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NATURAL AND UNNATURAL; WILD AND CULTURAL
Holmes Rolston 11!

ABSTRACT.—Yellowstone National Park’s mission and policy can be clarified by analysis of the natural and the unnat-
ural. Nature is a comprehensive word, in some uses excluding nothing; more useful is a contrast distinguishing nature
and culture. Specifying “wild nature” denotes spontaneous nature absent human influence. Critics claim that the mean-
ing of wild nature, especially of wilderness, is a foil of culture. Pristine nature, often romanticized, is contrasted with a
technological and industrial culture. By this account, wilderness is a social construction.

Nevertheless, wild nature successfully denotes, outside culture, an evolutionary and ecological natural history, which
remains present on the Yellowstone landscape, jeopardized by numerous human influences, including the invasions of
exotic species. Natural processes have returned in the past, as when Native Americans left the landscape. Natural
processes can be preserved today, because of, rather than in spite of, park management. Over much of the North Ameri-
can landscape nature is managed and at an end. Yellowstone provides an opportunity to encounter and to conserve

“untrammeled” nature as an end in itself, past, present, and future.
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1. NATURE AND CULTURE

In one sense, nature-is quite a grand word,
referring to everything. Natura or physis is the
source from which all springs forth. If one is a
metaphysical naturalist, then nature is all that
there is. The contrast class might be the super-
natural, which, they may argue, is an empty
set. Humans are generated within nature and
they break no natural laws. Everything agri-
cultural, technological, industrial, or economic
will, on this meaning, be completely natural.
So will everything humans have done, whether
intentionally or accidentally, by way of moving
animals and plants around, as with exotics and
invasive species. So will all park management.

Baird Callicott says, provocatively: “We are
therefore a part of nature, not set apart from it.
Chicago is no less a phenomenon of nature
than is the Great Barrier Reef.” Or Yellowstone.
Callicott wants to cure us from mistakenly
supposing a “sharp dichotomy between man
and nature” (1992:16-17). Such scope is prob-
lematic, however, because it allows no useful
contrast with culture- but we need that con-
trast carefully analyzed if humans are going to
relate their cultures to nature. We need a
more restricted definition, one that can enable
us to separate Chicago from Yellowstone.

A straightforward contrast is culture. If 1
am hiking across the Lamar Valley, the birds
and their nests are natural; but if I come upon
an abandoned boot, this is unnatural. Expand-
ing this into a metaphor, the whole of civiliza-
tion is mind and hand producing artifacts in
contrast to the products of wild, spontaneous
nature. Wild animals, much less plants, do not
form cumulative transmissible cultures, elabo-
rating such artifacts over generations.

Humans evolved out of nature; our bio-
chemistries are natural. We too have genes
and inborn traits. But human life is radically
different from that in wild nature. Unlike coy-
otes or bats, humans are not just what they are
by nature; we come into the world by nature
quite unfinished and become what we become
by culture. Humans deliberately rebuild the
wild environment. They also deliberately set
out to conserve some wild places, as with Yel-
lowstone, protected by an act of Congress.

Information in nature travels intergenera-
tionally on genes; information in culture travels
neurally as persons are educated into trans-
missible cultures. They learn how to build fires,
or make spears, or make iron plows and grow
wheat. Humans argue about worldviews, about
whether there should be wildlands as well as
wheatlands in Wyoming. The determinants of
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But why so? You can still have the unpre-
dictability, the contingency, and the spontane-
ity when exotics are introduced. Which exotics
end up where is as patchy as the mosaics on
natural landscapes. Conflict and resolution are
still taking place when purple loosestrife in-
vades a pond. If a vacant lot in a city is aban-
doned, weeds take over. Has not the lot gone
wild? Maybe Yellowstone has had some exotics
dumped into it; but the new plants are on
their own. They do their thing, beyond human
control. They might even increase biodiver-
sity, although exotics typically displace native
vegetation and are, after habitat destruction,
the biggest cause of biodiversity loss in the
United States (Enserink 1999).

Yes, but now the wildness is reduced. The
temporal continuity with the evolutionary past
is broken. The area is less pristine. Perhaps
wildness can eventually return. But meanwhile
the exotics are making the place unnatural. The
invasives are not adapted fits, having evolved
on other landscapes and been transported
here anomalously. Invasive means “entering by
an unlawful force.” These plants and animals
have not entered these ecosystems by any of
the lawlike natural processes that, in the wild,
govern community structure. They are, we
might say, feral. Feral does not mean “wild.”

Exotics do not contribute to what Aldo
Leopold called the “integrity, stability, and
beauty of the biotic community” (1968:224-225).
Charles Elton recognized this, half a century
ago: “We are living in a period of the world’s
history when the mingling of thousands of
kinds of organisms from different parts of the
world is setting up terrific dislocations in
nature” (1958:18). These exotics are, we might
say, weeds. But the word weeds now has an
atypical sense, since these plants are not out of
place, undesired, in our cultivated garden.
These plants are misplaced in the wild.

Exotics typically grow well in disturbed
soil, and humans disturb enormous amounts of
soil. So exotics are waifs of culture. One might
expect, however, that exotics will fail in wild
ecosystems, since they are not good adapted
fits. And that is often so. The invasives often
linger around culture, on roadsides, in fence
rows. One does not find them deep in the
wildlands—at least not at first. But there is
disturbed soil in nature as well as in culture,
and these plants can gradually invade native
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places, as they have in Yellowstone. Say, if you
like, that they did so competitively; it is equally
true that they did so by assistance of boat and
plow.

We can take weed as a metaphor for the
whole. One doesn’t want a weedy landscape.
Initially this means a landscape where fields
and pastures are full of weeds that we dislike.
Later it means a landscape where wild nature
has been invaded with exotics. One doesn’t
want a garden with weeds. One doesn't want a
national park, a natural park, with weeds. On a
small scale, relatively, Yellowstone becomes
the park of weeds, rather than an evolutionary
ecosystem. On a larger scale, Earth becomes a
weedy planet, rather than a biosphere.

Yes, comes a reply, but these weeds are
invasive and competitive, now on their own,
even if once brought to their new locations by
human transport. They are like everything
else wild, except that they manage to exploit
humans and their activities, and to live, wildly,
in the nooks and crannies of civilization. When
humans set aside wild sanctuaries and parks
on the periphery of their civilization, these
exotics are poised, ready to test their coping
skills in these pockets of wildness in the midst
of civilization. Stickseeds evolved to catch on
animal fur, but if several seeds catch instead
on a hiker’s britches and then are dislodged
half a mile down the trail, the resulting seed-
lings do not know whether they were carried
by animal or by human; it does not matter.
Admire them for their aggressive success; that
is what natural selection is all about, ongoing
now despite human interference.

It may matter, however, when the britches
are carried by jet plane to a different conti-
nent, where the sprouting seeds will not have
evolved as an adapted fit in the radically dif-
ferent ecosystem they come now to inhabit.
Once hemmed in by oceans, these plants play
hopscotch because of human travel. These
exotics are foreigners, spillovers from civiliza-
tion. They are like the foreign viruses that
land in New York or Los Angeles and upset
human health in cities, except that, instead,
these upset the health of the land.

Plants do move around on their own. They
invade new areas, as when climates change; and
one can, if one wishes, speak of naturally inva-
sive species. In prehistoric times, with melting
ice, species moved north variously from 200 to



2001]

1500 meters per year, as revealed by fossil
pollen analysis. Spruce invaded what previ-
ously was tundra. Today, most exotic species
are introductions that crossed oceans by boat
or by air, thousands of times faster than any
natural plant movements. Most are rapidly
propagating species that arrived in North
America within the last 2 centuries. Once on
site, exotic species invade typically at a rate of
10 kilometers per year, up to 50 times as fast
as the slower natural rates, and upwards of 7
times more than even the faster natural rates.
Worse, present and predicted Yellowstone en-
vironments will favor exotic species that can
shift ranges of latitude, longitude, and elevation
at 40-50 times faster than anything observed
in the fossil record (Whitlock and Millspaugh
2001).

One way to see the problem is to take exotic
for a local symbol of ongoing global events.
Look forward a century. Michael Soulé says:

In 2100, entire biotas will have been assem-
bled from (1) remnant and reintroduced
natives, (2) partly or completely engineered
species, and (3) introduced (exotic) species.
The term natural will disappear from our
working vocabulary. The term is already mean-
ingless in most parts of the world because
anthropogenic [activities] have been changing
the physical and biological environment for
centuries, if not millennia (1989:301).

That forces us to ask whether we want an en-
tirely managed nature, where humans engineer
and assemble the biotas, or disassemble them
by ignorance and accident, a landscape where
nature has come to an end.

4. PRISTINE NATURE

These lines of argument converge with the
claim that the quest for pristine nature is a
hopeless quest, whether past, present, or future.
Humans are always around, Europeans now
and earlier the Native Americans. Humans are
the real “exotics.” On every continent except
Africa, humans are foreigners out of place, and
everywhere, Africa included, they have long
since displaced the native vegetation.

Just what wild nature was present in the
Americas before the Native Americans arrived
15,000 years ago cannot be known. Even if it
could be known, that was Pleistocene nature.
Climates have since changed; and nature today,
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had it been left on its own, would be vastly
different from any Pleistocene nature. So the
quest for pristine nature out of the past is a
hopeless quest—so that argument goes. All we
have, or have ever had, is a dynamically chang-
ing nature occupied by humans.

The quest for pristine nature today is even
more hopeless—and now the argument takes
a new turn. The very idea of some humanless
nature separates humans from nature, falsely.
We have contaminated every landscape we
observe, if not by our hands with our tools,
then by our minds with our cultural baggage.
Edwin Dobb summarizes this view:

Any definition of nature that excludes people
and their works has always been indefensible,
as has any definition of humanity that excludes
nature. Wherever we stand, in the Gila Wilder-
ness or in Times Square, we stand at the inter-
section of nature and culture (1992:46).

By this logic, both Yellowstone and Times
Square are intersecting nature and culture. At
Times Square modern Americans intersect
nature, having rebuilt it dramatically there. In
Yellowstone, too, first the Native Americans
intersected nature on their hunts, and today
the tourists intersect nature as place of vaca-
tion. No human ever knows any nature with-
out intersecting with it.

But this is indiscriminate. Nature, as it
existed for millennia before people and their
works arrived, is quite a defensible definition
of nature. When “we” stand in the Gila or the
Absaroka Wilderness, there is an intersection
of the nature I behold and the cultural educa-
tion with which I behold it. But when I am no
longer standing there, there is a Gila and an
Absaroka Wilderness in which people and
their works are, if not entirely absent, insignif-
icant on the landscape beheld. Experiencing
the Gila Wilderness, Dobb reconsiders: “There
is something that lies beyond the reach of cul-
ture” (1992:50). To fail to discriminate between
the relative proportions of nature and culture
in the Gila Wilderness and in Times Square
only glosses over important issues about which
we are concerned both in understanding our
human place in nature and in our responsibili-
ties for its conservation.

Sometimes one encounters the objection
that the slightest human intervention has a
sort of totalizing effect and brings straightway





