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Abstract: In the face of the ecological crises brought about by the Anthropocene, restoring the 
rights of wild nature has become a moral and political imperative. This study explores how, 
through an ecocritical lens, both Henry David Thoreau and Gary Snyder urge a collective awak-
ening of environmental consciousness among their fellow Americans. Drawing on the foun-
dational notions of “wild,” “wilderness,” and “wildness,” the two authors develop a coherent 
eco-philosophy that transcends literary boundaries and enters the realm of environmental activ-
ism. Their writings laid the groundwork for influential movements such as bioregionalism and 
Deep Ecology, emphasizing a deep, spiritual, and political connection to the natural world. By 
adopting a radical stance toward the defense of ecosystems, Thoreau and Snyder challenge mod-
ern exploitative relationships with the environment and advocate a return to more harmonious, 
localized, and respectful modes of inhabiting the Earth. Their vision resonates with today’s ur-
gent environmental concerns and continues to inform 21st-century ecological literature and po-
litical thought. This paper argues that Thoreau’s legacy, reinterpreted and amplified by Snyder, 
remains crucial to rethinking the human-nature relationship in the current context of ecological 
collapse. In doing so, it underscores the enduring power of literature as a tool for ecological 
awareness and resistance.
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Introduction

Nature can be divided into three categories of language and materiality: the wild, 
wilderness and wildness. These three categories refer to a specifically American 
reality as Snyder tells nature writer Jim Harrison in their dialogue The Etiquette of 
Freedom: 

I want to say something about this conversation we’re having. It’s a very North 
American conversation. This is not something you can talk about in this way 
anymore in Europe or Asia, because they are too humanized, too urbanized, 
too agrarianized; there’s not enough habitat, not enough wildlife, not enough 
people left that are engaged with interacting with other creatures. (58)
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America is a continent of choice for articulating these concepts in the age of the 
Anthropocene. This neologism designates a new geological epoch that starts when 
human impact on geology and ecosystems became significant in the context of 
Earth’s history. Although there is no consensus over its beginning—or even its 
very existence—in the scientific community, environmental studies have been 
using it extensively when referring to humanity’s negative impact on wild nature 
and wildlife. With the natural world seemingly coming to an end in their own 
times, transcendentalist Henry David Thoreau (1817–1862) and Beat author Gary 
Snyder (1930–) have extensively mused about the notions of the wild, wildness 
and wilderness in their non-fiction works. Although the nature experienced and 
described by the two authors is evidently quite different as many years separate 
them, Snyder explicitly acknowledges the influence of Thoreau on his thinking 
in The Practice of the Wild: “Useful, demanding, and friendly elders are available 
to us [in a library]—I think of Bartolomé de las Casas, Baruch Spinoza, Henry 
David Thoreau” (67). There is both continuity and points of contention between 
these two foremost figures in the American ecological literary movement. We shall 
examine their work through an ecocritical lens and wonder how they negotiate 
their tenacious awareness for respect of the natural world and their witnessing 
of humanity’s tendency to separate itself from the wild. Defining ecopoetics and 
ecocriticism, Michel Collot elucidates in “Écocritique vs écopoétique?”: “Both focus 
on the representations of the relationship between humans and nature, but eco-
criticism primarily seeks to uncover, and often denounce, their ideological and 
political implications” (3).1 Our ecocritic discussion about the preservation of the 
American wild in the Anthropocence shall begin with interrogating Thoreau’s and 
Snyder’s definitions of the wild, wilderness and wildness. Then, we shall examine 
the assessment these authors make of the state of wild nature. And finally, we will 
look at what literature and philosophy can do to preserve wild nature.

!e !ree Aspects of American Nature

In the Western tradition, and more specifically in North America, the wild has 
mainly born negative connotations. Going against the grain, Thoreau and Snyder 
separate themselves from this conception of the Wild as an entity that inspires fear. 
In “Walking,” Thoreau rewords a line from Ben Johnson to read: “How near to good 
is what is wild!” (Collected Essays 240). The wild bears ethical and moral meaning; 
the author summarizes: “In short, all good things are wild and free” (Collected Essays 
246). For his part, Snyder remarks in The Practice of the Wild that “the idea of 
the ‘wild’ in civilized societies ... is often associated with unruliness, disorder, and 
violence” (5). The author does not only reflect on the etymology of the term, he 
also reworks the definition of the Oxford English Dictionary to qualify the wild 
from a less anthropocentric point of view. Thus, he replaces definitions such as 
“Of animals—not tame, undomesticated, unruly. / Of plants—not cultivated. / Of 

1  My translation.
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land—uninhabited, uncultivated” (9) by: “Of animals—free agents, each with its 
own endowments, living within natural systems. / Of plants—self-propagating, self-
maintaining, flourishing in accord with innate qualities. / Of land—a place where 
the original and potential vegetation and fauna are intact and in full interaction 
and the landforms are entirely the result of nonhuman forces. Pristine” (10). These 
positive meanings show a powerful emphasis on what constitutes the wild as an 
autonomous and self-sufficient force. But the wild is not a stable, eternal force, it 
“refers to process—a process that has been going on for eons” (23), Snyder tells Jim 
Harrison in The Etiquette of Freedom. By contrast, the second category of nature—
wilderness—“is simply topos—it is areas where the process is dominant ... [so] 
one of the terms I find myself using more now is the term ‘working landscapes,’ to 
be distinguished from the idea of totally pristine wilderness landscapes .... [T]he 
presence of human beings does not negate wilderness. It’s a matter of how much 
wildness as process is left intact” (23-24).

To put it differently, wilderness is the place where the quality of wildness 
can be found. In Ecocriticism, Greg Garrad sketches wilderness as “a construction 
mobilized to protect particular habitats and species, and is seen as a place for the 
reinvigoration of those tired of the moral and material pollution of the city” (66). 
Wilderness is a space for both environmental protection and personal renewal. As 
Lawrence Buell clarifies in The Future of Environmental Criticism: “Wildness and 
wilderness can be used synonymously ... But wilderness literally refers to a spatial 
area, whereas wildness is a term of quality rather than location” (148). So what 
exactly is wildness and how is it connected to civilization?

“[I]n Wildness is the preservation of the World. Every tree sends its fibers 
forth in search of the Wild .... From the forest and wilderness come the tonics and 
barks which brace mankind” (Thoreau, Collected Essays 239). In this oft quoted 
line from “Walking,” Thoreau appears to believe that civilization and the wild have 
become two separate entities that absolutely contradict each other, at the same time 
complementing one another. According to this romantic conception, wildness is 
everything civilization is not as he writes at the very beginning of his essay: “I wish 
to speak a word for Nature, for absolute Freedom and Wildness, as contrasted with 
a freedom and culture merely civil,—to regard man as an inhabitant, or a part and 
parcel of Nature, rather than a member of society” (Collected Essays  225). Thoreau 
opposes wild nature and civilization as being deeply incompatible, the former being 
the seat of total freedom, while the latter signifies the enslavement of humanity: 
“Life consists with wildness. The most alive is the wildest. Not yet subdued to man, 
its presence refreshes him” (Collected Essays 240). According to Lawrence Buell in 
The Future of Environmental Criticism, we need to bear in mind that “Thoreau is 
often misremembered as having written ‘wilderness,’ but his primary interest was 
not in wilderness as such but in discovering and honoring the evidence of the wild 
near at home” (149).

According to Thoreau, civilization can regenerate only through contact with 
the wild. The future of the over-civilized human soul lies in wildness. In Wilderness 
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and the American Mind, Roderick Nash analyses Thoreau’s position: “Unlike many 
Romantic contemporaries, Thoreau was not satisfied merely to announce his passion 
for wilderness. He wanted to understand its value” (88). It is to nature that humanity 
must turn to ensure its material and spiritual future. In an apparent paradox, Thoreau 
continues in “Walking” by asserting that one needs to go back to more primitive 
times to imagine what pre-civilized humanity could have been like: “I believe in the 
forest, and in the meadow, and in the night in which the corn grows.!We require 
an infusion of hemlock-spruce or arbor-vitae in our tea” (Collected Essays  239). 
Wild nature is the source of humanity’s rejuvenation as it is where we truly belong 
and can thrive. Before society and human laws, humans are an inherent part of 
nature, from which we originate and to which we must ultimately return. In Walden, 
Thoreau explains that we were connected to wildness when we were children, but 
this intimate connection has been lost over time: “Who does not remember the 
interest with which when young he looked at shelving rocks, or any approach to 
a cave? It was the natural yearning of that portion of our most primitive ancestor 
which still survived in us .... At last, ... our lives are domestic in more senses than 
we think” (A Week on the Concord 345).

 In a perspective that echoes Rousseau’s theory of the “noble savage,” Thoreau 
argues that as we grow up, we lose the free-spirited nature we once had. He suggests 
that living, walking, and losing oneself in the wild helps gain a healthy critical 
perspective on the civilized world we typically inhabit: “[N]ot till we are completely 
lost, or turned round, ... do we appreciate the vastness and strangeness of Nature 
.... Not till we are lost, in other words not till we have lost the world, do we begin 
to find ourselves, and realize where we are and the infinite extent of our relations” 
(A Week on the Concord 459). We must recognize our place in the natural world by 
detaching from our civilized routines. Only by stepping away from our daily habits 
can we learn from the wild nature around us and within ourselves. 

In Walden, Thoreau calls out to his neighbors so they would experiment 
for themselves this situation of uncertainty and disorientation in order to connect 
to their wild environment: “Our village life would stagnate if it were not for the 
unexplored forests and meadows which surround it. We need the tonic of wildness 
.... We can never have enough of Nature” (A Week on the Concord 575). The spiritual 
salvation of the village is dependent to its connection with the Wild. This “tonic of 
wilderness” is “an antidote to hypercivilization” (149) as Buell puts it in The Future of 
Environmental Ecocriticism. The remedy is available to anyone willing to reconnect 
with their wild nature. To preserve and enrich their civilization, urban dwellers need 
to experience the revitalizing power of the Wild. The relationship with the ever-
changing wild is continuous, vital, and insatiable, as humanity requires constant 
contact with it to nourish both mind and body.

Conversely, Snyder asks in The Practice of the Wild: “Where do we start 
to resolve the dichotomy of the civilized and the wild?” (16). His interpretation of 
Thoreau’s stances in “Walking” conveys a vision of wildness as being at one with 
civilization; slightly misquoting Thoreau in The Practice of the Wild, he declares:
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Thoreau says ‘give me a wildness no civilization can endure.’ That’s clearly not 
difficult to find. It is harder to imagine a civilization that wildness can endure, 
yet this is just what we must try to do. Wildness is not just the ‘preservation 
of the world,’ it is the world. . . . We need a civilization that can live fully and 
creatively together with wildness. We must start growing it right here, in the 
New World.!(6)2 

Building on Thoreau’s quote, Snyder notes that human societies have historically 
exploited the wild, damaging entire ecosystems. His goal is to preserve the wild for 
humanity’s well-being and establish a balanced, symbiotic relationship between 
humans and nature in the USA.

Snyder goes beyond Thoreau by asserting that wildness exists everywhere, 
and no amount of civilization can erase it. He believes that humanity and nature 
have always coexisted since the beginning of life on Earth. In The Practice of the 
Wild, he reflects that: “[i]t has always been part of basic human experience to live in 
a culture of wilderness. There has been no wilderness without some kind of human 
presence for several hundred thousand years” (7). This unity of the whole within 
the whole is the high point of his conception of nature. The natural world is pure 
interconnectedness as it relies on constant interactions between its elements: “Roots, 
stems, and branches are all equally scratchy. No hierarchy, no equality .... No wild 
and tame, no bound or free, no natural and artificial. Each totally its own frail self. 
Even though connected all which ways; even because connected all which ways” (110). 
Thus, according to Snyder, we are fundamentally beings of nature. There is no duality 
between nature and human civilization; our bodies, our spirits and the wild are one 
and the same. In every aspect of our being, we are wild. He boldly asserts: “Our bodies 
are wild .... The body is, so to speak, in the mind. They are both wild” (18). Snyder 
highlights the historical conflict between human societies and the wild, marked by 
exploitation and destruction of ecosystems. However, humanity in North America 
has lost touch with this perspective and seems to have declared war to the Wild.

American Civilization at War with Wild Nature

The Anthropocene is the latest period of the Quaternary, succeeding the Holocene, 
and is distinguished by the impact of human activity on the planet. The assessment 
of the damage caused to nature in the Anthropocene is overwhelming. As Timothy 
Clark phrases it in The Value of Ecocriticism: 

It is now widely acknowledged that human actions have, inadvertently, already 
triggered a profound and irreversible change in the operations of the Earth 
system. Old words such as spring, wilderness, wildlife, nature, the ocean – 
none of these now have the same literal referent as a hundred years ago, and 
their cultural resonance must be conceded as having drastically changed (11).

2  "e original quote reads: “Give me a wildness whose glance no civilization can endure” (240).
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 The impact of human actions on the planet’s well-being is indisputably 
observable everywhere and Snyder is outraged that most people do not react to the 
extent of the damage caused by humanity; he elaborates in The Practice of the Wild: 

Defend all of these plants, bugs, and animals equally? Little invertebrates that 
have never been seen in a zoo or a wildlife magazine? Species that are but a 
hair away from one another? It isn’t just a case of unique lineages but the lives 
of overall ecosystems . . . that are at stake. . . . The scale of loss is beyond any 
measure the planet has ever known” (188-189). 

Time is of the essence; the situation is catastrophic since ecosystems themselves 
function as interconnected, living entities, where the loss of one species can have a 
ripple effect on the entire system. By contrast, “there is no end in view to birth for 
humans. The world’s human population has doubled since mid-century to over five 
billion. It will be eight and a half billion by 2025” (189). For Snyder, it is clear that 
humans are the primary culprits, and that they reproduce at the expense of other 
terrestrial species.

During Thoreau’s time, the rise of capitalism and the early stages of the 
Industrial Revolution were already harming America’s wild nature, which deeply 
saddened him. In Walden, although he celebrates the relative preservation of 
Walden’s shores, Thoreau acknowledges that the landscape will never return to its 
original state due to human impact: “Since the woodcutters, and the railroad, and 
I myself have profaned Walden, perhaps ... the gem of the woods, is White Pond” 
(A Week on the Concord 480). The verb “profane” reflects humanity’s desecration of 
nature, which Thoreau views as sacred. He mourns the loss of Walden Lake’s purity, 
lamenting its transformation due to human encroachment. The deforestation and 
desertification of certain wooded areas are the result of ruthless capitalistic interests. 
Snyder offers a more direct analysis of the situation than Thoreau; he expresses his 
indignation in The Practice of the Wild:

[O]ur conservationist environmentalist-moral outrage is often ... aimed at the 
logger or the rancher, when the real power is in the hands of people who make 
unimaginably larger sums of money, people impeccably groomed, excellently 
educated at the best universities ... eating fine foods and reading classy literature, 
while orchestrating the investment and legislation that ruin the world. (127)

There is no point in blaming the hand that holds the axe; instead, we must 
address the broader socio-economic system that exploits nature for the benefit of 
the wealthy. Motivated by profit, humanity disrupts the continuity of time and views 
nature merely as a resource. He testifies and expresses his grief: “On one occasion 
a Cat went to the landing pulling only one log ... I know now that the tree had been 
close to being of record size. The largest Ponderosa Pine in the world” (134). The 
author asks this rhetorical question, tinged with thoughtful sadness: “How could 
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one not regret seeing such a massive tree go out for lumber? It was an elder, a being 
of great presence, a witness to the centuries” (134). The tree symbolizes wisdom and 
longevity, almost personified as a “being” and a “witness.” The author mourns its 
loss, feeling that humanity will struggle to understand its existence without it. This 
reverence for the tree reflects a broader view of the forest as a sacred place, not just 
a resource, offering a link to ancestral wisdom.

For Snyder, as for Thoreau, maintaining a relationship with trees requires 
drawing on memory, which plays a central role in connecting life’s moments with the 
elements of the world. In Walden, Thoreau remembers about the natural elements 
of Concord, Massachusetts: “When I was four years old, as I well remember, I was 
brought from Boston to this my native town, through these very woods and this 
field, to the pond. It is one of the oldest scenes stamped on my memory” (A Week on 
the Concord 446). The author reflects on a memorable moment of connection with 
nature, one of his oldest memories. His musings on time and memory convey nature’s 
timelessness. Through both his childhood and adult perspectives, he perceives the 
lake and the environmental awareness it fosters. Thoreau is the privileged witness 
to what other humans are doing to that which is—in a sense—his lake: “But since I 
left those shores the woodchoppers have still further laid them waste, and now for 
many a year there will be no more rambling through the aisles of the wood, with 
occasional vistas through which you see the water” (A Week on the Concord 476). 
Thoreau mourns the loss of wild nature disappearing under the blows of human 
aggression; this nature, so precious is being squandered before his eyes.

Yet, humanity forgets to pay tribute to the venerable nature of these plant 
beings and who allows itself to end their lives for superficial and petty reasons. In 
The Maine Woods, Thoreau describes the establishment in two villages of sawmills 
along the waters of the Penobscot. He thus paints a portrait of how this industry 
contributes to the deforestation of the area: “Within a dozen miles of Bangor we passed 
through the villages of Stillwater and Oldtown, built at the falls of the Penobscot; 
which furnish the principal power by which the Maine woods are converted into 
lumber. The mills are built directly over and across the river. Here is a close jam, a 
hard rub, at all seasons; and then the ... tree ... becomes lumber merely” (A Week on 
the Concord 594). Sawmills are shown as destructive machines that consume trees 
and produce uniform products. Thoreau is dismayed by the sight of majestic white 
pines being destroyed to become planks or matchsticks. He notes that in fulfilling 
their needs, people often commit brutal acts against nature, disregarding any moral 
considerations. Humanity appears brutish, cruel, and selfish: “The mission of men 
there seems to be, like so many busy demons, to drive the forest all out of the country, 
from every solitary beaver-swamp and mountain-side, as soon as possible” (A Week 
on the Concord 595). Moreover, trees are also exploited to build dams, which causes 
a long list of problems:

They have thus dammed all the larger lakes, raising their broad surfaces many 
feet; ...  thus turning the forces of nature against herself, that they might float 
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their spoils out of the country. They rapidly run out of these immense forests 
all the finer, and more accessible pine timber .... In many parts, only these dams 
remain .... Think how much land they have flowed, without asking Nature‘s 
leave! (A Week on the Concord 768) 

Water levels are increasing, forests are being ravaged, and certain areas are submerged. 
Deforestation is a scourge that not only leads to the demise of vegetation but also 
to that of animal species.

If trees are the first plant victims of the landscape, animals also suffer from 
human exploitation. We are not talking about animals as individuals here, but as a 
species integrated into a whole, as they belong to an ecosystem. Thoreau condemns 
the ecological impact of human activities on rivers and fish populations in A Week 
on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers. On the subject of lampreys, he writes: “They 
are rarely seen in our waters at present, on account of the dams, though they are 
taken in great quantities at the mouth of the river in Lowell” (A Week on the Concord 
28). Some species of fish are disappearing from their natural habitat due to human 
intervention and the dam’s harmful impact on the migration of certain species: 
“Salmon, Shad, and Alewives were formerly abundant here, ... until the dam, and 
afterward the canal at Billerica, and the factories at Lowell, put an end to their 
migrations hitherward” (A Week on the Concord 28-29). Humanity’s insatiable 
appetite for destruction causes the annihilation of other living beings. Already in 
the mid-19th century, entire animal species were endangered due to human insatiable 
intervention.

Snyder, on his side, paints a bleak picture of the state of the world’s animal 
species in The Practice of the Wild that includes all sorts of animals: “[T]he realms 
of caribou and elk, elephant and rhinoceros, orca and walrus, are shrinking day 
by day. Creatures who have traveled with us through the ages are now apparently 
doomed, as their habitat ... falls before the slow-motion explosion of expanding 
world economies” (4-5). Humanity has become the executioner of all other species 
living on planet Earth. All kinds of species and ecosystems are under threat. The 
author’s findings are overwhelming: “The extinction of a species, each one a pilgrim 
of four billion years of evolution, is an irreversible loss. The ending of the lines of 
so many creatures with whom we have traveled this far is an occasion of profound 
sorrow and grief ” (188). Certain animals and their environments as we know them 
today will soon be a distant memory. The author seems distrustful about the state 
of the planet. The age of the Anthropocene is definitely upon us and humanity has 
modified the natural environment for the worst in every possible way. And yet, 
neither Thoreau nor Snyder accepts giving up fighting for the Wild.

!e Rights of Bioregions

Snyder and Thoreau’s passion for exploring the natural world led them to become 
writers dedicated to preserving wilderness. Both are avid walkers, deeply connected 
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to the materiality of nature. According to Thoreau, walking into the wild, far away 
from the village and from politics, isn’t a retreat; in “Walking,” he calls it a “crusade” 
(Collected Essays 225). It “has nothing in it akin to taking exercise” (Collected Essays 
228) and not only allows us to know the natural world we live in but also puts us on 
the path of a spiritual quest, as it enables us to intimately know ourselves. The author 
emphasizes freedom and detachment, suggesting that to fully experience a walk, one 
must be free from earthly ties. He believes that connecting with nature is vital for 
his mental and physical well-being, providing a rejuvenating power: “I think that I 
cannot preserve my health and spirits, unless I spend four hours a day at least—and 
it is commonly more than that—sauntering through the woods and over the hills 
and fields, absolutely free from all worldly engagements” (Collected Essays 227). 
He supports an unhurried approach to life though “sauntering,” suggesting that he 
finds more value in the quality of his time spent in nature rather than the quantity 
or productivity of his actions. Snyder subscribes to this thoreauvian view and asserts 
in The Practice of the Wild: “Walking is the great adventure, the first meditation, a 
practice of heartiness and soul primary to humankind. Walking is the exact balance 
of spirit and humility” (19). Walking in the wild is a natural, introspective activity 
that provides vitality and strength. For both Thoreau and Snyder, it is a holistic 
practice that connects body and soul, uplifting and grounding the walker.

Through personal experience, these two authors have acquired an intimate 
knowledge not only of nature in general, as an abstract notion, but of their immediate 
natural surroundings. Thoreau’s writing engages with local places mainly focusing 
on the woods of Massachusetts, while Snyder’s primarily deals with the Sierra 
Nevada range of northern California. Both authors’ viewpoints are deeply rooted in 
the natural world they have lived in, abundantly explored, and profusely described. 
In The Practice of the Wild, Snyder refers to Thoreau’s “Walking” and reminds 
his readers that “Thoreau says ... that an area twenty miles in diameter will be 
enough to occupy a lifetime of close exploration on foot—you will never exhaust 
its details” (29). This idea that there is an infinity of things to be learnt from a place 
makes us ponder over the importance of natural spaces in themselves, beyond the 
modifications made by humans. Lawrence Buell comments about Thoreau’s habits 
of taking walks in the Wilderness in Henry David Thoreau: “By a paradoxical logic 
... as Thoreau’s familiarity with the surrounding landscape grew, so did ... the sense 
of inexhaustible possibilities for discovery always in store” (11). Snyder’s reflection 
on Thoreau’s quotation allows him to introduce a key concept in his vision of 
humanity’s relationship with the natural world in The Practice of the Wild: “Regions 
seen according to natural criteria are sometimes called bioregions” (30). Snyder 
explores the idea that wilderness is not a distant or remote concept but something 
inherently close to us, even if it may require effort to access and a departure from 
the comforts and ease of daily life: “Every region has its wilderness” (30). He 
highlights the importance of understanding and connecting with nature in a specific, 
informed, and experiential way. Parting from James Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis 
which Lawrence Buell characterizes as “free-floating sentimentalism” (83) in The 
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Future of Environmental Criticism, he explains that true environmental awareness 
requires a deeper, more grounded approach: “Bioregional awareness teaches us in 
specific ways. It is not enough just to ‘love nature’ or to want to ‘be in harmony 
with Gaia.’ Our relation to the natural world takes place in a place, and it must be 
grounded in information and experience” (42). Place-based knowledge is crucial for 
understanding the local environment and human-nature connections. Bioregional 
awareness involves active engagement with the land to foster a sustainable and 
respectful relationship with nature.

Snyder laments the loss of connection with regions shaped by wild nature 
rather than humans. In The Practice of the Wild, he criticizes artificial political 
boundaries that disrupt natural ecosystems and ethnic territories: “[The] imposed 
borders sometimes cut across biotic areas and ethnic zones alike. Inhabitants lost 
ecological knowledge and community solidarity” (40). Borders divide ecological 
and cultural regions, disrupting traditional knowledge and weakening community 
ties. In The Practice of the Wild, he calls his fellow American citizens to reflect on 
what “being inhabitory, being place-based” (27) means to them as they are growing 
more and more disengaged from a sense of deep, rooted connection and belonging 
to a specific land, a “home place” (27). In The Future of Environmental Ecocriticism, 
Lawrence Buell observes that “Snyder knows that the point of thinking bioregionally 
is not literally to redraw state or national boundaries but, ... to provoke within and 
against ingrained grid-think keeners attention to how interaction with topography, 
climate, and non-human life directs not only how people ought to live but also 
the way they do live without realizing it” (84). Snyder challenges conventional 
boundaries by emphasizing how interactions with land, climate, and non-human 
life shape human existence. He encourages humanity to reconsider how it lives, 
both consciously and unconsciously, and advocates for re-inhabiting wild nature. 
Lawrence Buell suggests the following definition for “reinhabitation” in Writing for 
an Endangered World: 

[It] express[s] the goal of mutual renewal implicit in a dedication to ecocultural 
understanding and restoration. Advocates and practitioners of reinhabitation 
... start from the premise that not only has environment been abused, aspiring 
reinhabitors have themselves been wounded by displacement and ecological 
illiteracy so that they must (re)learn what it means to be ‘native’ to a place. (84) 

Reinhabitation involves relearning to reconnect deeply with the land, restoring a 
lost bond caused by environmental degradation and disconnection from ecosystems.

Through their work, Thoreau in the mid-1800s and Snyder in the 1970s both 
advocate a bio- or eco-centric view of (what came to be known as) an ecology that 
refuses anthropocentrism. In this sense, they are both environmentalists. Nature 
should never be a commodity according to Snyder and Thoreau; a proto-ecologist, 
this latter promotes the protection of wildlife in “Walking:” “To preserve wild animals 
implies generally the creation of a forest for them to dwell in or resort to” (Collected 
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Essays 242). Natural beings have value in themselves, independently from humanity’s 
anthropocentric criteria, and should not be subjected or transformed. In this regard, 
Roderick Nash notes in The Rights of Nature: “Although he did not use the term, an 
environmental ethic sprang from Thoreau’s expanded community consciousness” 
(37). Roderick Nash also interprets: “While Thoreau avoided the word ‘rights,’ his 
association of abused nature with abused people placed him squarely in the path 
that the new environmentalists would later follow” (37). According to Snyder, it is 
vital that we strive to defend wildness for the sake of all living creatures, humans 
and non-humans alike. In The Rights of Nature, Roderick Nash elaborates on the 
idea that he also is strongly attached to the notion of right when it comes to both 
wild nature and humanity: “Snyder explicitly applied natural-rights liberalism to 
the human relationship with nature. He identified nature as an oppressed minority 
whose rights civilization violated” (115). That is the reason why, in The Practice of 
the Wild, Snyder asserts our need for recognizing our connection to the land and 
understanding our place within the larger ecological and temporal context: “[W]e 
must consciously fully accept and recognize that this is where we live and grasp the 
fact that our descendants will be here for millennia to come. Then we must honor 
this lands great antiquity ... and work to hand it on to the children (of all beings) of 
the future with its biodiversity and health intact” (44). The author calls for a shift in 
how we view our relationship with the land, urging recognition of its intrinsic value 
and a long-term commitment to its protection. Preservation is a collective struggle 
for the sake of all beings, human and non-human, as we are all interconnected.

We need to learn how to cultivate and interact with the land in a way that 
harmonizes with its natural processes rather than opposing or altering them for 
short-term gain. Referring to Thoreau’s stay at Walden, Snyder advocates a renewed 
relationship to nature in The Practice of the Wild:  “Thoreau set out to “make the 
soil say beans” while living by his pond. To cause land to be productive according 
to our own notion is not evil. But we must also ask: what does mother nature do 
best when left to her own long strategies?” (97). There should be a balance between 
human productivity and natural processes when land is left undisturbed. Working 
with nature, rather than imposing external systems, leads to sustainable agricultural 
practices. Thoreau’s and Snyder’s works have contributed to the development of 
Deep Ecology; explicitly referring to Deep Ecologists George Sessions and Bill 
Devall, Snyder praises a “culture of the wilderness” (192), in which “Deep Ecology 
thinkers insist that the natural world has value in its own right, that the health of 
natural systems should be our first concern, and that this best serves the interests 
of humans as well” (192). Snyder sees Deep Ecology as a movement that values 
nature for its complexity, not just for human use. It challenges anthropocentrism and 
advocates recognizing nature’s inherent worth, focusing on protecting ecosystems, 
biodiversity, and ecological processes for the benefit of both the environment and 
human well-being: “A properly radical environmentalist position is in no way anti-
human” (193). Roderick Nash elucidates Snyder’s points of view in Wilderness and 
the American Mind: “The proper condition for people ... resulted from blending 



David Latour78

nature and technology, spirit and science, the Indian’s way and the white man’s way, 
wilderness and civilization .... One result of such a Thoreau-like ambivalence could 
be Snyder’s ideal of a technology scaled to human needs and realistic environmental 
capacities” (246-247). Undeniably, Thoreau celebrated the American wilderness but 
his enthusiasm was mixed with lingering fear and antipathy. His trip to northern 
Maine in 1846, where he hoped to find untouched nature, revealed a different reality 
than the idealized wilderness he had envisioned in Concord. Still, according to 
Roderick Nash: “Instead of coming out of the [Maine] woods with a deepened 
appreciation of the wilds, Thoreau felt a greater respect for civilization and realized 
the necessity of balance” (90). This necessary equilibrium for both authors demands 
direct action in favor of the American wild in and out of humanity. Finding harmony 
between humanity and the wild is essential to preserve both.

Conclusion

Although the Anthropocene has changed life on earth as we know it, all hope 
is not lost and the rights of wild nature must be restored. From an ecocritical 
perspective, both Thoreau and Snyder call for an awakening of the consciousness 
of their American compatriots in an attempt to curb the attacks on ecosystems. 
Meticulously defining the American notions of “wild,” “wilderness,” and “wildness,” 
both authors elaborate an eco-philosophy that inspired bioregionalism and Deep 
Ecology concepts, and advocate the protection and defense of the American natural 
world in a radical fashion, making thoreauvien views still relevant in the 21st century 
literary and political practice. 
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