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This essay compares William Cronon’s “The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong
Nature” and Jeffrey C. Ellis’s “On the Search for a Root Cause: Essentialist Tendencies in
Environmental Discourse.” The original discussion correctly recognized that both writers criticize
simplified ideas about nature and seek a more responsible relationship between environmental
protection and human society. It also preferred Ellis because his analysis seemed more attentive to
social, political, scientific, and economic complexity. That judgment can be retained, but Cronon’s
argument requires clarification. He does not claim that civilized people should separate themselves
from nature or that wilderness is dangerous because forests are uncivilized. He argues almost the
opposite: the cultural ideal of wilderness can falsely place “real” nature outside human life,
encouraging people to protect spectacular remote landscapes while ignoring the environments where
they work and live. Ellis extends a related criticism by examining essentialism—the search for one
pure, underlying cause or identity—and by proposing the palimpsest as a better model for
environmental complexity. (Cronon, 1996)

Cronon’s Central Argument
Cronon challenges the assumption that wilderness is a place untouched by humans and therefore the
highest form of nature. He shows that the American wilderness ideal was historically produced
through Romanticism, the sublime, frontier mythology, nationalism, and the removal of Indigenous
peoples from lands later represented as empty. Wilderness areas may contain ecosystems of great
value, and Cronon does not argue that they should be destroyed. His concern is conceptual: when
people imagine nature as existing only where humans are absent, ordinary landscapes become
morally invisible. Cities, farms, suburbs, workplaces, and degraded neighborhoods are also ecological
places. The task is not to choose civilization or wilderness but to recognize that humans are always
within nature and therefore responsible for the effects of everyday life.

The Problem of “Untouched” Nature
The idea of untouched wilderness appears objective but often erases history. Landscapes considered
pristine may have been managed, burned, cultivated, hunted, traveled, or inhabited by Indigenous
communities for generations. Removing people and later presenting the land as unoccupied converts
a political history into a natural image. Cronon’s criticism is especially important because
conservation has sometimes treated human presence as contamination without distinguishing
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destructive extraction from long-standing stewardship. Acknowledging human history does not mean
that every form of development is acceptable. It means that environmental policy should not depend
on a myth of complete absence.

Romanticism and the Sublime
Cronon traces part of the wilderness ideal to Romantic experiences of the sublime—encounters with
mountains, canyons, forests, and storms that produce awe, fear, and spiritual elevation. Such
experiences can inspire conservation and personal transformation. The problem arises when they
become the standard by which all nature is valued. A dramatic mountain receives protection, while a
wetland near a poor community, an urban tree canopy, or agricultural soil may be ignored. The
sublime can also encourage tourism and consumption of landscape as scenery. Cronon asks readers
to preserve the emotional value of wild places without making them the only legitimate nature.

Frontier Myth and American Identity
Wilderness became linked to an American story of independence, masculinity, renewal, and escape
from urban or European corruption. The frontier hero appeared self-reliant because the social and
Indigenous histories of the land were pushed outside the frame. This mythology allowed privileged
visitors to experience wilderness as temporary freedom while returning to the economic system that
made travel possible. Cronon’s point is not that solitude or recreation is hypocritical. It is that
wilderness experience can conceal the social conditions behind it and become a retreat from
responsibility. Environmental ethics must include the places people cannot leave. (Guha, 1989)

The False Separation of Human and Nature
The original essay interpreted Cronon as recommending a midway solution between civilized life and
wilderness. That is close to his practical conclusion, but the deeper argument is that the opposition
itself is misleading. Humans are animals, cities depend on water and energy, agriculture transforms
ecosystems, and technology uses material resources. The human world is not outside nature. At the
same time, saying that humans are natural does not justify every action. Disease, predation, and
extinction are also natural, but ethical judgment asks what humans ought to do given knowledge and
responsibility. Cronon seeks an environmentalism that recognizes continuity without eliminating
moral distinction.

Wilderness Protection After Cronon
Critics sometimes fear that questioning wilderness provides an argument for development: if no place
is truly untouched, why protect anything? Cronon explicitly resists that conclusion. Wild areas can
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protect biodiversity, watersheds, climate functions, cultural relationships, and opportunities for
nonhuman life. The criticism changes the justification. Protection should be based on ecological and
ethical value, historical honesty, and democratic responsibility rather than a fantasy of land without
people. It should also respect Indigenous sovereignty and knowledge. Wilderness protection remains
important but becomes one part of environmentalism rather than its complete definition.

Ellis and Environmental Essentialism
Jeffrey Ellis examines the tendency to search for one root cause, pure essence, or original condition
that explains environmental problems. Essentialist discourse may describe humans as inherently
destructive, technology as the single cause of crisis, capitalism as the only explanation, or a lost
natural harmony as the solution. Each claim may identify real forces, but environmental change
usually arises from interacting institutions, technologies, values, ecologies, histories, and power
relations. Ellis warns that reducing complexity can produce policies that are morally confident but
analytically weak. Environmental debates require causal explanation, yet one cause should not be
mistaken for the whole system.

What Essentialism Does in Public Debate
Essentialism makes communication easier because it gives audiences a clear villain and remedy.
“Greed destroys nature,” “humans are the problem,” or “technology will save us” can mobilize action.
However, these statements erase variation. Some technologies reduce harm while others increase it;
some communities consume far more resources than others; and economic systems operate
differently across institutions and places. A universal claim about humanity can hide unequal
responsibility. Ellis’s critique therefore has ethical importance. Environmental discourse should not
distribute blame so broadly that those most responsible disappear inside the category of “people.”

The Palimpsest Metaphor
Ellis uses the palimpsest to represent landscapes and environmental ideas as layered texts. A
palimpsest is a manuscript written over earlier writing whose traces remain. Landscapes likewise
contain overlapping ecological processes, settlements, laws, memories, infrastructure, violence,
restoration, and cultural meanings. No single layer is the final essence. This metaphor improves on
the idea of nature as a pure original state hidden beneath human interference. It encourages
historical inquiry: what processes created the current landscape, whose traces are visible, whose
have been erased, and what new layer will policy add? The palimpsest does not mean that judgment
is impossible. It means that judgment should be informed by multiple histories and consequences.
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Science, Culture, and Landscape
The original essay stated that cultural understanding of nature can create landscape problems. Ellis’s
point is that scientific facts and cultural meanings interact. A forest can be timber, habitat, sacred
place, carbon storage, recreation, homeland, watershed, or all of these at once. Scientific
measurements cannot decide alone how competing values should be prioritized, while cultural
attachment cannot determine ecological consequences without evidence. Policy must integrate both.
Conflicts arise when one interpretation is presented as natural and all others as irrational. The
palimpsest model makes room for plural meanings while requiring attention to material conditions.

Costs, Benefits, and the Limits of Calculation
The original comparison valued Ellis’s attention to the costs and benefits of development. Cost-benefit
analysis can clarify trade-offs, but not every value can be translated reliably into money. Species loss,
sacred sites, displacement, public health, and irreversible damage raise questions of rights and
justice as well as aggregate benefit. A project may produce net economic gain while concentrating
harm on a marginalized community. Ellis’s complexity should therefore not be interpreted as
permission to destroy nature whenever projected benefits exceed quantified costs. It calls for analysis
of who gains, who loses, what is uncertain, what cannot be replaced, and which alternatives exist.

Environmental Decisions Under Uncertainty
Policymakers rarely possess complete knowledge. Climate systems, ecological thresholds, cumulative
pollution, and species interactions involve uncertainty. Waiting for certainty can permit irreversible
damage, while acting on oversimplified assumptions can create new problems. A responsible
approach uses the best evidence, makes assumptions explicit, applies precaution where harm may be
severe, and adapts policy as knowledge changes. Ellis’s criticism of root-cause thinking supports
adaptive governance because it expects causal understanding to evolve. Cronon’s criticism supports
the same approach by asking people to examine the environmental consequences of ordinary life
rather than reserve concern for idealized places.

Comparing Their Critiques of Dualism
Both writers challenge binary thinking. Cronon criticizes wilderness versus civilization, human versus
nature, and pure landscape versus corrupted landscape. Ellis criticizes essential cause versus
superficial effect and authentic nature versus cultural interpretation. Cronon focuses more directly on
the history and moral consequences of the American wilderness ideal. Ellis offers a more general
theory of environmental discourse. Cronon’s essay is rhetorically powerful because it transforms a
beloved concept from within. Ellis is analytically systematic because he explains why environmental
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arguments repeatedly seek purity and singular causes.

Differences in Method
Cronon uses intellectual history, cultural criticism, environmental ethics, and personal reflection. His
argument moves through the sublime, frontier, Indigenous removal, and everyday responsibility. Ellis
uses conceptual analysis to identify patterns of essentialism and propose the palimpsest. Cronon’s
examples make the problem tangible, while Ellis provides a vocabulary that can be applied across
issues. A reader may find Cronon more accessible and Ellis more theoretically flexible. The stronger
essay depends on whether the criterion is rhetorical impact, historical specificity, or conceptual
breadth.

The Strength of Cronon’s Everyday
Environmentalism
Cronon’s most valuable contribution is his insistence that environmental responsibility begins at
home. Protecting a distant national park while accepting toxic exposure, excessive consumption, and
ecological inequality in ordinary communities produces a divided ethics. He proposes a “middle
ground” in which people learn to inhabit nature responsibly rather than imagine salvation through
escape. This idea expands conservation toward environmental justice, sustainable agriculture, urban
ecology, and household consumption. It does not solve every policy conflict, but it changes what
counts as an environmental issue.

The Strength of Ellis’s Anti-Essentialism
Ellis is especially useful when debates become morally absolute. A claim that one social system,
technology, religion, or human trait explains every environmental problem may prevent coalition and
misdiagnose causes. The palimpsest encourages attention to layered responsibility and historical
change. It also resists nostalgia. There may be no single past condition to restore, and restoration
itself requires choosing a time, species composition, and human relationship. Ellis’s framework is
therefore well suited to landscapes altered by climate change, migration, industrialization, and
centuries of management. (Whyte, 2017)

Limitations of Cronon
Cronon’s argument can be misunderstood as weakening protection, and his emphasis on cultural
construction may appear to understate the material difference between a roadless ecosystem and a
city. Although all places are natural in a broad sense, they are not ecologically equivalent. Some
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areas have far greater biodiversity, integrity, or capacity to support species sensitive to human
disturbance. A careful application of Cronon must preserve these differences. His conceptual critique
should expand environmentalism, not flatten ecological value.

Limitations of Ellis
Anti-essentialism carries its own risk. If every issue is described as infinitely layered, decision-makers
may avoid clear causal claims and responsibility. Environmental policy requires action, and some
forces are more influential than others. Fossil-fuel combustion is a principal cause of anthropogenic
climate change even though the political economy around it is complex. Complexity should refine
prioritization rather than make all explanations equal. Ellis’s palimpsest needs to be paired with
empirical evidence and moral criteria.

Which Argument Is More Convincing?
I continue to find Ellis’s framework somewhat more convincing for broad environmental decision-
making because it directly warns against singular explanations and provides a model for layered
historical, political, scientific, and cultural analysis. His argument helps prevent policy from being
organized around purity or one root cause. However, my earlier reasons require revision. Cronon is
not stricter or less attentive to positive human development; he also argues for complexity and
coexistence. In fact, Cronon offers the more powerful correction to the belief that civilization and
nature are separate. Ellis is stronger as a general analytic method, while Cronon is stronger in
showing how a specific cultural ideal can produce exclusion and neglect.

Application to Contemporary Environmental Policy
Climate adaptation, renewable-energy development, rewilding, urban planning, and conservation all
demonstrate the value of both essays. A solar or transmission project may reduce emissions while
affecting habitat and communities. Cronon discourages treating developed land as ecologically
worthless or remote land as the only nature. Ellis encourages analysis of layered benefits, harms,
histories, and power. A just decision would compare alternatives, consult affected communities,
respect rights, examine cumulative effects, and monitor outcomes. Neither “protect nature at all
costs” nor “development serves the greater good” is sufficient without specifying which nature, which
costs, which public, and which alternatives.

Conclusion
Cronon and Ellis both challenge environmental thought that depends on purity and simple opposition.
Cronon argues that wilderness is a culturally constructed ideal that can erase Indigenous history and



Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 7

separate environmental concern from everyday life. He continues to support protection but asks for
an ethics that includes all inhabited places. Ellis criticizes the search for a single root cause and uses
the palimpsest to represent layered ecological and social history. Ellis’s framework is more broadly
useful for analyzing complex policy, while Cronon offers a sharper historical and moral critique of
American wilderness. The strongest environmental discourse combines them: protect ecologically
valuable places, recognize that humans remain within nature, reject erased histories, identify
important causes without reducing everything to one essence, and make decisions through evidence,
justice, and responsibility. (Cronon, 1996)

Works Cited
Cronon, William. “The Trouble with Wilderness; or, Getting Back to the Wrong Nature.” Environmental
History, vol. 1, no. 1, 1996, pp. 7–28.

Ellis, Jeffrey C. “On the Search for a Root Cause: Essentialist Tendencies in Environmental Discourse.”
Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature, edited by William Cronon, W. W. Norton,
1996, pp. 256–268.

Guha, Ramachandra. “Radical American Environmentalism and Wilderness Preservation: A Third
World Critique.” Environmental Ethics, vol. 11, no. 1, 1989, pp. 71–83.

Whyte, Kyle Powys. “Indigenous Climate Change Studies: Indigenizing Futures, Decolonizing the
Anthropocene.” English Language Notes, vol. 55, nos. 1–2, 2017, pp. 153–162.


