say, our history, the entire sum of our knowledge and
experience acquired since men first learned to build
cities in Mesopotamia—is also a “living system.” You
can compare a library or a museum to a river or a forest.
An ecosystem, made of words and ideas instead of ferns
and water beetles. A landscape of living organisms, not
a collection of dead artifacts.
Which can be life-changing through potential conversation and
revelation.
No question.
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T

he electronic me-

dia are still very

new; they’ve been

around for less than 100

years. Guttenberg invented
moveable type at the end of
the 15th Century, but it

isn’t until the end of the

16th Century that we get to
Shakespeare and Mon-

taigne. The people who discover the technology aren’t
usually the people who

know how to use it to artistic or philosophical advantage.

HANK MEALS

Yet, there’s a contentious rub between the goals
and values of humanism and those who are claiming a biocentric world view.
You wouldn’t have noticed the contradiction if you
lived in 15th Century Florence or 16th Century London. In contemporary usage the humanities tend to be
mistaken for church candles burning with the wax of
sanctimony. The Renaissance poets and scholars who
coined the word (many of them cruel, sardonic and all
too willingly corrupted by the pleasures of the flesh)
used it to connote strength, skepticism, irony and wisdom, a character played by Humphrey Bogart, not by
William Bennett.

without the right kind of news. Assuming America
safely arrived on the sunny heights of a complete and
perfect civilization, we figured that all we had to do was
play with the gadgets. All the lines on all the graphs
pointed straight up, and nothing remained to be done
except spend the intellectual inheritance. Which is
why we have produced so many critics and so few major
figures in the arts. Lately we’ve begun to understand
that we badly need a new idea.

In The Death of Adam, Marilynne Robinson says she misses
civilization, the arts of philosophy, politics, theology, the questions and ideas of existence. How do you characterize us intellectually, at the brink of the 21st century? If the same crises
are apparent in all systems, cultural and natural, aren’t we
out of alignment in some gross, conceptual manner? Are we
in an interregnum, between an old way of relating to life and
a new?
Probably we’ve come to the end of the Enlightenment, and we haven’t yet come up with a new system
of ideas that satisfactorily explains the relation between
matter and mind. The electronic media are still very
new; they’ve been around for less than 100 years. Guttenberg invented moveable type at the end of the 15th
Century, but it isn’t until the end of the 16th Century
that we get to Shakespeare and Montaigne. The people who discover the technology aren’t usually the people who know how to use it to artistic or philosophical
advantage.
We’ll look to an adeptness at conserving the terms for vitality?
Yes, the things that matter—whether they’re in the
natural world or the intellectual world. “Make it new,”
said Ezra Pound, “. . .Literature is the news that stays
news.” We’ve been getting by for the last thirty years

14

Where is the pulse out there?
Alive and well and poking its way into the future.
Because I’m the editor of Harper’s Magazine, I have the
chance every day to talk to people a good deal more intelligent than myself. Either talk to them or read their
writing. T. H. White in The Once and Future King makes
a point similar to Ezra Pound’s. The wizard, Merlin,
comes across the young King Arthur, sitting on a river
bank and gazing sadly into the mist. Merlin tells him
that the “best thing for being sad is to learn something.
That is the only thing that never fails. . .the only thing
which the mind can never exhaust, never alienate, never be tortured by, never fear or distrust, and never
dream of regretting.”
At the end of your essay, “Waiting for the Barbarians,” you
write: “The trend of the times favors the rule of force (more
laws restricting the liberty of persons, fewer laws restraining
the rights of property), and the locus of the hope for a brighter
future or a better life shifts from the politics of here and now to
the lotteries of there and then.”
A fine peroration but too dismal. The future is full
of possibility, ripe with the always infinite promise of
making something new.
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ews? There is so much news

that there is no room left for the
true tidings, the “Good News,”

the Great Joy. The primordial blessing,

‘increase and multiply,’ has suddenly become a hemorrhage of terror. We are

numbered in billions, and massed together,
marshaled, numbered, marched here and

there, taxed, drilled, armed, worked to the
point of insensibility, dazed by informa-

tion, drugged by entertainment, surfeited

with everything, nauseated with the human
race and with ourselves, nauseated with
life. As the end approaches, there is no

room for nature. The cities crowd it off the
face of the earth.”

— THOMAS MERTON,
•

•

•
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ment. Many significant things have happened in the
world and even in our own country during this business,
but our attention has been on Clinton/Lewinsky because it has been a kind of soap opera. In fact, I think
we could say that we’ve become habituated to finding,
in public media, sources of entertainment. That is what
everyone seems to want right now.

mean to say that mass adver-

tising is not the cause of the great
symbol drain. Such cultural

abuse could not have occurred without
technologies to make it possible and a

world-view to make it desirable. In the
institutional form it has taken in the

United States, advertising is a symp-

tom of a world-view that sees tradition
as an obstacle to its claims. There can,

of course, be no functioning sense of tradition without a measure of respect for
symbols. Tradition is, in fact, nothing

but the acknowledgment of the authority
of symbols and the relevance of the narratives that gave birth to them. With
the erosion of symbols there follows a
loss of narrative, which is one of the

most debilitating consequences of Technopoly’s power.”

— Technopoly: The Surrender of Culture to Technology

T

he following interview between Neil Postman and
Casey Walker took place in December 1998 with the
production assistance of KVMR, a community-supported radio station in Nevada City.

Casey Walker: In Amusing Ourselves to Death, you wrote we
have more to fear from our love for amusement, as prophesied
in Huxley’s Brave New World, than we do a totalitarian Big
Brother as prophesied in Orwell’s 1984. Would you say this
trend is accelerating, or no?
Neil Postman: Yes. I would say the drift continues
strongly in the direction of reducing public discourse to
various forms of entertainment. Please keep in mind
that I’m not against entertainment. Instead, I’m worried about whether or not serious public discourse in
politics, news, education, religion and so on is assuming
the aspect of entertainment. It was the case when I
wrote the book and continues to be the case now.
It may be that network viewing is declining as cable
has come in. I don’t know if there’s any evidence that
TV viewing is declining. In addition, the use of home
videos is a fairly new phenomenon and feeds tremendously into the search for entertainment, which, in itself, seems to be increasing. Even in computer technology, sales are highest in the programs aimed to amuse.
I don’t see an abatement in entertainment from any direction. Even the Clinton/Monica Lewinsky thing
seems to me to have been carried on, and continues as
we speak to be carried on, mostly as a form of amuse-

I’m curious what you think of our increasing devotion to public opinion polls, especially those reflected by TV audiences. A
recent poll on CNN appeared to indicate the ‘will’ of the
American people for war in Iraq & for ‘finishing off’ Saddam
Hussein. . .American foreign policy by TV polls?
The subject of polling is enough to warrant a whole
new issue of Wild Duck Review, and you might consider
it because you’re quite right first of all in saying they do
these instant polls on television. At least on TV we
show people the question, but very often the results of
polls are communicated to the public without anyone
knowing exactly what the question was and certainly
without knowing whether the people who were polled
knew anything about what they were asked to give an
opinion on. I wrote about this in Technopoly. If we want
a meaningful poll, we need to establish first that the
person being asked about Saddam Hussein actually
knows who he is. I think public discourse would be improved substantially if everyone agreed not to pay any
attention to any poll unless we knew at the very least
what the question was. If you ask people, for example,
if they think that discrimination against women should
be the number one priority in our politics, you’d get an
entirely different answer than if you asked whether it
was an important issue. Usually the polls appear to be
telling us something about the public mind, but actually we don’t know what it is telling us.
It interests me that opinions about Saddam Hussein
will be elicited from people and then, at the end of the
poll, it will often say, “These results have a 3-4% margin of error.” I’ve never understood how that could be
determined. I know it could be determined if there
were some test of the accuracy of the poll—if you
polled voters and measured the votes—but if you ask
someone’s opinion, what is the proof by which a margin
of error is established?
It also seeks to establish TV audiences as the public mind we
should all take into account, as if TV viewers represent a serious political body.
Yes. We tend to have an assumption that the TV
viewing audience is representative of the public. Yet,
people in TV and advertising are very well aware that
the demographics of TV viewing are quite various. If
you’re polling the people who are watching “Larry
King,” you’re not only not getting a representative
group of Americans, but it’s the Larry King audience. I
have the impression that young people are not big Larry King viewers—we do know each of these shows has a
special demographic.
How do you perceive the increasing conglomeratization of media?
Mark Crispin Miller has researched this for a couple
of years now, much of which has been published in The
Nation with charts about who owns the music industry,
the movie industry, television industry, and so on. He
got onto this because he noticed a contraction of ownership. As an aside, for years I’ve had a publisher in Germany and had been wooed, so to speak, by Bertels-
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mann. I never wanted to write for Bertelsmann for various reasons, so I published with Berlin-Verlag. Only
two months ago I received a note from someone saying
I was a Bertelsmann writer at last—my publisher had
been bought out. Everything is getting reduced to a
very small number of conglomerates. The question is:
does that create a kind of loop that gives us a homogenous, ideological slant? Obviously, yes. These companies have a point of view and it is conveyed through all
the media outlets they own. I suppose we’d do the
same if we owned them. But, it certainly is something
we need to worry about.
Will you speak to the wins and losses of ideas and values implicit to different kinds of media, whether oral, written, or image-based and electronic?
Before we get to the wins and losses idea, there are
certain key ideas like ‘truth,’ but also like ‘fact,’ or
‘law,’ or even ‘intelligence,’ that take on meaning depending on the media by which people express themselves. For example, in 5th century BC, before there
were many texts, the Athenian youth were required to
memorize almost all of the epic poetry, including the Iliad and The Odyssey. The average American youngster at
the age of 15 or 16, would be incapable of that sort of
memory today. Does that make them dumb? We
would say no because our concept of intelligence is different now. If we want to know what is in the Iliad, we
go to the library and read it. Also, there’s the fact that it
appears in a form that requires a different kind of communication competence, which is an important idea in
Amusing Ourselves to Death.
As for the gains and losses, I try to make the point
that, with media, comes a kind of Faustian bargain.
With the invention of the printing press, we got the
novel but lost epic poetry. Its effects on truth, for example, are very interesting. We tend to give greater
weight, or truth value, to things that are written than to
things that are spoken. We talk about hearsay, which is
not the equivalent of ‘readsay.’ In the universities, of
course, we give the highest value to documented claims
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which can be heard around the world. No
one needs an
advertiser to be on the Internet. The challenge is in the marketing, but it is the same
price to send one e mail or ten thousand,
unlike using postage.
I advocate for the Internet advisedly. In
a recent article in the East Bay Express,
UC-Berkeley Professor Robert Berring argued, with support from classroom experiments, that critical abilities are declining.
Information overload, the lack of difference
between tabloid and established news organizations, the status of Matt Drudge and the
Internet, have all created a paradox. According to Berring, people have become generally skeptical about everything, and, at the
same time, generally gullible about anything.
The endless possibilities of the Internet
also include the danger of no center, no
measure of relevance, credibility, or coherence—that is, unless information is effectively organized, services are efficiently provided, and trust established. The ability to
simplify and aggregate is why the AOL
model is successful and the portal strategy is
proving to be so popular.
Unfortunately, and not surprisingly, our
community of alternative, independent and
progressive thinkers, writers, journalists,
and advocates are even farther behind in
terms of presence in on-line media than
they are in traditional media. Personally,
I'm investing my energy and time in building a portal to aggregate and mediate independent journalism and public interest information on
the web.
To stay involved in a rapidly changing world, we
have to reinvent ourselves. This is one area where progressives fail consistently. For a variety of generational
and economic reasons, even established, progressive
media haven't moved to the web. Their usual nonmarket, non-profit mentality, added to a multitude of
individualistic funders and leaders, makes large-scale
cooperation and influence difficult. The effect, of
course, is continued fragmentation—the opposite of
corporate media mergers that gain new efficiencies,
new clout, and reach greater audiences.
There are thousands of progressive web sites out
there with high quality material, but the material has to
be easier to find and users have to find it dependable.
However, I'm really very encouraged by the excitement of younger journalists and activists who want to
work together on the portal concept. They get it.
If mass media is increasingly anti-intellectual, what do you
think can be done by thinkers and writers outside of the culture
industry to penetrate the public mind and influence discourse?
It's pretty clear the public does not trust the media
system. That's a good place to start. There's a big audience out there. According to a Freedom Forum study,
as many as 88% of the population think that advertising
and corporate owners exercise too much influence over
what Americans see, hear and read. Recently, The
American Society of Newspaper Editors found that
78% of the public respondents thought media was biased and 68% percent felt that newspapers put out stories without checking them. People are angry at the
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Public intellectuals must sail beyond
theories and alarms to integrate their
knowledge with action. It's hard to go
beyond critique, to imagine realistic solutions to social and ecological problems.
It's even more difficult and challenging
to gain enough influence to make
progress on a change agenda. But, there
are openings and potentially huge audiences for social change. Tens of millions
of baby boomers were considerably more
leftist when younger and may be ripe to
enact change. Demographer Paul Ray
suggests there are 40 million people in
his category of “Cultural Creatives”—
women and men who believe in protecting wild systems, healthier environments, greater social justice, economic
equity, and so forth. Sixty percent of
these Cultural Creatives are women and
most are highly-educated, influential,
and motivated. A leadership core of this
group could change the world.
What can people do to change media?
Wild Duck Review readers are probably already pretty critical of the media.
For readers, viewers, and listeners willing to combat corporate media, we need
all forms of media ‘watch work’ to analyze media coverage, critique advertising, monitor television's impact on kids,
fight commercialism in the schools, proHANK MEALS
mote all types of media literacy, hold our
public radio and TV stations accountable
to their original mission, and much more.
quality and the tone of news media.
All these things are important and can be done.
The public is also much more progressive than most
Next, more effort must go into building and
recognize. Those with anti-corporate, humanistic or
strengthening independent communication systems of
ecological values don't realize how many millions of
all types. Buy and read independent journals, support
people agree with them. But it is difficult to express
them and hold them accountable. Or, make your own
progressive or radical ideas in ways that garner media
media—use camcorders, web sites, pirate radio. Send
attention. Our political system is based on a ‘winner
group e-mail messages to friends and colleagues on imtakes all’ mentality and it has become a fundamental
portant things to read or on what has been distorted in
American cultural value. We are a nation of superstars
the media. If truth-telling, public interest journalism iswho make obscene amounts of money and ideas that
n't getting out, then we should send it out ourselves.
are annointed by the media system. Other highly talFinally and perhaps paradoxically, activists can learn
ented people and opinions of broad interest are relegatto work with the press more effectively on behalf of
ed to the sidelines or to the dustbins of history. People
their issues and their organizations. People can have an
who question unmitigated capitalism and corporate
impact on coverage in corporate and independent megreed don't often see each other in the news media—
dia. IMI's Strategic Press Information Project (SPIN)
although there are some powerful exceptions in popular
has demonstrated that with the right preparation and
film and TV. Certainly corporate media isn't interested
training, media coverage can improve dramatically.
in communicating its own critique.
Since media depends to some extent on public credibilA huge stumbling block to changing the media sysity and that credibility is at an all-time low, there will
tem is the difficulty of transcending depression and
be many opportunities to work within the system's conalienation while offering an inspirational vision. From
tradictions.
my perspective, media must be connected to someIf we are serious about communicating a vision
thing real—organizing around real issues, gathering for
counter to the corporate worldview, we also have to
work on common goals. People are not stupid. They
think through fundamental elements such as framing,
will invest their hopes and energies if they feel there's
message, and audience. We can't escape the impora chance of winning or if they can get fulfillment from
tance of message. Corporate media is constantly conthe process. When I think of my personal friends and
trolling the message, framing the issues, framing our
acquaintances, there is a real split between the people
lives. We have to change the frame. What do we bewho do politics as their professional work—in unions,
lieve? What are our core values? How do we imagine
as advocates, in academia or through foundations—and
we will get from here to there? And, while a diverse
those who work at something else and are generally
ecology of ideas is great, we need to ask how ideas comore separate from political life. This second group,
here into a world view that makes for a better world.
harder to mobilize, is necessary for change.
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enough ecological information tend to argue that we
must prevent this extinction spasm from going forward
because we humans will be the ultimate victims. If we
eliminate all these species and impoverish these
ecosystems, then eventually the whole house of cards
will crash down on our heads and we will be sorry because we will be extinquished. Well, I find that to be
not based on science and much too optimistic. The really scary thing is not that we will cause our own extinction—that doesn’t seem likely to happen—humanity,
Homo sapiens is such an incredible survivor species. To
argue we should refrain from causing our own extinction is, I believe, to miss the point and commit another
narcissistic, solipsistic, anthropocentric misapprehension of the situation. The real danger, I think, is that
we will live on in a world that is much uglier, simpler,
lonelier, and less interesting than the one we live in
now.

he really scary thing is not

that we will cause our own
extinction—that doesn’t seem

likely to happen—humanity, Homo

sapiens is such an incredible survivor
species. To argue we should refrain from
causing our own extinction is, I believe,
to miss the point . . . . The real danger, I
think, is that we will live on in a world
that is much uglier, simpler, lonelier,
and less interesting than the one we live

T

he following conversation between David Quammen
and Casey Walker took place in November 1998 with
the production assistance of KVMR, a community-supported radio station in Nevada City, CA.
Casey Walker: Will you begin by assessing, from your recent
essay, “Planet of Weeds” (in Harper’s October 1998 issue),
the state of living systems as depicted by David Jablonski and
others?
David Quammen: What very respected biologists
and some paleontologists like David Jablonski are saying to us is that the current extinction spasm that humanity is causing on this planet—and by current I
mean over that last three or four hundred years as an
immediate frame and over the last couple thousand
years as a slightly wider frame—that this extinction
spasm seems to be so severe that it will rank among the
great mass extinctions in the history of life on earth.
There have been five of those great mass extinctions,
most recent of which was the Cretaceous Extinction 65
million years ago that took out the dinosaurs and a
number of other groups of animals and plants. Those
five mass extinctions all seem to have eliminated, in
each case, between 30—90% of all the species on the
planet. Biologists are warning us now that we seem to
be causing another episode that may progress to the
point of that severity—that we could lose 30%, maybe
60%, of all the biological diversity on the planet over
the course of just a few hundred years.
One of the great strengths of the essay is that you reverse a
common perception of mass extinctions as a threat to human
survival by pointing out that humans are and will probably
continue to flourish as weeds flourish, that our greater problem is the kind of life there will be in a world too populated by
people and stripped of biodiversity.
Yes. The subject of weedy species and the idea of
humans as the ultimate weedy species is a complicated
point that I would come up at from a different direction, but the question of human survival is a good one.
Too many people with good intentions and not quite

In addition to the world becoming crummier as human suffering and natural destruction increases with predictably greater
numbers of us in absolute poverty, there will also be the question of a different kind of wildness. You write: “Wildness
will be a word applicable only to urban turmoil. Lions,
tigers, and bears will exist in zoos, period. Nature won’t
come to an end, but it will look very different.” Will you describe the consequences you see from this different kind of nature and wildness. . .perhaps in terms of what Thoreau meant
when he wrote, “In wildness is the preservation of the
world”?
That’s a complicated question. First of all, and talking in a biological or ecological sense about what I think
we can expect in the near and mid-term future—I’m
not a biologist or ecologist but this has been my journalistic beat for the last twenty years and I’ve tried to be
well-informed on it, have listened to what respected biologists say and have tried to put disparate pieces together. Based on that, Harper’s asked me to recklessly
prognosticate about what was happening to planet
Earth in terms of this extinction spasm and how bad it
was likely to be, what the place is likely to look like
when things settle down—wherever they’re going to
settle down. What I saw, and described in “Planet of
Weeds,” is that a selective wave of extinctions will tend
to eliminate most or all of the species that are narrowly
adapted, that are localized, that are endemic to particular and unique ecosystems around the world. That
means losing most of the biological diversity found in
rainforests, coral reefs, and elsewhere, because the reason there’s great diversity in those ecosystems is that
those species are localized and have become different
from each other over time. They don’t travel particularly well; they’re narrowly adapted to very unique circumstances and conditions. As we roll up the forests, as
we transform the landscape with human development,
those species go extinct. What’s left is a very small
number of much more broadly distributed, much more
opportunistic species that biologists think of as the
“weedy” species, in the sense that animals, as well as
plants, can be weedy. What I mean by a weedy species
is one that reproduces prolifically, that travels well, that
adapts well to a great variety of circumstances—disrupted landscapes in particular—and therefore is liable to
be broadly distributed across a planet that has been
made threadbare by the activities of humans. Examples range from dandelions and the german cockroach,
to russian thistle, tamarisk in the Grand Canyon,
melaleuca trees in the Everglades, coyotes, crows, and
raccoons in the west, and many more as I mentioned in
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“Planet of Weeds.”
A number of people might describe weediness in a species or in
a culture—perhaps even human technological or corporate
pursuit—as a natural or wild process. Will you contemplate
the danger of not going far enough in our understanding of the
wild? How might we bring attention to a context for wildness, to values for non-weediness?
I absolutely agree with you that people don’t think
carefully enough about what they mean by things like
“weed,” “weedy,” “wild,” “the environment.” The
meanings of those things have to be untangled before
we can really get a grip on what it is that we are losing
and what it is that we would be well-advised to choose
to save.
Along the lines of untangling “environment” from a “living
world,” you’ve written, “If the world’s air is clean for humans to breathe but supports no birds or butterflies, if the
world’s waters are pure for humans to drink but contain no
fish or crustaceans or diatoms, have we solved our environmental problems? Well, I suppose so, at least as environmentalism is commonly construed. That clumsy, confused, and
presumptuous formulation ‘the environment’ implies viewing
air, water, soil, forests, rivers, swamps, deserts, and oceans as
merely a milieu within which something important is set: human life, human history. But what’s at issue in fact is not an
environment; it’s a living world.” Will you speak to how our
focus on “environmentalism” and the “environmental movement,” per se, have lost the bigger picture?
Yes. This is a very sore point for me. It drives me
absolutely crazy to hear people using the term the “environment” or “environmentalism,” to cover biodiversity. These are two really very distinct things that sometimes operate in parallel and sometime operate at about
a 90 degree angle from each other. “Environmentalism” should be more rigorously defined to mean con-
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D AV I D Q U A M M E N
cern over what is essentially pollution, over what poisons and sullies the surroundings in which humans find
themselves living: dirty air, dirty water, toxic chemicals, salinization of the soil, etcetera. Those things, I
think, can legitimately be called “environmental” because they’re concerned with the environment of humans. But, to use the word “environmental” to cover
also the problem of loss of species, of loss of biological
diversity, is to fail to realize that those two things are
not directly related. The preservation of biological diversity and the cleaning up of the human environment
are not a single enterprise. We can have our air clean
and our water clean and still discover that we have
eliminated most of the biological diversity on earth.
The concern with biological diversity, I think, should
be much more properly thought of as “conservation.”
Conservation and environmentalism are not the same
thing. Sometimes they are in alliance; sometimes they
are at about a 90 degree angle; sometimes they can conceivably even be opposed to each other. We need to
sort that out, and discover pretty quickly that the point
of preserving biological diversity is not to guarantee
that humans have clean air to breathe, but that it’s an
important thing to do for its own merit; or, perhaps arguably, for distant spiritual and psychological enrichment of humans and not merely seeing to the physical
needs of humans in their environment.
One of the problems as I see it, is that we’ve yet to evolve an
understanding of either environmentalism or conservation
that isn’t defined foremost as a special interest group with values separate from mainstream culture. I wonder how we
might create grounds for a collective identification, a shared
value-system or ecological worldview of humans living within
living systems. What are your thoughts on this?
I spend a lot of time as a member of a board of a
medium-sized, but not well-known, conservation foundation. We give money to various projects around the
world to try to promote both the conservation of biological diversity and the elimination of human misery that
contributes to loss of biological diversity. One of the
things we see over and over again in tropical countries
where there is great tension between human needs and
very rich ecosystems is that the people who live the
closest to the landscape—the people who live out there
in the forests or near the edges of the forests with the
tigers, or who live along the edges of the wetlands with
saltwater crocodiles, or among the lemurs of Madagascar trying to grow rice on little slash-and-burn patches—all tend to be people every bit as rational and decent as we distant conservationists in other cities and
countries. Those people are acting rationally given the
constraints of their circumstances. They are cutting
down an acre or two of forest this year to grow rice to try
to feed their children. You can tell them that if they do
that they are sacrificing a very rare species of lemur,
that they are creating problems such as erosion, and affecting clean water for their descendants 20 to 30 years
from now. But, that information is irrelevant to their
immediate needs. They are generally acting rationally,
not any more venally or perversely than most of us act
from day to day. Although education and the ever-present hope for a sort of spiritual enlightenment of people
to the importance of preserving biological diversity are
important efforts, they’re really much less at the center
of things than the basic task of trying to change the circumstances on the ground place-by-place, situation-bysituation, so that people do not have to choose between
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feeding their kids and “doing what’s right” in terms of
allowing the fauna and flora of rainforest to continue to
exist. It’s incredibly hard to change those circumstances on the ground—to figure out how to do it.
Even if you’ve got a pile of money, you can’t effectively
push that pile of money at those problems and see results on the ground, except in very modest, slow and
painstaking, trial-and-error ways.
If modernity or hypermodernity, as we know it, accelerates
‘dis-integration’ between and throughout cultural and natural
systems, then doesn’t the question of ‘re-integration’ for both
become key?
Part of the problem is not disintegration, it’s integration, it’s the connectedness. I find this very ironic. I
spent eight years writing a book about island biogeography and fragmentation of habitat,and about the fact that
the chopping up of landscapes into smaller and smaller
pieces is causing us to lose biological diversity, right?
So fragmentation is trend number one, and it’s going on
all over the planet. Meanwhile, as I see it, we are losing
cultural diversity also, at a very sad rate. Why? The
irony is that we’re losing it for the opposite reason.
We’re losing it because of integration, greater connectedness around the planet, because, for example, TV is
carrying the English language into Myanmar. There’s a
homogenization, a disastrous connectedness that is
causing us to lose indigenous languages around the
planet and is causing us to witness a “cultural weediness.” Windows 98, cassette-tape rap music, t-shirts
that say things like “Chicago Bulls,” are travelling all
around the world. In a shallow, sad way these things
are uniting people. You can get off a boat on the Sepik
River in Northern New Guinea—where Margaret Mead
did some of her studies 50-60 years ago about the coming of age in New Guinea—which I’ve done, and see a
kid standing on the bank in bare feet, wearing a T-shirt
that says “I’m a Colgate Smiler.” There’s a cultural
unification for which the net effect is loss of cultural diversity. Whether you call that disintegration from the
land or integration with western culture, I guess becomes a semantic issue.
We should learn to ask what is ideal, whole, and healthy for
the longterm, shouldn’t we? Here at the end of the 20th century we should be able to ask ourselves if we’re going to figure
this out or not, but it’s as if the problem of diversity, as you
call it, or the problem of cultural integration within living systems, does not exist at large or even in our own culture. By extension, Americans tend to sense that we should not impose a
conservation ethic on someone trying to survive in the third
world, which is right, but how might we re-characterize the
problem facing us all?
I think that’s utopian.
You don’t have hope in people collectively understanding the
disintegration of living systems and the cultural forces driving
it?
No, I don’t. I see everyone responding much more
immediately to concrete, exigent circumstances and demands upon them. One of the things that really concerns me, and I tried to get at this in “Planet of
Weeds,” is that as population and consumption and
technology all determine the level of impact we as a
species have on the world, and that as time goes on and
we lose the ecosystem services of biological diversity—
and there is an importance to rich, biological systems in
terms of helping to keep air clean and water clean—
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those services will have to be replaced by technological
fixes. Those fixes are going to be expensive and
they’re going to be available only to the lucky few. As I
described it, quoting Thomas Homer-Dixon, it’s going
to be like the rich western nations, or the elite in any
nation, are riding through the potholed streets of New
York City in a stretch limousine, breathing artificial air
and drinking bottled water. The rest of the world is going to be outside, stumbling among the potholes. It
may still be the case that the people inside the limousine can manage to live inside a fool’s paradise for a
hundred more years, I just don’t know. But it means
those groups of people will be responding to very different exigencies. It would be nice if they were all responding to the same sense that we must do what is
proportional, what is good for the longterm, what is
good for future generations of humans and lemurs and
black-footed ferrets—and we can all work to help persuade people that they should all think in those terms-but the most eloquent philosopher and the most graceful nature writer are irrelevant to someone who is starving and sees her children starving, and who has a
chance to grow a hectare of rice on what is now rainforest.
We can look at utopian outcomes and look at dystopian outcomes, and yet somehow those have to be regarded in terms of
usefulness, as part of moving the “great dialogue” along, yes?
In other words, if the voices of critics, visionaries, or activists
are not present in the language of the “culture industry” that
is both creating and levelling culture and nature on a global
scale, then isn’t a huge part of the problem and solution a
question of voicing those ideas?
To me, language and thought are important insofar
as they can be persuasive. I guess I’m enough of a
cranky, practical-minded person that I’m not interested
in enlightenment for its own sake. I’m not interested in
a state of grace.
Because you don’t believe in their consequences?
Because I don’t see it being useful on the ground.
Because I believe—and I believe this about writing,
generally, and certainly about nonfiction writing—too
much of the writing I see is solipsistic and not connected to readers. I really desperately care about persuasion,
about connection to readers, about the purposes and uses of writing. I don’t believe writing exists for its own
sake or for writers to hear the sound of their own voices,
but to connect with readers and to persuade.
Yes, the whole idea of the ‘great dialogue’ is that there is regard, culturally, for the discussion and persuasion of ideas.
Not for debate in and of itself, but for public response and action. Don’t we need to debate and test beliefs in what we’re doing? How, for example, do we expect to save nature through
conservation efforts if we don’t change our lives in those living
systems?
I think it’s all a given at this point. There are 6 billion people on this planet right now, and, as I say in the
Harper’s piece, the U.N. tells us there are going to be
about 11 billion by the middle of the 22nd century, before we can begin to stabilize population, if we do.
There’s not going to be any nature, any biological diversity, any landscape that continues to exist at that
point that can’t be considered as existing under the
management or sufferance of Homo sapiens. Maybe
that’s a despairing point. Maybe what I’m saying is
there will be no wild in a hundred years, perhaps pock-
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n the past—for good and for
bad—mainstream news media
was primarily family-owned
and often acted as a buffer to give
some balance to the commercial life.
This is no longer the case. Disney,
Murdoch's News Corp, Time Warner, General Electric, Viacom, Westinghouse, Seagrams, and now AT&T
with its purchase of TCI, all own or
have access to most all information
conduits available to mass audiences. And, these media companies
create the content for their conduits.
This just was not true even ten years
ago.

JOAN BUFFINGTON

es which were attended by more than 2,000 people—
the first in San Francisco and the second in New York
City. Both congresses were efforts to encourage professional consciousness-raising—movement activity if you
will—on Media & Democracy issues. Given the enormity and depth of these problems, our efforts were
modestly successful. The gatherings promoted ongoing
working relationships, helped to get the Independent
Publishers Association off the ground (a group of small,
mostly non-profit publishers), and launched our own
SPIN project which trains grassroots groups in communication skills. We also produced a book, We the Media,
(edited by myself and Julie Winokur, published by
The New Press), which features contributions from virtually every key person in the Media & Democracy arena.
Given the ramifications of the Telecommunications Act, do
you believe we are witnessing an increasing unwillingness on
the part of the US government to assert the values and interests of a democratic society?
The Telecommunications Act was a greedy piece of
legislation that virtually nobody understood The fight
was a classic David and Goliath struggle, without a
good ending. The broadcasting industry is the most
powerful lobby in DC. Politicians don't mess with
broadcasters who have the ability to destroy political
careers and to create public hysteria—which many did
while the Telecommunications Act was being debated
by airing grossly distorted commercials suggesting that
free TV was going to disappear if it didn't pass.
However, essentially, the Telecommunications Act
ratified what was already happening in media and elsewhere, all of which continues to be Orwellian in its
thinking. To create more competition, we eliminate the
ground rules which protect smaller companies. The result is increased market dominance as large companies
gobble up the smaller ones and shrink the market. This
process has happened virtually throughout once-regulated markets such as banks, energy, airlines, drug companies and, soon, cellular phones. The retail sector has
its own version of similar market dominance with major
retail companies such as Microsoft, Wal-Mart, Rite Aid,
Starbucks, the Gap, and so forth.
Since the Telecommunications Act helps create
even larger global media companies, we may have the
illusion of more choice, since each big company wants
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to extend its brand by having capacity for network TV,
cable TV, radio, film production, books, music and the
rest. But, as we know, it is not the number of conduits
that breeds a diversity of ideas. The fact that we have
two or three all-news channels instead of just CNN
doesn't improve the situation.
Diversity of sources and points of view are much
more important to a healthy media ecology. Without
true source diversity and a full range of thinking, the
important questions don't get asked and the most important issues of our time lay unaddressed. After Clinton’s health care reform bill failed, health care dropped
off media's radar screen (with the exception of sporadic
HMO horror stories). The public is given little sense
of how the healthcare system needs our real analysis
and attention. Meanwhile, tens of millions go without
health care.
As to our federal government's unwillingness to
protect democracy or assert democratic values, I must
say that our government doesn't score very high on the
democracy scale when compared with dozens of other
democracies around the globe. Our government does
not represent the majority of the population, nor does it
operate in the majority's interest when only 35% of
qualified voters vote in elections. People are tremendously alienated when there are no significant differences between the candidates, and when campaigns are
funded by the legalized bribery of corporations. This is
not democracy in action. A lot of money raised for political campaigns is actually spent to depress turnout and
give the undecided voter every reason to stay home. It
may seem like rhetoric, but the government needs to
be taken back by the people before democratic interests will be protected.
Many have said it: a uniquely American version of
an oligarchy runs this country through a combination of
global corporate billionaires, financial and legal titans, a
phalanx of lobbyists and PR spinners, military officials
with revolving doors in and out of industries that keep
producing enormous weapons budgets despite an absence of military threat, and the many elected officials
who make this system work on behalf of their own various interests. And, of course, there are the media
moguls who provide the orchestration of it all. By ignoring substance, the idea that there is really nothing important for us to think about except, perhaps what constitutes a sexual act.
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You say you are neither a technophobe nor a technophile. Do
you believe the gains and losses from different tools as mediums offset each other in an overall milieu and intent for public communication?
I'm eclectic on the technology question despite the
fact that technology exacerbates many social problems.
The effective use of technology—dazzling graphics,
immediate results, synergistic marketing and the rest—
is a fundamental ingredient of corporate media's commercial domination of our lives. We do get more and
more information faster and faster, but we're no better
off and usually more confused. Production values are
substituted for substance and context. Deadline media
is not more accurate media. Faster clearly isn't better.
Additionally, the web is being commercialized
rapidly. Once again fewer numbers of corporations are
controlling Internet access. Huge on-line portals are being built—and are now owned by the big media companies such as Disney and NBC—to capture the on-line
user. Their goal is one-stop shopping: e-mail, chat, web
hosting, weather, astrology, stock quotes, up-to the
minute news, searching capacity and much more. If
they can keep users in their web, so to speak, then ecommerce can take over and the portal becomes the
shopping mall of the future.
Despite the downside to technology, I see little
choice for activists and public interest journalists but to
tap into as much communication technology as possible
in order to get material and ideas out. Already 62 million people have Internet access and that's increasing
rapidly. According to Brill's Content, 20% of Americans
go on-line for news at last once a week.
Options for creating alternative electronic and print
media which reach beyond small niche audiences are
extremely limited because of the economic necessity of
having corporate advertising in order to survive and
thrive. As I learned many times as publisher of Mother
Jones magazine, it doesn't matter how great your demographics are. If the advertisers don't trust your editorial
stance, you can stand on your head and do back flips,
but they won't advertise in your magazine. They have
too many other, safer options.
In contrast, the Internet still offers a one-to-one and
one-to-many capacity. The Web is an opportunity for
anyone to become a publisher or create a radio station
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AN INTERVIEW

DON HAZEN is the director of Independent Media Institute operating in San Francisco and New York, and of AlterNet, a news and syndication service for alternative press.
He co-edited We the Media: A Citizens’ Guide to Fighting for
Media Democracy (New Press, 1997). Hazen also recently created two well-attended, east and west coast Media and Democracy Congresses.
In the past, he wrote numerous articles for and edited Inside
the LA Riots; was publisher of Mother Jones magazine; was a
fellow at the Public Media Center; and the campaign manager
in New York City for Ruth Messinger and David Dinkins.
For more information about Independent Media Institute
write 77 Federal Street, SF, CA 94107; 415.284.1422; or,
http://www.mediademocracy.org
For more information about AlterNet: www.AlterNet.org

T

he following correspondence between Don Hazen and
Casey Walker took place December through January,
1999.

Casey Walker: How do you characterize the dangers of corporate media and what can be done?
Corporate media is tremendously dangerous because
it is so overwhelming and constant that we have come
to accept its presence as inevitable, or simply as reality.
It invades our every pore. Imagining a different kind of
media system may be our biggest challenge.
Corporate media can't be separated from the huge
global corporations that own and effectively deploy media companies. Global conglomerates such as Disney
and News Corp—not the industrial companies of old—
are now the most powerful institutions on earth. The
recent run of mergers, takeovers, legislative victories
and new forms of joint business ventures among theoretically competing media companies now provide newly-fashioned media conglomerates—what Ben
Bagdikian calls “media cartels”—an unprecedented
reach of influence in the public realm. Its media system
relentlessly fashions a world of competitive, commercial
dominance and lives dependent upon it. While seductively addicting consumers, it undermines participation
in public life and creates distorted images of whole segments of society. I fear the public's perception of the
world and what is possible has been fundamentally
changed by the evolution of the media system over the
past decade.
Will you describe exactly what you mean by ‘media system’?
In talking about the media system, I'm acknowledging the somewhat seamless links between news coverage and brand promotion, advertising, celebrities, publicity, infotainment and the rest. There are very unclear
boundaries between the opposing aims of journalism
and promotion, between news and advertising. Instead, they serve to reinforce each other. The media
system as a whole is tsunami-like—a flood of images
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and personalities constantly stimulating and manipulating our emotions. Commercial media is suffocating us
and it's everywhere—in airports, taxi cabs, in super
market lines, on school buses, on athletic gear. Its omnipresence sucks away the basis for observing and experiencing more authentic and fulfilling lives. Advertising in all its forms, as we know, is most effective
when it makes you feel bad, less alive and less lovable
—bad odor, bad breath, bad skin, dirty sink, too fat,
slow car, getting old, frumpy, on and on—unless you
buy and use ever new and improved products.
It behooves us to understand how the social impact
of advertising is deepening. It has evolved to something much more sophisticated than pushing products.
It now cleverly projects ‘the good life’ as a consumer’s
life. These days, ads are being made by the best filmmaking talent around, the same people who make
blockbuster films. The preparation and resources devoted to a brand advertising TV commercial is often, on
a minute by minute basis, the equivalent of a $50 or
$100 million dollar film.
How has advertising directly affected social policy, our political lives?
Much good work has been done on the influence of
advertising such as Leslie Savan's The Sponsored Life;
Jean Kilbourne's work in her video and book Killing Us
Softly; and Sut Jhally's efforts at the University of Massachusetts.
In my opinion, however, the most alarming corporate and conservative success in the past twenty years,
achieved via both paid and free media, has been the
discrediting of our government as an anachronism and a
failure. When the only representations we see of corporations are images of good and benign powers—some
people no doubt believe, with all those ads, that
Chevron really does protect the environment —these
images have enormously dampened the public will and
confidence required for the work of self-government.
Promising greater quality, efficiency, choice, and global
competitiveness, the corporate privatization of America
is sweeping us all along. Virtually every public activity—schools, prisons, health and human services, parks,
sports, communications, you name it—are being
pushed, dragged or seduced into the so-called "deregulated" marketplace. In this new America of HMO's,
Starbucks, Nike and Microsoft, the market has become
a kind of religion, and participation in consumerism a
form of patriotism. To not take part, especially for
young people, is feel left out of the celebration, to feel
like a failure.
Fundamentally, the picture corporate America
paints via the media suggests that the big questions
about the future of society and the Earth have been decided. Life now essentially boils down to buying decisions. Additionally these advertising messages crow
that America has succeeded. America works. Lost your
job, downsized, shipped out? So, what's wrong with
you? Your failure is your own fault. It doesn't seem to
matter that the huge majority of newly-created jobs do
not pay a living wage for a family of four.
In the past—for good and for bad—mainstream
news media was primarily family-owned and often acted as a buffer to give some balance to the commercial
life. This is no longer the case. Disney, Murdoch's
News Corp, Time Warner, General Electric, Viacom,
Westinghouse, Seagrams, and now AT&T with its purchase of TCI, all own or have access to most all infor-
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mation conduits available to mass audiences. And,
these media companies create the content for these
conduits. This just was not true even ten years ago.
Another key problem for news is the $10-billiondollar-a-year PR industry. Editors and producers are
bombarded daily by PR-driven news releases. A particularly effective form of PR is the video news release—
news stories written and produced by PR firms which
are distributed via satellite to TV stations and shown as
‘news’ without the viewing audience ever knowing the
footage did not come from the station or the network.
Finally, media is perhaps most insidious in shaping
social policy when it blames and scapegoats, undermining a person's sense of self and of others. One example
is the way media often engages in splitting—a psychoanalytic term for compartmentalizing our feelings when
unable to deal with the real complexity of good and bad
in people and situations. Consider, for example, how
we feel when we hear: “Rapist loose in Metropolitan
area. Tune in at 10 PM for details on how to protect
yourself.” Think how such a narrative hooks viewers
and listeners by eliciting fear, and by promoting an usvs.-them perception. Most media narratives—both fiction and non-fiction—are filled with victims and criminals in simplistic black and white stories that inflate
fears and ignore the maturity that comes from dealing
with the real complexities that rule everyday life.
Yet, perhaps the most blatant policy consequence of
media's obsession with criminals is the growth explosion of the prison system. The US has more people in
prison per capita than does China, a country typically
portrayed as a virtual gulag. In the state of New York
each year, more African-American and Hispanic young
people are going to prison than are graduating from college.
Last August, a powerful Los Angeles Times article
claimed fear has overwhelmed reality in terms of actual
crime, causing many Americans to feel more threatened
as the nation has become a significantly safer place to
live. The article argued that media-created myths about
crime are shockingly deliberate. News organizations
amplify fear by ratcheting up their crime coverage—
even as crime declines—because it helps the ratings. In
some respects, the merger of profit and political advantage has turned the crime business into the domestic
equivalent of the military-industrial complex. Those
who benefit include increasingly powerful prison-guard
unions, profitable burglar-alarm and surveillance technology, and private security firms. All benefit from and
cooperate with politicians and police in promoting public fear of our new domestic enemies—criminals.
Given these problems with corporate media, will you describe
your organization, the Independent Media Institute, its history and the various strategies you employ to support independent media?
The forerunner of The Independent Media Institute (IMI) was The Institute for Alternative Journalism,
which was formed 15 years ago by editors of alternative
weekly newspapers. IAJ spawned AlterNet, a news and
information service akin to the Associated Press for
about 150 newspapers clients—most weeklies. By the
mid-1990s, an unprecedented level of media consolidation had arrived. Journalism jobs were disappearing, local TV news had become mainly murder, fluff and
mayhem, and journalistic self-censorship in the face of
new corporate owners seemed to be commonplace. In
response, I created two Media & Democracy Congress-
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ets or patches of biological diversity, but our notion of
wild as we’ve known it is doomed. I don’t claim to be
as persistently hopeful as I was two or three years ago,
or maybe it’s that I’m emphasizing new things, but I realistically don’t see how we’re going to end without token patches of biodiversity. In fact, it’s important to do
everything we can to have even those patches.
Social change of the order necessary is not possible?
Social change may happen, will happen, for better
or worse, but as Robert Penn Warren said in All the
King’s Men, “Man is conceived in sin and born in corruption, and he passes from the stink of the didy to the
stench of the shroud. There is always something.” Humanity is always going to be concretely needy and, to
some extent, self-interested. In that, humanity is not
any different from the Bengal tiger or the whooping
crane. Humanity is different in that we’re much more
complicated, smarter, and, unfortunately, more efficacious.
We also demonstrate a clear moral capacity that has yet to flex
its muscle, it seems to me. But you don’t see a moral shift of
the scale and timing requisite to forestalling the extinctions
and world as you describe it?
Right. I’m resistant to conceding to that as a ray of
hope on the horizon. Maybe that’s an intellectual conviction and maybe that’s a measure of inadequate stamina of the hopefulness within me, but I think it’s
more the former than the latter.
What has exhausted your hopefulness?
I don’t think it’s so much been exhausted as it’s that
my study of history confirms the way I see humanity.
Where do you look to act?
We (that is, the foundation with which I'm associated) fund teachers through the Teton Science School to
go to a dozen or so schools in the area where Wyoming,
Montana, and Idaho converge. It is small-scale, a very
specific program, and not a course in nature instruction
or nature appreciation exactly. It is certainly not indoctrination in environmentalism or conservation concerns,
but a little taste of the science of ecology: how animals
and plants fit together into systems, how they’re adapted to work. These teachers come in and teach kids using beaver pelts and skulls of cougars, and ask them to

think, for example, about the teeth, what the differences in tooth structure tell us about how these animals
might have lived. It’s incredibly important to be doing
that with third, fourth, and fifth-graders, I think. Kids
discover their brains enjoy thinking about little questions like, how come these teeth are different from
those teeth, is it because of different foods, and what is
that related to? By investing kids with a little bit of curiosity and a little bit of knowledge, these teachers also,
presumably, invest these kids with a higher likelihood
of caring whether there is still a cougar living in the forest. I tend to think about these things, truculently so,
in a very specific way. I’m very, very wary of abstract
language. I don’t see a historical likelihood that people
will change in any sudden, epiphanic, global, and somewhat spiritually-tinged way. I feel that one 24-year old
teacher with a cougar skull in her hand in a school in
Lander, Wyoming, sent out by the Teton Science
School, will probably do more good than a dozen philosophical naturalists on a panel at a conference discussing the spiritual millenium with each other.
I believe that if people who can address where we’ve been,
where we are and should be going, could take up this subject
for the public through the media, then we can aim and hope
for a mainstream result. As it is, these problems are nowhere
to speak of on the media radar or in the public mind.
We do need a wider, mainstream result. I firmly believe that writing—and I don’t pretend to talk knowledgeably about any other kind of media or communication—is something that happens between one writer
and one reader at a time, with as many at one time as
possible, trying to engage, trying to be entertaining, trying to make the reader want to move on, trying to entice the reader to move into new ways of seeing or insight. The analogy of a global conversation, or great debate, is not one that attracts me because I feel the effectiveness of that communication is lost as soon as you
get a number of people bonking back and forth off of
each other in front of an audience. It’s much less effective, in my view.
Yet, if we were to take up some of the issues in “Planet of
Weeds,” and you were to present an interview with Jablonski
through comprehensive print, radio, TV, and Internet, and
were to establish the human-caused, 6th great mass extinction
as a problem for people to know and think about, for all of us
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to consider what we could and should do about it—that seems
to me a huge accomplishment.
People do it all the time with lecture series, Jablonski and other paleontologists included, but then people
argue at 170 degrees from one another the following
week. These forums exist. To some extent they may
have a progressive focus, and by that I mean they move
in a given direction toward at least consensus on what
the questions are, if not the answers. In other cases,
they are pool balls ricocheting around a table. What
lecturer A says on the first Sunday night, lecturer B
comes in on the second Sunday night and says something different. What I believe in is the importance of
individual writers being responsible for selecting and
shaping the material, shaping their own thoughts, shaping their own points, and then addressing that in a way
that will be enticing and revelatory and perhaps persuasive to a given audience, reader by reader.
We don’t have time, do we, not to create cultural presence for
discussion of the bigger picture—what kind of a society we are
creating, what kind of world we are creating?
But it depends on how you define the bigger picture. I would say that the bigger picture is that we have
a planet with great biological diversity and it’s headed
back down into a mass extinction. Somebody else
would say that the bigger picture is that Jesus loves me.
And still somebody else would say that the bigger picture is that Shiva the Destroyer is also the Creator, so
that Shiva wills that there be a mass extinction every 27
million years. We’re constantly having a debate about
what the big picture is. Some people are saying that
the big picture is that Clinton lied in front of the grand
jury. Others are saying the big picture is that the Asian
economy has fallen apart, or that people in Madagascar
have to cut down forests to feed their children. We’re
constantly implicitly or explicitly arguing about whose
version of the big picture is biggest. What I tried to do
in the Harper’s piece is write to people, many of whom
are more interested in politics and more interested in
the question of Starr vs. Clinton than they are in how
many species of lemur exist on earth, and say to them,
“I’m not preaching to the converted, I know you are a
tough audience, but let me suggest a couple of things
that I think you ought to believe are as important as
anything that is going to come out of the US Defense
Department or UNESCO in the next week.” That’s my
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MARK DOWIE is a former publisher and editor of

Mother Jones magazine, and former editor-at-large of InterNation, a transnational feature syndicate based in New York. He
is the author of four books, including Losing Ground: American
Environmentalism at the Close of the Twentieth Century, published in 1995 by MIT Press and nominated for a Pulitzer
Prize. He is currently at work on a history of American foundations, tentatively entitled The Philanthropic Imagination, for
MIT Press.
Dowie’s investigative journalism has won seventeen major
awards, including four National Magazine Awards. In 1992,
he received the Media Alliance’s Meritorious Award for Lifetime Achievement, and, in 1995, was awarded a Doctor of Humane Letters by John F. Kennedy University. Award-winning
articles include: “Pinto Madness” (first report on Ford Pinto
& gas tank), “A Case of Corporate Malpractice” (Dalkon
Shield), “The Illusion of Safety” (series on products chemicals),
“The Corporate Crime of the Century” (export of banned &
hazardous products to undeveloped countries), “Redwood
Summer” (environmental confrontation with logging industry),
“The Rothschild Years” ($39 purloined while SEC ignored), &
“The War for the West” (militia movement). His most recent
article, critiquing Gina Kolata’s science reporting in The New
York Times , was recently printed in The Nation .

T

he following conversation between Mark Dowie and
Casey Walker took place in November 1998 in Pt.
Reyes, CA.

Casey Walker: Will you begin by describing the problems as
you see them for communicating ecological sensibilities through
media for mainstream culture?
Mark Dowie: First, ‘media’ carries two separate
meanings in our culture. There’s the McLuhanesque
idea that media is everything upon which ideas and information are transmitted, which includes print, broadcast, stage, screen, computer, Internet, and telephone
mediums. Then there’s the more common definition of
media as the press, which often defines itself as “the
media.” When thinking about communicating ecological sensibilities in media, we should include all media.
A large part of the problem is that people in media
are more cynical than the material merits, generally.
I’ve worked with the press for almost 30 years, and its
particularly cynical view is a big reason that environmental coverage doesn’t get a fair shake. The press in
America, as I see it, is one big camera somewhere over
Kansas City that rotates to focus in on anything that is
hot, trendy, sexy, compelling and will keep people
watching or reading. That’s my own cynical view, of
course, but there’s something to be said for it. The
press is very, very trendy and the environment is not a
part of the trend anymore. The environment was a hot
topic in the early 70’s, and the press paid attention to it;
but, almost inevitably, the press became as cynical as
they do about any story they cover a lot.
Since then, we’ve seen a rise of contrarian writers
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who now actually do as well today as any reporter with
strong environmental sensibilities. Reporters such as
John Tierney in The New York Times, and Greg Easterbrook at Newsweek, are ‘hot’ writers and get big articles
in The Atlantic and in Sunday’s New York Times Magazine.
It’s very hard for ecologically-oriented reporters to get
that kind of coverage in mass media. It can always be
done in the small press, but mass media is a problem.
Once, almost every television station in this country
had an environmental reporter, and I think there may
be two left today. There are some local TV stations
that will cover the environment as part of a general assignment, but there used to be whole programs on the
environment, and national documentaries. We hardly
see any of these anymore. And, there’s barely an environmental column left in the news weeklies. There are
1,300 members in the Society for Environmental Journalists, but too many of them are regurgitating public
relations material. There are some very good reporters
in SEJ, but it’s rare that their work finds its way into
mass media.

Beyond the general fatigue of any story, has the press, the public, or both, lost the desire for investigative reporting? What
explains the paucity of hardhitting, well-researched stories?
Investigative reporting, in America, runs through cycles of hot and cold. Each cycle runs about 25 years.
There’ll be one big story like Watergate that will turn
the press back into an investigative medium for 5-6
years before it begins to seriously cool. To make things
worse today, the press has become increasingly superficial, particularly broadcast media—save NPR and a few
local stations such as yours, KVMR in Nevada City, or
Pacifica—and its superficiality can be explained quite
simply: money. 99% of broadcast media revenue now
comes from advertising—with a somewhat lower percentage, 65-70%, for print media. Commercial broadcast media is an advertising engine—nothing more. In
television, about 70% of ad revenue comes from the
100 largest corporations in America. So corporate advertising drives television, which exists to seduce consumers into watching commercials. If people don’t
keep that verity in mind at all times while talking about
TV as a medium with which to communicate ideas,
sensibilities, values, and politics, then they’re being
naive. That’s not why it’s there.
Now, there was an era in the history of television
when the leadership knew and accepted the fact that
good, solid news reporting was a losing operation. They
considered it a service that needed to be offered to
keep people watching the rest of the stuff—particularly
the ads. Leadership doesn’t believe that anymore.
News divisions now have to carry themselves financially in television. And the only way the news can carry itself is to make its content entertaining.
Watch the news today on TV for awhile. You’ll notice that more and more stations are running background music to dramatic stories. Sometimes it will just
be deep, heartbeat tones—boom, boom, boom—behind a
story that is sad or particularly dramatic. Or, for a chase
scene or a fight-or-flight situation, there’ll be intense,
metallic music in the background. Listen to the voice of
contemporary newscasters. They do “Gunga Din” bits
like they’re reading Richard Halliburton to you!
They’re not just telling you the news. The old Edward
R. Morrow, here-it-is, straight-to-the-point, take-it-orleave-it, make-up-your-own-mind kind of reporting just
doesn’t exist anymore in television or AM radio. It’s all
been dramaticized, theatricalized. CNN is trying to
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hold onto traditional news, but it’s up against the competition from MSNBC and other all-day news programming. It’s all becoming more tabloid, more dramatic,
more entertaining all the time. Infomercials now carry
material packaged as entertainment. It’s all getting
blended together—”infotainment.”
Where do important values and sensibilities get
broadcasted? They don’t. By entertainment standards,
serious subjects like environmental degradation are
seen as downers—depressing and complex. Advertisers
won’t buy it. They want to see a show with good music, a good-looking airhead, and the rest of it.

Yesterday, while we were out walking, you said, “Most environmental journalists do not understand media, and that’s
their problem.” Will you elaborate?
They don’t understand that their work and workplace product is a sales instrument. It’s not an instrument for projecting ideas and hard information independent of serving the commercial mix. Ted Turner
recently addressed the annual convention for the Society for Environmental Journalists and admitted right off
that he had trouble getting environmental stories onto
CNN. The Turner Foundation is one of the major environmental funders and they do have a half-hour environmental show run by Peter Dykstra, which is very
good, but it doesn’t air on prime time, is marginalized
in the operation, and loses money.
Now Ted Turner really believes that the planet is
in serious trouble—he pumps tons of money into activism and gave one billion to the U.N.—part of it for
environmental work. But he can’t get good environmental information into his own, or TimeWarner’s programming?! The board’s argument is always: who will
buy it, who will sponsor it? No corporation will underwrite a good—good as we know it—environmental program.
I worked with Robert Redford for 6-8 months, helping him design a 14-part, independently produced,
public broadcasting series on environmental issues. He
chose 14 issues that had been untouched by the media—avant garde stories that included things such as atmospheric, climate and ozone science that would move
the public discourse into new conceptual ground. A
number of us worked very hard on it; he hired expensive consultants and found an excellent producer, Renata Simone, to put it together. It was not lacking for
talent, authority, or ideas. In the end it simply lacked
sponsorship. There wasn’t enough money in the Corporation for Public Broadcasting to buy it and support
it, and he was forced to look elsewhere. No corporation
would pick it up and Redford had to drop it.
It used to be that you could get good books on environmental subjects published fairly easily. It’s harder
than ever now. There are two or three presses now—
Gibb Smith, Island Press, and one or two others—that
publish almost nothing but good environmental books.
But, they are having a hard time selling books—even in
Amazon or Borders—along with a million other books.
There are very few bookstores with an environmental
section. More commonly, there’s a ‘nature’ section
with Sierra Club photo books. Serious, nonfiction
books on environmental issues is less than one-third of
a shelf at Borders. Books are no longer a useful medium for environmental thinking.
Will you speak to corporate goals and values in media and
general awareness of them?
There’s no question that corporations are the domi-
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he following interview between Mark Crispin Miller
and Casey Walker took place through correspondence
during January 1999.

Casey Walker: In your essay, "Free the Media" you write,
“The true cause of the enormous ills that now dismay so many
Americans-—the universal sleaze and "dumbing down," the
flood-tide of corporate propaganda, the terminal inanity of
United States politics—has arisen. . .from the inevitable
toxic influence of those few corporations that have monopolized our culture." Will you describe why monopolies in the
Age of Information are doubly-bound, and therefore the most
nightmarish of all monopolies for society?
Mark Crispin Miller: Commercial power has always
posed a threat to free expression; James Madison observed as much way back in 1799, noting that America's
newspapers were often subtly and unduly swayed—
through their dependence on advertisements—by
British interests. (“The great flood-gate of British influence," he wrote, "[is] British Commerce. The capital in
the American trade. . .three fourths of this is British....”)
This problem persisted, and of course grew ever
worse, as both the media and industry grew larger
through the 19th century. Decades ago, Upton Sinclair,
among other so-called muck-rakers, decried the deep
complicity between large-scale commercial interests
(both national and local) and the mainstream news media—a complicity that was dangerously biasing the
news in favor of commercial power.
And yet, a century ago, there also were exceptions
that have gradually disappeared or dwindled. It's quite
significant, for instance, that the national consensus for
trust-busting was made possible by those few media
outlets that were not (yet) compromised: hard-hitting
independent magazines such as McClure’s and others,
which featured work by such reporters as Sinclair, Lincoln Steffens, Ida Tarbell—work that opened people's
eyes to the abuses of the beef and oil and railroad
trusts. It may be even more significant that such muckraking largely ceased in 1912—which was the year that
those same magazines succumbed to market censorship, either by folding outright, or by pulling punches
to attract more advertising, or because the very powers
they'd been attacking quietly bought pieces of them.
The sort of economic concentration that aroused
Americans a century ago has been lately happening
again—only on a global scale, exactly as Karl Marx predicted. All industries have been enormously affected by
these massive mergers, which have therefore had a vast
effect on all of us; and yet there's been no story on it in
the news, because the media have also gone the way of
banking, oil, insurance, weaponry.
In short, the media industries—now including,
most disastrously, book publishing—have gotten far too
big to give us any truth. This makes it extremely difficult (but not impossible!) to mobilize enough Americans to take some action.
How closed is media? Is it virtually impossible to imagine a
public debate happening today, and, if so, is democracy dead?
For example, if a number of people were committed to debating the direction of biogenetic engineering, could it be done in
mass media?
It's hard to imagine anything like a debate occurring
on, or through, TV or radio, or through such magazines
as The New Yorker. The mainstream media do not want
anything too taxing or contentious or downbeat; and
public broadcasting is much the same, dependent, as it
is, on corporate ‘underwriters’ and the demented whim

of rightist congressmen. It's mainly fluff that we get
now—ugly fluff or happy fluff, but mere fluff either
way.
This is not the only reason why democracy is in big
trouble—but such stupidification does help to prevent
intelligent discussion of that problem, which therefore
is all the likelier to go unsolved. (Don't the corporate
media bear much responsibility for the ongoing meltdown of American politics? That complex question
can't come up on Disney's ABC or GE's NBC or Murdoch's Fox or in his Weekly Standard, New York Post or
TV Guide. . .)
This is not to say, however, that democracy is
dead. It is in critical condition, but there can still be real
debate within municipalities and even states, on campuses, in churches and among the memberships of advocacy groups like labor unions, educational associations, civil rights groups, and so on. The Internet still
does enable valuable discussion—although it too is at
risk, as the usual suspects work to turn it into nothing
but a virtual shopping mall, where all ‘interaction’ is
transaction.
Will you outline, historically, how print and broadcast media
have systematically lost ground on being used for “public good
and public interest,” how it is that ‘discourse’ as the mainstream public knows it, has been completely subverted by corporate interests to corporate ends? What explains this phenomenal 'give-away' by so many people, by the US government?
Well, I could write a book on that one—Robert McChesney has, in fact. (Telecommunications, Mass Media
and Democracy, Oxford UP, 1996) Suffice it to say that
the whole broadcasting system took a big turn for the
worse in 1934, with the passage of the Communications
Act of 1934. Until then—for seven years—there had
been a vigorous and crucially important national debate
on whether radio should or should not be commercial.
The Act settled the question in favor of the broadcasters, although it also stipulated a whole range of public
service obligations, which also were imposed (if that's
the word) on TV's station owners. Over the years that
code—a weak one to begin with—has been whittled
down, inexorably, to nothing. (The Reaganauts gutted
what was left of it—the Fairness Doctrine, for example.) And now the broadcasters are screaming bloody
murder at the mildest of suggestions—such as the notion of five minutes (FIVE MINUTES!) of free TV time
nightly for political candidates, for just a few weeks
every other year. So even the lightweight requirements
of the early days now strike the broadcasters as onerous.
This despite the fact that they make lots of money off
the public airwaves—public property—and they don't
pay a nickel for the privilege. Outrageous.
The owners of print media aren't obligated legally
to serve the public interest, because they don't exploit
a public resource.
Will you explain the idea of imposing taxes on mass advertising over publicly owned airwaves?
Well, the media corporations ought first of all to pay
a toll to use the airwaves. As some (but not enough)
people know, Congress and the White House simply
handed the whole digital spectrum over to the media
corporations, at no charge, with the Telecommunications Act of 1996. (The corporations were supposedly
real interested in doing HDTV—remember that?—and
therefore needed lots of spectrum space. Now it appears that they intend not to do that much HDTV after
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all, but to ‘multiplex’—that is, to break their chunks of
spectrum space up into six separate channels, through
which they can create six new separate revenue streams
for themselves by showing, say, rebroadcasts, reruns, infomercials and whatever other crap they can make profits on.)
But I digress. The corporations should pay tolls for
use of the airwaves (and abide by stringent public service obligations). We should also talk about a 5% tax on
advertising revenues. They tried this a few years ago in
Florida, and the advertisers and ad industry went nuts,
and got it killed; but if most Americans knew how
much the station groups and broadcasters rake in—untaxed—they (i.e., most Americans) would freak.
Then—and only then—it might be possible to get the
trashmasters to recompense us, somewhat, for the massive damage that they've done to all of us.
Should ‘journalism’ be redefined or reimagined? Ben
Bagdikian writes, “Objectivity is in the eye of the beholder.
Every journalist must decide personally what's important
and less important to humanity. In making these choices,
you're selective, no longer objective. Journalists who don't
think they do that are fooling themselves.” How might journalism do its work and write about what matters most?
I agree with Bagdikian. Our major newspapers are just
as closed and uniform, ideologically, as Pravda was.
Check out any TV newscast, and you'll see another celebration of the same consumerist worldview. How
many major newspapers, newsmagazines and TV or radio newcasts offer any news of labor, for example? A
few years back, most dailies always had somebody—or a
few people—on the labor beat. Now the only economic
news we hear, see and read concerns the stock market
and the latest merger(s).
Will you critique existing public broadcast media by the risks
it takes in both content and intent? If it has little fidelity to the
substantive questions of our time, where does demand for pub-
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owever simplistic, th(e) reduction of journalistic error to questions of personal arrogance, to an
unfamiliarity with the ways of the
people, strikes a powerful American chord,
and by this year “elitism” was rivaling “cyniEssay Excerpt
cism” as the free-floating
explain-all whenever some explanation is required for journalistic
malpractice. From the Stephen Glass episode
fromthe media “establishto the Lewinsky circus,
ment” is said to be arrogant and out of touch,
guided by its own ideas rather than those of
the citizenry, endlessly “widening the gap,” as
one hand-wringing US News column put it, between their snobbish selves and “the rest of
us.” As so many other strains of romantic
pseudo-populism have done before, public
journalism seems to understand critical judgment itself as an arrogant, undemocratic act.
“Elitism,” that cardinal democratic sin, is a
quality that Fallows repeatedly associates with
hyperjudgmental figures like Novak and
McLaughlin; the error of the “media Establishment” consists of “talk(ing) at people
rather than with or even to them.” “Democracy,” meanwhile, is a sort of eternal suspension
of judgment, a process of endless “listening,”
“ambivalence,” and virtuous deference to
“the popular will.” Rosen insists even more
forcefully that journalists have no business
giving an arrogant thumbs-up or thumbs-down
on everything our leaders do, but should instead constantly be wondering about who they
are and whether or not they are representing
their constituency, the public, and asking the
questions that the public would want them to
ask. He calls his model of democratic journalism “proactive neutrality,” a process of soliciting conversation with the public—”bringing
people to the table”—but never “telling them
what to decide.” Beneath its therapeutic
warmth, the obvious implication of such an
ideas is that democratic culture has no place for crusading or even persuasion; these are by definition acts of
cultural “elitism.” Another implication is that journalists can save their profession from the certain death of
public doubt only by replacing its elitist ideas with the
tools of mass marketing. Through the focus group and
the telephone survey we can catch a glimpse of The
People; only by embracing the democratic devices of
big business can we persuade Them to believe again.
It may seem a rather embarrassing intellectual error
to look out at the America of 1998, in which more and
more aspects of public life are being brought under corporate control, in which the concentration of wealth and
the growth of poverty are at record levels, in which no
group or figure, public or private, dares challenge the
authority of the market, and in which so many aspects
of the general welfare are breaking down, and to declare that the problem facing democracy is an excess of
judgment. It may seem strange in such circumstances
to argue that the answer to such acute and well-defined
disorders is to shut up, stop criticizing, and contemplate
instead the majesty of The People.
But in fact it is fully in the American grain. Confusing democracy with the suspension of judgment is, like
ringing evocations of “the American experiment,” a
classic element of American middlebrow. It recurs, for

It is Eddie Guest over H.L. Mencken, Roger
Rosenblatt over Murray Kempton.
Of course, it is impossible to doubt the
good intentions of the public journalists. And
surely one must acknowledge that any number of efforts described as “public journalism”
have enjoyed signal successes: The Kansas
City Star’s 1995 series on urban sprawl, for example, is an outstanding example of critical,
community-minded reporting. But consider
how neatly public journalism’s dreams of a
new consensus dovetail with the other journalistic “reform” tendency of the Nineties—
the corporatization of the news. Although
both movements come to their conclusions
through different logical routes, both insist on
transforming newspapers into demographic
reflections of their readership and on excising
the odd (and often anti-corporate) voices of
idiosyncratic editors and publishers. It is no
coincidence that Mark Willes, CEO of Times
Mirror and a self-proclaimed public journalist,
pulls the plug on the excellent New York
Newsday (for less than convincing bottom-line
reasons) and all but merges advertising and
news departments at the Los Angeles Times,
while passing his deeds off as civic duty.
What he’s doing is facilitating conversation,
you see, using the proven democratic machinery of marketing to let the people of Los Angeles see themselves in all their glorious peopleness. And please understand: Elitists
aren’t those who run the world; they’re those
who criticize the CEOs.

“Triangulation Nation
Affirming Mediocrity
in a Jaded Age”
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example, with striking consistency throughout One Nation, After All, sociologist Alan Wolfe’s recent survey of
upper-middle-class American attitudes. Almost to a
man, the American bourgeoisie is evidently convinced
that democracy means nobody’s views are any righter
than anyone else’s. “To exclude, to condemn, is to
judge,” Wolfe writes approvingly, “And middle-class
Americans are reluctant to pass judgment on how other
people act and think.” It is presumptuous to believe
too strongly in anything, insists the voice of the great
middle, because by so doing we risk visiting bad feelings and exclusion on those who might disagree.
The path to salvation is clear: Journalists must
become better democrats by becoming better businessmen, by paying more attention to the dictates of demographics and focus groups. As they become less elitist
and more in touch with the people, they must also
adopt the intellectual convictions of the business world:
that markets are democracy; that social conflict is dysfunction. What is required is a sort of unilateral cultural
disarmament, an intellectual laissez-faire. If abandoning its brief dalliance with “cynicism” is the price of
saving journalism from a catastrophic loss of status, then
it’s a bargain. So in a business that has always been
schizophrenic, a place both of angry outsiders and the
arrogance of power, of protests and of platitudes, public
journalism comes down solidly on the side of the latter:
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oday, media is much

more vital to democracy
than it was in the time

of Thomas Jefferson. We cannot
subtract either education or media from democracy—both are

key to how idiotic or imaginative
our expectations are. If the con-

sumers of media are educated in
the Jeffersonian sense, then me-

dia will have to become sophisticated to meet the expectations of
an educated audience.

HANK MEALS
nant institution in our civilization. Corporate culture
not only dominates commerce, but our churches, our
foundations and nonprofits, and, of course, it dominates
our media. Our government agencies are being redesigned to the corporate model. Corporate culture is
our culture.
Now, media is interesting on the subject of corporations. I’m also a member of a national organization
called Investigative Reporters and Editors, with about
3,200 members, and it polls its members from time to
time to see what interests we have, what we deem worthy of investigation. Last time I saw the count, there
were only six members, myself included, who said they
were interested in investigating corporations. Six out of
3,200?! Why? We are living so inside corporate culture,
we fail to see how insidious it actually is. The only contemporary philosopher I know who has seen it clearly is
John Ralston Saul in Canada. He understands the extent to which corporate culture has pervaded all cultures globally. It is not only profoundly undemocratic,
it is anti-democratic.
Ben Bagdikian’s book, The Media Monopoly, is in its
6th edition , trying to keep up with the concentration of
media. Before he can get one edition out, media has
concentrated itself so quickly through new mergers and
acquisitions that another edition must be done. His
first documentation cited about 80% of media owned
by about 27 corporations. Now, it’s something like 90%
of media owned by 5 corporations. That concentration
is accelerating, especially as big moguls like Eisner,
Murdoch, and Newhouse compete.
We have incontrovertible facts about human population, extinctions, a number of problems that demand serious attention
and action, yet have no place in mainstream media or the
public mind to document or discuss them. What can be done?
I have gone back and forth on this question. When
I was younger, I thought the best way to save the world
was to scare people, to get them frightened by the horrifying facts: polar ice-caps melting, ozone depletion,
pesticides in our food, and so forth. But I soon discovered that people don’t like being frightened. So it’s
not a good strategy for an environmental communicator.

Information has to be projected in some way, of course.
But environmental stories can be terrifying and people
grow numb. I agree with you that if we suspend the
word ‘environment’ and just communicate sensibilities,
we’re better off. However, I’ve become critical, as Jack
Turner has, of projecting aesthetics as a way to interest
people in the environment, the world of nature, wilderness. I share his critique because aesthetics alone is incomplete; we have to counterbalance all that ignores
aesthetics.
I may sound elitist, but most people with an ecological sensibility have gone down a long path to find it.
Most of the people media are trying to reach are at the
very first step of that path. We did not leap to Deep
Ecology, nor did Arne Naess. It can’t be done. Most
people are miles away.
Worldviews can be powerfully carried by film,
video, television, books. But we need to explore and
test new ways of projecting eco-sensibilities and story.
Thinking cultures are very, very rare. Philistines have
always outnumbered thinkers. Yet, thinkers are powerful if they learn to project their ideas. So, what’s the
strategy of projecting good values in media? How do
we get it in there?
We need to create new media. Wild Duck Review is
new media. It’s a noncommercial, very intelligently
produced journal. One of the problems of the world
you’re floating in is that these journals often refer to
themselves as ‘alternative media,’ and that is a psychological mistake. This is not alternative media, it is traditional media. Consider the publications of the founding fathers. In that light, you are doing the work of
Patrick Henry, of Thomas Paine. That’s traditional
media. When the First Amendment was drafted, it was
for the protection of the Wild Ducks of this world. Our
forefathers were not protecting airbrushed, centerfold
nudes or regurgitated corporate press releases in the
racing forms of capitalism such as the Wall Street
Journal. They were protecting the projection of radical
ideas and values, the arguments of discourse. It’s all
gotten out of hand. Hustler magazine and The Wall Street
Journal are alternatives to what the founding fathers of
this country, the authors of democracy, had in mind
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when they drafted the First Amendment. You must see
that what you are doing with Wild Duck is traditional,
very traditional. All publishers and broadcasters of similar media have to argue that to our supporters, our
sponsors, and our funders. We should be supported for
being independent, for staying independent, for being
important to what this society is about. . .for being traditional, not ‘alternative.’
Where are the poets, scientists, philosophers, historians, intellectuals who can deliver the arguments of discourse—and how
might they become motivated to communicate with the public?
They’re everywhere, but mostly in the academy.
Unfortunately, the academy has not learned to communicate with the public. Look at the media that flows
from our institutions of higher learning. It’s turgid and
uninspiring. Academic writers constantly refer to one
another by their last names—as if it’s an insider’s club.
They’re breathing their own exhaust. Their discourse
is arcane, insular, and boring. If they want to project
discourse—which is fascinating and very important in
itself as a subject—then they have to learn how to communicate with the public.
Colleges and universities have always been elite institutions, and exacerbate their elitism by the way they
communicate. Those who project outward to the public in a popular style or format, begin to lose the respect
of the academy. If academics want tenure, to have
salaries and benefits, that’s a threatening problem for
them. The ivory tower image is an appropriate image—
it is incredibly insular—and the terribly exciting discourse they know so well is not reaching the audience it
needs to reach. I don’t have a great deal of faith in academic media.
One of the problems in journalism, which was argued persuasively in Anne and Paul Ehrlich’s Betrayal of Science and
Reason, is the notion that all good journalism should arrive
at equivocation: “On the one hand this, and on the other hand
that.” As a result, many problems that most scientists agree
on as life and death problems, such as human overpopulation,
climate instability, biodiversity losses, and so forth, become
obfuscated, recede from the public mind, and make democratic
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Sonnet for Richard Brautigan
Ran into Richard unexpectedly
this morning. Not so unexpectedly
really since I went inside to look for
him. But I didn’t expect to find him
there so I guess it was unexpected
in that sense. But I did go looking, so
maybe it was more surprising than
unexpected. Draw your own conclusions.
You always do. He was lined up on the
shelves like monochrome soldiers buried side
by side in a photograph. I said How
are you? He said I’m waiting for someone
to get me out of this grave. I hoped you’d be
a young Japanese girl. Too bad. Start digging.

~JACK BAILEY

political action difficult. How do you see appropriate scientific reporting evolving?
I think science reporting in mass media is really
lacking. Very few science reporters are scientists or are
well-grounded in science. The scientific academy is
aware of it and is offering curricula to journalists—
which is a good step. A reporter can go to MIT now
and, despite being indoctrinated with a lot of technophilia, he or she can get a lot of science demystified.
It’s not just the mass media that abuses science. Science is abused by scientists too. There’s the saying,
“For every PhD, there’s an equal and opposite PhD.”
The media concept of ‘balanced coverage,’ accommodates contrarians such as Julian Simon, Fred Singer, or
Patrick Michaels, as individual scientists against the
thousand scientists who believe the opposite. The average person reads the newspaper and it looks balanced
because Singer is quoted saying there’s absolutely no
problem with ozone depletion. This is a big problem.
The press should be saying, “There are 2,000 scientists
who think there is a problem with ozone, and there are
four scientists who don’t. And three of the four who
don’t are supported by the Fossil Fuels Association.”
That’s good reporting, but we don’t see it. There are
academies that will whore to the point of taking paid
contrarians into the academy, giving them credentials
and credibility. It’s terrible. Scientists can be whored
like any other professionals, of course; some will become “experts” on a side of an issue that they know,
objectively, is wrong, simply because they’re being paid
$500/hour to testify.
Will you describe your investigative report printed in The Nation (July 6, 1998) on Gina Kolata’s science journalism in
The New York Times?
Gina Kolata has always interested me for two reasons. One, she is an absolutely brilliant reporter. She
has a good grasp of science and she is fast. From the
point of view of watching a working journalist, she is
just amazing. She is also the sister of Judy Bari—whom
I covered until her death from breast cancer—one of
the best minds in the environmental movement. Judy
understood we couldn’t win the environmental battle
without bringing in labor, the working class—and not
just the middle class but the working poor—into the
struggle and introducing them to science. She paid attention to the people who were on the vulnerable edge
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of our economy, particularly those who were affected
by environmental regulation. That was Judy’s life
work—and it was tough, tough work. If she had lived
another ten years, I think she would have succeeded.
Loggers are beginning to understand that sustainable
yield forestry is good for their future, and that clear-cutting is a terrible mistake that will wipe out their whole
culture and economy in less than a generation. Judy
was getting that message through.
I was also interested in the family dynamics of these
two sisters, who were very close in age, both very smart,
and yet despised each other’s values and politics. I
spent a lot of time looking at their lives and developed
material my editor didn’t include in The Nation article
because she thought it was a bit invasive, too ad
hominem.
However, the reason I interrupted my own work on
a book and took on Gina Kolata was because of one story she did in The New York Times that was one too many.
I’ve been reading her carefully for ten years—she’s
been with The New York Times for eleven years. A lot of
her work is excellent. Her coverage of pure science is
terrific, her stories on mathematics (with one exception) are terrific. But there have been three or four areas that border on environmental issues (in the broadest sense of the word, in that they deal with drugs and
toxins that find their way into our bodies), in which she
has taken a hard, pro-technology, pro-corporate line on
products or issues that are very controversial: silicone
breast implants, irradiated food, experimental AIDS
drugs, and breast cancer. In fact, Gina took a strong position that breast cancer has no environmental etiology
at all, and took every opportunity to make that point
even as her sister, Judy, was struggling with breast cancer. Gina reviewed “Rachel’s Daughters,” a film made
on breast cancer, and strongly criticized the film’s inquiry of environmental causes.
Do you see Gina Kolata’s scientific judgment as primarily
distorted by the tensions between herself and Judy?
Yes, I do. They never outgrew a classic sibling rivalry. It simply became an intellectual rivalry. They
would go back to Sunday dinner as young adults, and
everything would be fine until they were both present.
They would scream at each other across the table. One
ex-husband told me that, and one ex-fiancee. It didn’t
stop until Judy died.
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However, I do think my editor was right not to
make much of the relationship. What needed to be in
the media was not a story about two sisters competing,
but a deconstruction of Gina Kolata’s work. I took one
hundred of Gina’s six hundred stories in The New York
Times, and read them carefully. Then, I took many of
those and went back and re-reported them as if I were
the original reporter. I called all her sources—the ones
she named—and found out there were many she had,
in fact, interviewed at great length and had not included in the stories. I’m not saying she’s a dishonest person, but I am saying she has practiced dishonest journalism and wasted a great talent in those stories.
Now, I also did it because Kolata works for The New
York Times, which has evolved in recent years from the
national paper of record to the global paper of record.
Any reporter or group of reporters in the world’s ‘paper
of record’ who covers issues of life and death—scientific matters or environmental matters—should be held to
a much higher standard, it seems to me, than The
NewYork Times is holding Gina Kolata.
Given the scale of ongoing disintegration—where and how do
you see change occurring?
I am not optimistic. I grasp for reasons to be hopeful
but they are scarce. The fact that there is a strong, environmental sensibility in our often-buried, often-misguided, but real civilization, gives me hope. If 70-80%
of American people are comfortable calling themselves
environmentalists, and even a higher percentage want
to think of their water as clean, that their air will not
give them cancer, that their food is healthy, that their
soil is arable and will sustain agriculture for generations,
and offenses to these are taken seriously, there are values here to defend. What is needed are ‘proving
events,’ events that prove a point. For example, people
of color in the United States have been disproportionately exposed to toxins and pollutions all along. This
has been so blatantly obvious it should have been seen
by everyone, but it wasn’t until a specific event that
this consciousness rose to the surface.
People of color, who had derided environmentalists
for preempting their agenda of civil rights, eventually
came to see the substrate of environmental issues underlying civil issues. One, major toxic problem that affects the health of a large number of people—whether
it is Love Canal or Times Beach or Arthur, Illinois or
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have any control over their own culture, their own
economy, or their own lives. Everybody knows
this, which is why the X-Files is so damn popular
and why so many people believe in such silly, silly
things. Yet, we have trouble coming up with ways
of taking things back on their own. . .other than
buying Fruitopia!? Countercultures are such constructed things now, so industrially planned, that I
just can’t share Umberto Eco’s enthusiasm for
them.

don’t happen magically in culture, they happen because clashing forces make them happen. The period I look back to as having a lively, civic exchange,
is with the muckrakers and writers who came out of
a period of colossal turmoil. There were gigantic industrial struggles we can barely imagine anymore. I
think there is the distinct possibility that this kind of
struggle will return—I have no doubt as a matter of
fact.
As you discuss in several essays in Commodify Your Dissent, I wonder: If corporate culture now depends upon
and promotes an a-historicity, as if history doesn’t exist to
the cool and self-inventing, do you expect we may collectively lose the horizon, so to speak, of a social or civic
identity?
I hear this charge thrown around a lot, but don’t
see a lot of evidence for it. I try to find evidence for
why we are the way we are. Americans have remarked upon this since this country began—we are a
people ‘without a past.’ In management literature
you find that business is almost at war with the idea
of pastness. It isn’t that they are just ignorant, or
overlooking things that had been written or experienced before, but actively promoting the ‘now’ by
rephrasing practices to make people believe that
work is humanized in the now, that it was softer,
less-hierarchical, more personal and caring, more up
to each person’s unique interests.
But, “If you’re poor, it’s your own fault.”
Yes, that’s the classic doctrine of American capitalism. It’s what you have to believe if you believe
in the free market.
How tied is it to an extension of Social Darwinism?
Social Darwinism is definitely out, in the William
Graham Sumner sense, but there are newer versions of
this in biological metaphors that mainly have to do with
computers and the Internet. There’s Kevin Kelly’s
book, editor of Wired, that says we must imagine human society as a swarm. Others celebrate failing, making mistakes and learning from them, which is Darwinian in its imagination.
You wrote, “It’s a strange species of populism that declares
the people’s will to be the destruction of the people’s way of
life. But the crowning mind-fuck of this panorama of intellectual obscenity has to be the perversity of the label fancied by the
architects of this chaos—they like to call themselves “conservatives.” Will you elaborate?
At the time, I was thinking of the Weekly Standard
people. It’s long been a commonplace that the American Right is not conservative in the classical sense at all.
They’re libertarians and basically in favor of whatever
the market sees fit to do. What is really curious to me
is that in recent years the Right themselves are starting
to fight internally over exactly this. A lot of people are
now saying the worship of the market has gone too far,
that the market is at war with traditional values and is
destroying everything we believe in, so how can we sit
back and celebrate the market?
To what extent do you believe it’s true, as you wrote, “There is
no tradition, religion, or language that can seriously challenge
the cultural authority of business.”
I was in a bad mood when I wrote that. But, I
think it’s true. I’m trying to be realistic about the last

The problem that interests me is the absence of public
thought, not packaged for the public but out in the public
sphere directly, honestly, from people who are thinking.
Can you imagine producing print and broadcast media
for the purposes of arguing the ‘questions of our time’?
I certainly hope so. First, however, the language of ‘building the space for conversation’ is really hackneyed. Whenever I hear it, I run in fear.
It sounds too much like retro- foundation playground talk. Another problem is it’s how the Internet is described—it’s how corporations talk, it’s
what they say they’re doing. But definitely, that’s
what we had in mind when we started our magazine. Absolutely. I encourage everyone to start
their own magazine.
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couple of years, and I’m also trying to hold out hope. I
publish this magazine. I haven’t gone and joined a corporate law firm or hurled myself off a tall building. I
obviously think there’s hope, and that someone has to
challenge it all. When I wrote that, things looked a lot
bleaker than they do to me now. I believe Gingrich
had just been elected or was just about to be elected.
However, if we look back on the 1990s, I’m definitely
right about that one--nobody has found a language to
challenge business in a convincing manner. Or, if they
have found it, they haven’t found a platform to speak it
from. This is something that is just not done anymore,
this is something few dare to do. However, now that
you mention it, there are signs. Time magazine is doing
a series on corporate welfare that is just a hoot—so long
overdue—and they’re really handing out the punishment. Whether people sit up and take notice, who
knows? The government really is in the hands of the
lobbyists, the organized bribery we have going now.
In Todd Gitlin’s Twilight of Common Dreams, we can see a
cultural bind in the lack of purchase on discourse when there
is no discourse agreed upon as larger than various speakers.
Is it completely naive to think of a counterculture today in
Umberto Eco’s definition—with noncontingent, self-sustaining beliefs and values apart from business?
I don’t think reformulating discourse is enough.
The sort of discourse I look back to as powerful and
meaningful and challenged business, didn’t just do it
on its own. It came out of decades of industrial conflict,
the clash of titanic forces. I don’t think language is
enough by itself, it needs to be coupled with power.
Power is what is lacking these days. Lord knows there
are good intentions out there, and many people are
aware of the fact that things are slipping out of their fingers, that even though this is a democracy, they don’t
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Yet, scale for scale, the cultural shift requisite to reversing
our impact on the natural world can only come of swift,
wide communication and public change. If our tools of
communication are contingent upon corporate media as
we know it, then we cannot be using them in the way they
need to be used. How do you imagine media in a whole
new way?
That’s the big question. If I could answer that one. . . .
If we look at labor organizing against industrial-production
monopolies in the Industrial Age, why not look at communicators organizing against discourse monopolies now in the Information Age?
Maybe we will. Things are changing out there in
the world of intelligentsia because things are falling
apart in academia—at least in the humanities. There is
a floating army of unemployed PhDs, thinkers and
readers. Historically, whenever this happens, there is
always a great deal of theorizing that goes on. At times
like these, all sorts of wonderful things come about.
Maybe we’ll get a great cultural flowering, who knows?
I don’t want to minimize how horrified I am at the
world, and how troubling it is, but at the same time, I
don’t think it’s over yet. There are plenty of intelligent
people out there. Labor unions are not illegal. There
are many, many people disenchanted with the world
corporations have made. To this day, I honestly believe that if the Democrats were to run on a platform
much like the one they ran on in say 1936 or 1940, they
would win by a massive margin. They need to talk
about social class, and going after the corporations. But
they don’t want to do that, the people in office now are
perfectly comfortable with their ties to money. They’re
not planning on passing any great, sweeping legislation
anyway. These things can be taken on though, they
can change. I don’t mean to be a complete pessimist. I
think the public would go for something like this, I
don’t think they’ve been co-opted by entertainment
and pleasure and don’t care anymore about their real
lives.
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THOMAS FRANK

AN INTERVIEW

THOMAS FRANK is the editor of The Baffler, a journal of cultural criticism, which he co-founded ten years ago as
an undergraduate at the University of Virginia. Frank has been
a contributing reporter to the Washington Post, The Nation, In
These Times, and other periodicals. He received a PhD in History from the University of Chicago in 1994, with his dissertation becoming a national bestseller: The Conquest of Cool:
Business Culture, Counterculture, and the Rise of Hip Consumerism. Of The Conquest of Cool, Geoff Pevere, of Toronto
Globe and Mail writes, “Frank makes an ironcald case not only that the advertising industry cunningly turned the countercultural rhetoric of revolution into a rallying cry to buy more stuff,
but that the process itself actually predated any actual counterculture to exploit.” Thomas Frank and Matt Weiland co-edited Commodify Your Dissent, with a foreword by Lewis
Lapham (1997).

T

he following conversation between Thomas Frank
and Casey Walker took place in November 1998 with
the production assistance of KVMR, a community-supported radio station in Nevada City, CA.
Casey Walker: In your essay, “Liberation Marketing and the
Culture Trust,” which was collected in Conglomerates and the
Media, you write, “The corporate takeover of life is coming; in
fact, it’s already happened. But what makes the culture of the
businessman’s republic so interesting is not that it demands
order, conformity, gray clothes, and Muzak, but that it presents itself as an opponent to those very conceptions of corporate life. Those who speak for the new order aren’t puritanical; they’re hip; they’re fully tuned in to youth culture; they listen to alternative rock while they work; they fantasize about
smashing convention. Business theory today is about revolution, not about stasis or hierarchy; it’s about liberation, not
order.” Will you elaborate upon the ironies at work here?
Tom Frank: That’s one of my favorite passages.
This is why I study business, and why it’s not really so
very dreary and dull as people think it is. I study the
way business works in opposition to itself. It goes
something like this: Many people now know the story
of what I call the ‘Culture Trust’ and the conglomeratization of various culture industries. People understand
how, with the concentration of ownership, the things
that make up their lives are increasingly under the control of fewer and fewer hands. We see a great, popular
demonology of corporate villains that especially tends
to focus on the leaders of the culture industry, such as
Rupert Murdoch, who is a very widely hated figure. In
the last James Bond movie, the villain was a culture
captain, a tycoon of culture, a Murdoch figure. It’s not
as if people don’t know what is going on. What becomes fascinating is the way the culture industry
doesn’t deny it and doesn’t try to mitigate it, but tries
to sell its products as a way of liberating oneself.
It’s curious how this parallels what goes on in academia. In academic fields like cultural studies, there’s a
lot of emphasis placed on finding and celebrating in-
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stances of audience ‘counter-hegemony’ or audience
‘agency’—instances of people not acting in the way that
TV or the culture industry tells them to—the idea being that people really do have free will. It’s curious to
find the exact same idea in the products of the culture
industry. In “Liberation Marketing and the Culture
Trust,” I focused on the particular tendency of advertising to talk about the endless possibilities for human
freedom with whatever product at hand. These days,
of course, the focus of talk about popular liberation
through products is mostly associated with the Internet.
I’ve been collecting computer ads and ads dealing with
Internet industries. I don’t think there are any ads that
use sales pitches other than the idea that this product
will somehow liberate you and set you free. Even products on the periphery of this industry, such as a product
that is supposed to make images on your computer look
3-D rather than 2-D, sells itself to consumers as a product which enables you to escape the 2-D police. It
shows a user running through a fantasy landscape that
looks like a dystopic novel, a scene from 1984, and she
is running from secret police who are flat, 2-D. She finally gets to her computer, plugs it in with this product,
and finally everything puffs up to normal in 3-D. She’s
safe.
It trades on popular and misplaced paranoia?
Yes, right. There are plenty of things that are
wrong. Marxists used to use the term, “false consciousness,” which is very out of fashion these days. If we
were to ask people how ads work, most people would
say, “They work by tricking people but they don’t trick
me.” Everyone wants to think they are so much more
clever, think for themselves, and do not act as the ad
men expect them to.
Does autonomy exist free of the culture industry?
I think there’s great potential for autonomy, but we
have to remember that we live in a world where people
may have free will but have not invented their circumstances. People are born in a certain place, and in a certain society. I don’t mean to sound like a determinist,
but to think we’re entirely free to do whatever we want
betrays a certain class perspective. For most people
who have to work for a living, and work at jobs under
conditions they may not like, it’s just not simple when
it comes to freedom. I always want to keep returning, in
my writing and in my thinking, to the fundamental core
fact of our society’s exploitative structure. It doesn’t
matter how wonderful the stock market is doing, or
whether we entered a new realm with the rising tide of
capital lifting all boats. For the vast majority of all people, it’s not that wonderful.
Will you elaborate further on the ironies of brand identities,
when, as you say, “The most effective identities are found
when a brand takes on the trappings of a movement for social
justice.” Apple is humanist, Benetton is libertarian, Microsoft
is progressive, Virgin Records is anticonformist, Body Shop is
compassion, Nike is authenticity, Pepsi is youthful rebellion.
Right, Nike is a good example. As we all know,
Nike is a terrible exploiter of labor in other countries
while advertising themselves here as being the bearer
of ‘authenticity,’ with products that will put you back in
touch with ‘real life.’ They even had a series of commercials several years ago about ‘the revolution,’ which
was basketball when played from the heart and not for
love of money. It’s about as ironic as it gets because, of
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course, they’re the ones paying Michael Jordan vast
sums of money. Here’s a funny story: I went to an advertising convention a couple of months ago and they
had people from Nike’s advertising agency who were
getting a prize for an ad campaign they’d done. These
people got up and talked about where the campaign
had come from and how they’d come up with it. The
problem had been not that Nike’s sales had suffered
too much, but that there are bad public perceptions of
Nike. The answer was not to address the problem—
deal with labor issues—but to fix their public image by
hooking Nike up with an ‘authenticity’ that no one
could deny. So, they sent ad people all over the country looking for the most authentic sport they could find.
It turned out to be high school girl’s basketball because
it’s the most unpolluted. These girls are not going to
become superstars. They might get a college scholarship, but that’s a step in the right direction and hardly
‘selling out.’ These ad men spoke of it in the same way
as the 1930s WPA authors who photographed sharecroppers. In fact, the photography in the Nike ads resembled those 1930s photographs for that exact purpose. It was ‘authentic.’ Sick stuff. Turned my stomach. They won the first place prize!

Where’s the accountability?
In America, we no longer have an institutionalized,
organized way of calling business to task—of taking
them to account for what they’ve done—and this is especially true in the cultural realm. There are people
like us on the edges who mock and deride, but the fact
is there used to be more balance in American life. That
was at a time when labor was more powerful than it is
now. I often hear people complain about what has happened to our country—the fall of civility—but it rarely
occurs to people that the big change in American life in
the last fifty years is the loss of power for working people.
From your point of view, where is our collective offense taken,
where do are our ‘democratic sensibilities’ become appropriately offended by monopolies, by the ‘total universe’ of corporate media?
These sensibilities are old, nineteenth century, republican ideals. That attitude has pretty much gone
away. I’ve been reading muckraking books from the
1930s, when there was still this intense hatred and fear
of monopolies—especially newspaper chains. All sorts
of laws were passed. NBC was broken up, and one of its
networks became ABC. These things come and go. I’d
like to inspire people to take things into their own
hands, particularly labor, to re-imagine old traditions or
new ways to forcefully bring things into balance.
An example is the demise of environmental reporting, and the demise of the labor beat. It was a standard
reporter’s beat—every newspaper had a labor correspondent. Now, it exists only in a handful of papers,
mainly business newspapers that want to keep an eye
on labor. As a subject of general social importance, it
has completely vanished. I have a friend who works for
a major newspaper. He was in an editorial meeting in
which they were going over their reader demographics.
All newspapers in the country are fretting over declining readerships, and particularly among certain demographic groups. They noticed that working class people
have basically stopped reading their newspaper. He
recommended hiring a labor reporter, and they laughed
him out, they looked to better sports coverage. Things
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Salvage This
JERRY MARTIEN
This poem needs to be
saved from itself.
It is way over the hill.
Words on dead wood.
Long ago it
ceased to be profitable.
You would be
keeping it
from being taken
by its own
dark and useless purposes.
There are words in here
over a thousand years old.

Chester, Pennsylvania—will engage whole classes of
people who really ‘get it.’ The media cannot ignore
Lois Gibbs shrieking at the President of the United
States. This story has become lore that will be passed
on.
Will you speak to the book you’re working on now—the upcoming, unprecedented transfer of wealth and potential for its
uses?
Economists tell us we can expect a wealth transfer
of $10 trillion in land and other assets over the next
generation, maybe more. If history is an indicator,
about 90% of that wealth will be reinvested. I think the
notion of social investment is very important to transmit
now to the people who will inherit that $10 trillion—
whether they see themselves as philanthropists or as investors. The people who become philanthropists will
keep endowments in tact and give away about 5%,
which is the way almost all foundations work.
The early philanthropists in this country were selfmade, robber baron industrialists who accumulated a lot
of money without income taxes, antitrust legislation or
labor laws to protect small business or workers—and a
few of them, such as Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Mrs.
Russell Sage, created a new paradigm of philanthropy.
Unfortunately, those who inherit money see money differently than those who made it—earned money is always different from inherited money.
Bill Gates will likely become a philanthropist some
day. But, because he made money in a corporate context, he will always think in that vein because corporate
culture completely forms the way he thinks. It takes
years for anyone to un-learn corporate thinking. We
can expect that philanthropy will continue to be ‘corporatized’ and hold their grantees to standards they would
hold for a company they invested in. That’s not all bad
because no one needs grantees wasting money. If a
grantor gives money to grantees to communicate, or activate, or create a new institution—an orphanage—it’s
fair to want to see it done efficiently. Yet, if adhering to
corporate standards is excessive—if ‘a return on an investment’ is the standard and the project is inherently
less quantifiable than the building of an orphanage—
then the corporate model becomes problematic.
If we are going to influence philanthropy, the only
way to do so is to stimulate the imagination of philanthropists. I like the idea of wilding money, throwing it
at the wall and seeing if it sticks. Why not throw one

They have conspired
with other creatures
and been spoken
with air
that has been inside
the leaves of trees.

billion at the U.N., as Ted Turner did, and see if it
HANK MEALS
does some good? The motto of the Turner Foundation
is: “There is no hope. . .but we might be wrong.” Both
Ted Turner and George Soros know that when they
make grants a lot of money will be wasted, but that
philanthropists need to deliberately risk failing at a 2025% rate simply to test imagination. We must take
risks—grantors and grantees. We’ve got to take risks to
change, to improve conditions in the world. Using our
imaginations is a risky business. Imagining a world
worth imagining and seeing how to get there with money—what else is there?
Even though the philanthropic culture hates failure—‘failure’ doesn’t exist in foundation literature—
those who will control 10-20% of the $10 trillion wealth
transfer in the next generation have got to be ready and
willing to ‘fail,’ to take big chances and risks, because
the answers are not obvious. The answers never were
obvious, and they’re less obvious now. We will only
find answers by exploring and taking risks—that’s how
all inquiry works. If you’re going to fund inquiry and
critique, you’ve got to be willing to fund failure. Once
a person accepts that, then he or she can allow themselves to be imaginative.
Most philanthropy is unimaginative and goes to
short-term projects within safe cultural institutions such
as the symphony, ballet, opera, and hospitals where
philanthropists go to die. Very little philanthropy goes
to public health, and even less to prevention. Educational philanthropy goes to elite, higher education—the
alma maters of the rich and famous get about 70% of
the funding—even though we’ve known, from the time
of Thomas Jefferson, how vital public education is to
democracy.
Today, media is much more vital to democracy than
it was in the time of Thomas Jefferson. We cannot subtract either education or media from democracy—both
are key to how idiotic or imaginative our expectations
are. If the consumers of media are educated in the Jeffersonian sense, then media will have to become sophisticated to meet the expectations of an educated audience.
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These words
when spoken
are an ancient forest.
Some of the words
they say
are no longer productive.
Truth. Love.
Compassion for all beings.
Hey—
call the operators.
Haul them away to the mill.
But say—
isn’t that a trace of
human wisdom
in among those words?
And down there isn’t that a
vole digging for buried
meaning in the
decay and duff of a
culture that long ago
knew how to say, Enough—
don’t be taking
what you haven’t created
and can’t pay back.
There is blood here.
An owl is eating the vole.
There is life here.
These words are
inside the trees again.
What happens
to our words
happens to the forest.
What happens to the forest
happens
to us.
We should be cutting
lies instead of trees.

•

•

First printed in Econews; broadside edition by Tangram Press
to benefit Taxpayers for Headwaters Forest 1998
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Some readers:
American Craft,
American Poetry Review
Arizona Highways,

Commonly Read:
Amicus Journal
Bugle
Earth Island Journal
Environmental Ethics
Funny Times
Lapis
NY Times Review of Books
Newsweek
Poetry Flash
Poets and Writers
Quaker journals
Scientific American
Smithsonian
Time
Times Literary Supplement
Wilderness Record
Wilson Quarterly
World Watch
Yes, a Journal of Positive Futures

Atlantic Monthly
Harper’s Magazine
The Nation
National Geographic
The New Yorker
Northern Lights
Orion
Resurgence
Sierra
The Sun
Terra Nova
Tricycle
Utne Reader
Wild Earth
Audubon

In addition to Wild Duck Review:

Magazines & Journals Most
Read

Less than 2% of Wild Duck Review readers watch television. Everyone reads—voraciously.
Nearly everyone listens to some radio, mostly National Public Radio programs; a few listen to
Canadian and British public broadcasting. Some penned in Internet sources, conversation, or
direct experience: working or walking the hills, beaches, woods, and rivers. Books listed are too
numerous to mention; yet interestingly, beyond contemporaries, included many classics in
literature, ecology, political philosophy & cultural criticism

Where do we get our information?

Newspapers: most readers subscribe to local papers and some regularly read
New York Times, LATimes, SFChronicle, Le Monde, London Times
High Country News, &/or Wall Street Jounral
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(random order)

Most Wanted Debated
in Public Media
Human population • Population, consumption & degradation of living systems • Carrying capacity • Developed countries’ responsibility to world population • Choosing
to be child-free as a meaningful and responsible life • Are Christian Right and Muslim
fundamentalists stifling even superficial debate on population? • North/South inequities • How can we move away from
consumerism as our mass religion? • Catastrophic famines in 21st century • How to
achieve global sustainability on a shrinking
planet? • Full costs to imported foods •
Scale of farming • True costs of modern
lifestyle • Efforts for ecological health
worldwide • How do we end humanity's
war on nature? • Interconnection of biosphere and current extinction spasm • Does
extinction matter? • “If destruction of the
natural world isn't making us happy, why are
we doing it?” • Global Warming • Loss of
habitat vs. loss of jobs in timber communities • Water availability • Deforestation •
Pollution • Disposal or storage of spent nuclear waste • Cattle grazing & hog farms •
How do we Homo sapiens rejoin the large biotic community? • How can humans be
equal participants in nature, not dominators
nor mere observers? • The obligations of
"dominion" • The destructive myth of private land ownership • What is wild? • Contact with the wild • Connection between
loss of wilderness & loss of community •
Human need for solitude in nature • Ecoliteracy • Deep Ecology • Conservation biology • Paul Shepard's Human Ecology •
Ecological design (work of McDonough,
Orr, Braunger, et al)• Harmful and beneficial actions by people/groups over time •
Renewable non-polluting energy sources •
Hunting vs. animal rights • How to transform a capitalistic materialistic techno-industrial state • Education • Employment •
Disappearance of well-paid blue collar jobs
• How global economics affect citizens in

Issues

~ Wild Duck Review Readers ~

Books

Art and Antiques
A TC Journal, AWP Writer's Chronicle
California Flyfisher,
Chronicles of Community, Civilization
Country Home
Creation Spirituality
Dirty Linen, Dissent
Earth First!
Encounter, Enquiring Mind
Environmental History
Fast Company, Fifth Estate
Fine Homebuilding
Glimmer Train
Heron Dance, Hope
Human Kindness
In These Times
Journal of Transpersonal Psychology
Massage
Mother Jones
Muse Letter
Natural History
Nature Conservancy
New England Journal of Medicine
News from Native California
Noetic Science Review
Old House Journal
Open Spaces
Organic gardening
Organization & Environment
Outdoor Nature
Outdoor Photographer
Parabola
Performance Horse
Preservation
Progressive
Psychohistory Journal
Psychology Perspectives
Quadrant
Salt Journal: Religion, Psychology, Culture
Science News
Science/Nature
Shambhala Sun
Skeptical Inquirer
Social Contract
State of the World
Toward Freedom
Wildlife Conservation
Turning Wheel
"W"
Wild Garden
Wooden Boat
Z Magazine

~ • ~

A world of made
is not a world of born

—e.e. cummings

“Now, however, I see the whole thing as a tragic dysfunction—as horses pulling in different
directions and running roughshod over what really needed to be said. The newspapers represented different parts of what I have come to call an Assumed Dominant Mind. And the very
existence of that Assumed Dominant Mind, with its narrowness—even at the Times— mea n t
trouble: it meant creeping catatonia, and creeping illiteracy, and those have come to pass.”
— G e o rge S. Trow

“It’s ten o’clock, and seventy-seven per cent of the people think all is well.”
—Cartoon, New Yorker

“The distance between what we know and what we need to know appears to be greater than
ever. . . .Nor can we keep to the problems within our borders. Whether we wish it or not we are
involved in the world’s problems, and all the winds of heaven blow through our land.”
— Walter Lippmann

“It is the purpose of the First Amendment to preserve an uninhibited
market-place of ideas in which truth will ultimately prevail....It is the
right of the public to receive suitable access to social, political, esthetic,
moral, and other ideas.”
—U.S. Supreme Court

“I want to overhear passionate arguments about what we are and what we are doing and what
we ought to do. I want to feel that art is an utterance made in good faith by one human being to
another. I want to believe there are geniuses scheming to astonish the rest of us, just for the
pleasure of it. I miss civilization, and I want it back.”
—Marilynne Robinson

“If you sit on your butt long enough immersed in approximations of the real and surrounded
with canned laughter, it’s easy to forget you’re a mammal, a critter subject to the same rules as
the rest of creation: if you destroy what sustains you, if you foul your own nest, if you disdain
interdependence, you’re dead. “Virtual” means “in effect but not in fact.” Living a life of
effects without the raw, animating facts forsakes the very predication of existence; it’s like
studying the water cycle without getting wet.” —Jim Dodge

To consider. . .

Number One for nearly 90% of readers: Human Population

The question of our time most needing address?
the USA • Technology • How does technology change our idea of ourselves and nature? • Biotechnology • Genetic engineering • Irradiation: natural processes taken
over for corporate control? • Computerization: effects in rural areas, 2nd and 3rd world
countries • The highly unlikely notion that
computers and related technologies improve
our lives • Decoupling conservation and social issues • How does accelerating disintegration fit with the "order out of chaos,"
work of I. Prigogine? • How do media interests affect the democratic process? • Effects
of media on freedom of thought • Media’s
role in creating a desensitized, apathetic and
disengaged public • Monopolistic corporate
control of information • If news is just what
sells, what will be the role of the media in
the new millenium? • How can ordinary citizens regain access to and control over media? • Political correctness as censorship •
Culture moving from literacy to post-literacy (Internet, film, etc.): education & new
media • Effects of electronic media on children • Changes in media fads & changes in
culture? • Sentimentalization of nature by
writers & others in media • How advertising shapes reality • Political advertising vs.
Debate • Dialogue vs. debate • How we
can continue to be a democracy? • Disintegration of civil society • Campaign finance
& oligarchy • How can honest people of integrity get into politics? • How can U. S reduce drug addiction? • U. S. worldwide
weapons sales • Pentagon war budget • National Security • Communities & gun-control • Corporations in every realm • Changing power relationships of global corporations & national governments • Why are corporations given rights of citizens? • Myth of
corporations as bedrock of free society •
Corporate takeover of family farms & businesses • Corporate "ownership" of patents
on life/controlling what farmers can grow •
Widening division between wealthy & poor
• Care and future for the homeless • Disintegration of local communities and families
• What do we (really) need and want? •
Health care reforms & role of profit • How
to stop the spread of nothingness we call
culture & put values & integrity back into
the world? • Need for the divine to support
& inspire • How to improve life for
preschool children • Children: How to educate for life, not just jobs? • How can the
arts and humanities survive and thrive in
public education? • Can we teach beauty
without condescension toward romanticism?
• How does language create value judg-

