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“Thinking Like a Mountain: Mount Rushmore’s Gaze and the Environmental Political Thought Problematic” 

William Chaloupka

“There’s something addicting about a secret.”    J. Edgar Hoover

The environmental ethics literature and the environmental movement in general have long praised Aldo Leopold’s essay, “Thinking Like a Mountain,” as canonical.* Leopold pleads for empathy with the geological, with the earth itself. If we practice the exercise of thinking like a mountain, we might extend our empathies (and our moral and political support) to entities that seem to resist or even contradict the human pace and lifespan. But “thinking” has many modes and perspective is fraught with potential power issues. As John Berger argued (and Simon Schama elaborated), there are ways of seeing, and the notion of “perspective” can represent power relations in not altogether expected ways. We gaze at the mountain, wishing its approval, identifying with its power and aspiring to partner with it. These potential confusions (or even pathologies) reside alongside Leopold’s laudable empathy. 

The American national parks offer innumerable opportunities to ponder this puzzle. Elevated to near sacred status, they offer promises at the scale Leopold pursues, while still working at a democratic scale, too, capturing the imagination of a remarkably broad swath of the American public. From Moran’s Teton paintings to Muir’s poetic descriptions of Yosemite, moral grandeur is in play, even if it is also tested by the crass commercialism and banality of everyday life. In its highest modernism, America could carve a mountain so we could see its very eyes, which at least seem to gaze back at us, tolerating our presence at the mountain’s “foot.” Struggles have formed around that gaze, sometimes along surprising lines. This is what brings me to consider Aldo Leopold and Mount Rushmore, together, in this chapter.

More is at stake than the odd spectacle or kitsch novelty of carved mountains. As the environmental movement considers its political thought, these visions of mountains that see and hear reflect a larger effort to assess how “nature” (including natural sites) function politically in American culture, both generally and in the specific – and controversial – context of American environmental politics. 

Aldo Leopold

Leopold’s famous essay begins with a romantic reconstruction of the different ways “every living thing” hears the howl of a wolf in a remote canyon. The deer, coyote, hunter, and cowman draw different lessons from the sound of the wolf. “Yet behind these obvious and immediate hopes and fears there lies a deeper meaning, known only to the mountain itself. Only the mountain has lived long enough to listen objectively to the howl of a wolf” (Leopold, 129, emphasis added). This mountain (and, presumably, any mountain) doesn’t move at a human pace, but it is nonetheless, somehow reenacting human consciousness: the mountain listens, lives, and knows. Indeed, the mountain is super-human. It listens “objectively,” and, set against the remarkably short, if also densely historicized human horizon, it “lives” a long time.

The essay’s conceit (“Thinking like a mountain”) is no simple literary ploy, and the brevity of the essay only heightens the drama. The essay is a plea to thoroughly and compellingly personify the mountain. The mountain – exclusively – knows “a deeper meaning.” It “has lived,” and its life must be measured against the lives of the other (animal and human) listeners; it “has lived long enough.” It not only knows more deeply, it hears better, too. Only the mountain can “listen objectively” to the wolf’s howl. The mountain is super-human, reflecting its physical dimensions: it is bigger and this contributes to its superior stability and wisdom, as well as to its better view of the landscape. Accordingly, all of its human attributes are somehow taken to a (literally) higher level. Size matters. And the larger and more inert “you” are, the longer you live and the more superior you are.

Leopold (129) ups the stakes in almost every paragraph: “Only the ineducable tyro can fail to sense the presence or absence of wolves, or the fact that mountains have a secret opinion about them.” This is a radical claim. Mountains form and possess opinions, secret to us humans, but still, “the fact” of those opinions is obvious to all but the feeblest humans. That the mountain’s opinions remain “secret” suggest that “it” is either hostile or indifferent (perhaps from its sense of superiority or because the frighteningly short human lifespan don’t allow us to enter into its perceptions, just as the opinions of ants might be hard for us to perceive). Still, the presumed fact that the mountain has those opinions is bluntly obvious, not a matter of Leopold’s speculation. The mountain has somehow spoken, or otherwise sent a message to this attentive human. Leopold’s mountain seems to challenge its human audience, urging the humans to be worthy of the mountain’s opinions, which the mountain is cleverly dangling just beyond our reach, as a way of challenging us to reach further. This is one smart mountain.

Interpreting secrets is an activity intimately implicated in human culture. We interact with secrets constantly, especially given the well-known resistance inherent in trying to know any Other. To cite a mundane example, we know there will be secrets divulged when reading a mystery novel, so we know we’re expected to try to guess which character “has secrets.” The ability to decode a secret quickly is a mechanism for allocating authority among humans. Just knowing a secret before it is revealed puts one in a potential position of power – since one can then ration that secret out to others. In Leopold’s case, giving the mountain the respect Leopold insists is its due, we take its silence for inscrutability, which Leopold asserts indicates the presence of secrets. Our sense of the presence of secrets, in turn, allocates authority to the mountain, which gets to decide how it reveals the secrets, perhaps via the death-stare a wolf gives the public lands manager who has fatally wounded him.

Implied in the interpretive activity called forth by the secret is the hope that we could, eventually, discover that secret or get its keeper to divulge it, whether through seduction, trickery, negotiation, violence, legislation, submission, or some act of confidence-building. In this era of gossip – both high and low – we assume that secrets are widely distributed as well as generally discoverable. One way of establishing the humanity or worthiness (of concern, attention, etc.) of a subject is to announce that he or she “has secrets.” It establishes the cleverness or motivation of a subject that she has secrets and has somehow communicated that she has them. That communication sets the mode and structure of the clues that will lead to the secret’s discovery. 

The secret initiates a dramatic narrative. The secret plays out, in its discovery and decoding. Simply identifying something as a “secret” already tells us that the secret will be revealed, or at least that someone will try to unravel it. The drama typically features winners and losers. The one who decodes a secret gains some kind of mastery, some sort of access or power. Having discovered the spy’s secret plot, we can foil it, or even exploit it. Divining what a lover “secretly wants” allows one to alter that relationship in some way. In the present case, it is not insignificant that simply by claiming the discovery of a “secret” establishes opportunity; locating a secret sets the precondition for solving its puzzle, and acting on that solution.

This is precisely the drama Leopold set in motion. The very paragraph – among the most famous paragraph in the green canon – that introduced the “fierce green fire” of the wolf’s dying stare confirmed that Leopold (130) had decoded the secret; “after seeing the green fire die, I sensed that neither the wolf nor the mountain agreed” (emphasis added) that the eradication of wolves was an obvious project, one that would simply make for better deer hunting. Leopold could have made this policy claim on his own authority as a professional land manager, if he would have said something like, “it is clear that hunting wolves has implications for the entire landscape and ecosystem.” Or he could have relied on the authority of science, as have many of his successors in the mountain policy debate. 

He chose none of the available options. Presumably, he suspected that science or management would not generate the fervor that he hoped to generate. And Leopold had a more emotional and compelling case to make, because he “sensed” the mountain’s position on this issue. The secret had been revealed. But the haste with which it is revealed – as well as the convenient convergence of the mountain’s preferences with Leopold’s own – raises suspicions. A skeptic might well want to know more. How did Leopold “sense” that? Is there evidence that might be subjected to analysis of some sort? Or was this a spiritual communication? Without concluding anything about Leopold’s intentions, we can still note that such open-ended claims can turn out to be politically useful, allowing humans to vindicate our own aspirations, borrowing the mountain’s heft to make our points. 

Leopold’s personification of mountain and wolf may not seem strange to the contemporary reader. That is the mark of his success; Leopold’s bold move succeeded in making what might otherwise seem an odd notion seem almost commonplace. The remainder of this essay tests that acceptance in the case of the mountain. As for the wolf, let us briefly consider the 2005 Werner Herzog documentary, Grizzly Man. The film’s hapless subject, Timothy Treadwell, was an amateur wildlife biologist who had made a career filming Alaskan grizzlies at close range and showing those videos during his winter lecture tours. After Treadwell and his girlfriend, Amie Huguenard were mauled and partially eaten by a bear, Herzog obtained footage shot by Treadwell. The resulting documentary is augmented with Herzog’s interviews of Treadwell’s friends and others involved with the story. 

Treadwell, obviously a pathetic figure, still had little understanding of the bears after 13 summers observing them. His judgment obviously had been clouded by his romantic assumptions about the bears. He sensed that these noble, sympathetic, and intelligent bears could not do him harm. For his part, Herzog risks the opposite error, hypothesizing an utterly opaque and indifferent nature that is inevitably hostile. But the film turns on Treadwell’s personification of the bears. Treadwell paid dearly, falling victim to a notion of wild animals that has a long history in western culture, but began to be popularized at the core of environmental thought following Leopold’s influential essay.

Leopold took less of a risk, but his political move was still bold. We need to remember that he wrote decades before the Disney studio popularized the intensely anthropomorphic wildlife film, a genre that simultaneously distanced us from nature’s dangers while promising a false intimacy with nature, via film’s well known tricks (authoritative voiceover, dramatic editing, emotional soundtrack music). Leopold might have risked ridicule from his fellow hunters and hikers, but he knew that the romantic interpretation of nature was well enough established in Euro-American culture that his bet was well hedged. But his wager was hedged; it takes continuous cultural effort to maintain the view of mountain and wolf that Leopold proposes. Those of us who hike or climb mountains know that, amidst a trek, the landscape presents itself as nothing more than a challenge. For some reason (often less fathomable as our exertion continues), we’ve chosen to spend a perfectly good day struggling against a pile of rubble, which we might well be sharing with animals who could do us serious harm. 
Personification is the key to Leopold’s argument, and to the long political line that follows from it. If it is a person who has the secret (rather than something inanimate), the plot can be thicker. If it is a person who has secrets, those secrets can be interpreted and, perhaps, revealed (confirming or refuting our earlier interpretation). Since interpersonal communication is complex, a reader often allows an author the literary strategies that emerge from problem solving and secret-revealing. We know from experience that we sometimes cannot precisely say how we “sense” something about a secret or a clue, even if we are quite certain that we have sensed it. And, having sensed something that matters, the one doing the sensing (the sensitive one) may well have invited the one whose secret has been sensed into a more active role in the drama. 

In a mystery story, if the detective “senses” that a crucial physical clue might be close at hand, that merely reflects the detective’s talent; he has sifted through numerous variables, determining “in a blink” where the clue will be found. But if that same detective “senses” that a witness is lying, the narrative has accorded authority and agency to both the detective and the witness. We now know that both will be crucial as the drama plays out. Throughout Leopold’s essay, it isn’t only the wolf that is implicated in Leopold’s moral drama – it is the wolf and the mountain. The wolf is integral to the mountain’s ecology, to its health. “I now suspect that just as a deer herd lives in mortal fear of its wolves, so does a mountain live in mortal fear of its deer” (Leopold, 132, emphasis added). So the mountain not only carries superhuman capacities, secrets, and some kind of communication mechanism; it carries mortal fears, as well. It is fully, elaborately human. It listens, understands, feels, fears, and lives. 

We know little about how Leopold “sensed” the mountain’s “secret opinion.” He recited no list of the clues he gathered. That gap doesn’t diminish the essay; after all, the essay doesn’t need to elaborate how Leopold senses and the mountain signals. It is enough to establish that the mountain is personified. And the fact that Leopold’s essay is so brief suggests he may have understood this: the real point of the essay is to turn the mountain into a person. Even if he didn’t plot all this out, Leopold’s many readers have generated a reading that establishes the personification of the wild landscape as the very core of what would become known as environmental politics. Environmentalists, after all, speak for nature. They have become the mountain’s translator. 

Although Leopold’s brief essay only suggests that he sensed the mountain’s preferences and that the mountain listens, personhood also raises the question of how the mountain sees. We are familiar with the mountain’s role in providing a perspective from which a person could see something difficult (impossible, before the development of mechanized flight) to see unless one scaled the mountain. Indeed, given the intense interest in “the gaze” in recent social and aesthetic thought, this question of vision must now loom large in any consideration of the mountain’s senses, so it is to vision that I now turn.

John Berger

John Berger started his seminal politico-phenomenological manifesto, Ways of Seeing, published in 1972, with a proclamation of ambiguity. This might seem an odd beginning for such a politicized intellectual to select: “It is seeing which establishes our place in the surrounding world; we explain that world with words, but words can never undo the fact that we are surrounded by it. The relation between what we see and what we know is never settled.”
 Still, the ambiguity Berger acknowledges is deeply rooted in relations that easily lend themselves to the political. And, notably, one of the book’s first examples involves a landscape: 

Soon after we can see, we are aware that we can also be seen. The eye of the other combines with our own eye to make it fully credible that we are part of the visible world. If we accept that we can see that hill over there, we propose that from that hill we can be seen. The reciprocal nature of vision is more fundamental than that of spoken dialogue. And often dialogue is an attempt to verbalize this – an attempt to explain how, either metaphorically or literally, “you see things”, and an attempt to discover how “he sees things” (Berger, 9, emphasis added).

We see, and we therefore know there is at least the possibility that we might be seen by what we see or from the place we are seeing. The two events – seeing and being seen – are core events in our individuality and our personhood. This “reciprocal” character of sight is not only central in establishing personhood, however. As a generation of social theorists has explained since Berger’s book was published, it puts vision events at a crucial social and political location. “What we have seen” establishes authority, most obviously in the case of journalists, trial witnesses, and scholars. “How we are seen” is the conceptual basis for a politics of identity, as well as for history more generally. 

This matter of seeing and being seen has long been near the heart of the human fascination with mountains. After we climb up a ways, we peer down and exclaim, “Look, that’s where we just were.” It is a way to measure the effort it took to get to our viewpoint, a representation of our ability to make goals and then achieve them. We catalog the landscape features we can see, and remark on how far we can see from here. In a sort of economy, the effort we took to get up the mountain justifies the greater scope of vision we now have. The mountain is a pedestal on which we’ve placed ourselves, by our own effort (hence the disdain many hikers have for roads that let drivers get their views too easily). Such vistas make mountains important in wartime. Control of the highest observation points means one can see more of what the adversary is doing.

Historian and critic Simon Schama’s Landscape and Memory
 argues the impact that landscape – inevitably influenced by human intervention – has, in return, on the humans who experience it. Schama understands that mountains are crucial to this relationship. We see the mountains; we imagine possessing the power of standing on top of mountains; we experience the satisfaction of having climbed one. All of these are power relationships. Given our fascination with seeing mountains, measuring them as pedestals of power, and so on, the next step makes sense. As Schama recounts, carving a mountain in the image of a human being is something many cultures, going back a very long time, have imagined. His brief survey of the record mentions of “Angkor Wat and the heads of Easter Island” (Schama, 394), but quickly moves on to emphasize two other cases, one ancient and one contemporary. 

Schama (401-402) relates the story of how Dinocrates was hired as Alexander’s architect. Dinocrates proposed to carve Mount Althos into a human shape, implying that Alexander would be the appropriate model. (Mountains, being monumental, also have a long intersection with the notion of monuments.) Nestled in the sculpted figure’s right hand would be a town, in the left a bowl to collect the town’s water supply. Alexander reportedly turned the plan down immediately, because the town, up on the mountain, would lack a food supply. But in a way, Dinocrates’ proposal worked. Alexander hired the ambitious young architect, sending him off to design Alexandria. 

As Schama documents, Dinocrates entered into the literature of architecture as a case study of the folly inherent in excessively grandiose plans. Still, Schama concludes that the critique carries another story, too: “But as much as these generations of writers invoked Dinocrates as a negative model, the fantasy of a mountain colossus haunted the dreams of the superegotistical” (Schama, 404). Dinocrates’ ambition was not forgotten. Michelangelo wanted to carve the marble cliffs at Carrara (Schama, 404). Repeated sketches and engravings over the centuries (several of which are reprinted in Schama’s book) imagined possible implementations of Dinocrates’ proposal.  
In a memorable recent case, the Afghani Taliban sought to confirm its religious superiority by exploding several Buddhist images carved into a mountain. This was widely decried as disrespectful of Buddhism, which it surely was. But it was also an act of violence against a mountain-person; this site, the demolition confirmed, was important. It was worth fighting over. There was a war going on over disrespect (among other issues). Radical Islamists protested mightily when their religion was disrespected, as the demonstrations and violence over the mere cartoons of Muhammad subsequently revealed. Islam’s importance was to be elevated by the comparison; when someone is disrespectful of Islam, churches burn and cities are in turmoil. What is more, the Taliban effectively added, our ultimate reply to your disrespect is to return it, with the stakes increased. 

So, when Leopold pulled the literary move of turning the mountain into a person, he participated in a cultural ambition with a long history. The mountain sees. It makes judgments of us. It is not such a big leap from there – attaching this personification to all the power issues associated with mountains – to begin imagining the mountain as a person. Of course, early efforts to actually carve mountains into human images were rough; it’s not the same as working on a chunk of marble in a studio. But, eventually, with dogged effort and improved technology, humans got better at it. 

Schama’s favorite example of the personification of a mountain involves Mount Rushmore. The core issue here is monumentalism: “For [Rushmore’s artist, Gutzon] Borglum, bigness was bigger than just big: it was endurance, magnificence, the spiritual awesomeness” (Schama, 394). The impulse is imperial, as Schama (396) explains; “To make over a mountain into the form of a human head is, perhaps, the ultimate colonization of nature by culture, the alteration of landscape to manscape.” Putting a human image on a mountain is an act of appropriating the mountain (and all it implies: largeness, permanence, awesomeness) into the realm of those who carve it, and then those who contemplate the carver’s work. Like many acts of colonization, the carving compensates for a discrepancy. Schama (396) explains: 

Raw topographical scale, after all, seems to declare the littleness of man in nature. But this is to reckon without what was inside those heads: the force of ingenuity and will. The exercise of those human qualities, so the mountain-masters believed, might correct for scale, and the temerity of the peaks be transformed into a compliment to the mountainous supremacy of man. Of all landscapes, then, mountain altitudes were fated to provide a rule against which men (for this was a distinctively masculine obsession) would measure the stature of humanity, the reach of empire.

Schama thus traces the personification impulse this way; the “mountain-masters” imagine that humans, enacting the best of their humanness, “correct for scale,” transforming the magnitude of mountains so as to put them to work on human projects. Mountains could intimidate lesser humans than the mountain-masters, but the mountain’s colonization could even further inflate those already large masters. Of course, others might trace the personification process along somewhat different lines. The architect Frank Lloyd Wright reportedly remarked, “the heads on Rushmore made it look as though the mountain had responded to human prayer.”
 

Many of the classic National Parks in the U.S. are inflected by the aesthetic principles I have been developing in this paper. They are commonly described as “inspiring,” as if they were inhabited by a moral presence. The most scenic of them were prime locales for America’s classic landscape artists, who portrayed dramatic mountains as utterly luminous. The monumentalism inherent in the paintings (and then in endless “Kodak moment” snapshots) provides the perfect visual dimension of American exceptionalism.

Mount Rushmore

One National Park Service (NPS) domain (it is actually a National Monument) took the personification of the mountain, as well as American monumentalism, to another level. Without question, Rushmore is among our strangest monuments. And it is also among the most popular NPS sites. Environmentalists often cite the popularity of the Park Service units as confirmation of the American commitment to preserving nature; the status of NPS units was hotly debated when the Wilderness Act was passed in the sixties (only to have the controversy move almost entirely to the Forest Service, once the NPS belatedly figured out how good the Wilderness Act would be for its own interests). 

Still, many NPS sites have little to do with natural landscapes. The supremely unnatural Rushmore is one of the most popular attractions in the U.S., despite its extremely remote location, hundreds of miles from any concentrated population. Yellowstone is enormous, with two million acres of wildlife, mountains, geysers, lakes, historical sites, and so on. It attracts three million visitors annually. Rushmore is a comparatively miniscule 1,278 acres, a mere 20 of which are easily accessible. It attracts 2.5 million visitors annually.
  

The low acreage might provide a hint that, at Rushmore, this question of monumentalism is a little tricky. In his recent book, Great White Fathers, John Taliaferro (17, his emphasis) poses a clever question: “At first sight, does Rushmore seem larger than expected or smaller? My guess – my experience, anyway – is smaller.” Taliaferro explains this in terms of the gigantism that has taken over human culture in the years since construction was halted on Mount Rushmore in 1941, and that’s fair. Now, we look to see whether some entrepreneur has managed to paint an advertisement in space, and even the elite newspapers and magazines regularly publish architecture reviews of ever-bigger skyscrapers. 

Rushmore’s scale is odd: the “correction for scale” Schama observed takes an odd turn in practice. Rushmore is obviously superhuman, and the idea of making those images at that scale captures the imagination. But the mountain isn’t large, by any standard pertaining to mountains. Humans added size to this mountain, by chipping its granite away and refashioning it to the human exercise. The mountain-masters both make nature grander and smaller at the same time. Even Rushmore’s name combines ambitious aggrandizement and dusty underachievement. A New York attorney, Charles Rushmore, visited the region to study tin mining prospects, which turned out poor. Salvaging the trip, he noticed that while the existing mines all had names, the mountains often didn’t. So he attached his name to this one (Taliaferro, 209).

Taliaferro (17) is not disappointed by his reaction to the monument’s physical scale: “When I approached Rushmore …, I anticipated something supernatural, like the lofty mountain spires in an Albert Bierstadt painting. But much to my surprise and satisfaction, I found myself gazing upon something very human – human in form, … but also human in execution. And this, I would later come to appreciate, is the glory of Mount Rushmore: It is a true piece of sculpture.” I think Taliaferro has this right. The site reenacts a subtle project of personification. Rushmore reflects us back to ourselves – and not at unrecognizable scale – while it also puts Borglum’s (and our) historical monumentalism to a test. At the same time, we are invited to identify with it, to imagine having that size, permanence, even that view. If anything, Rushmore’s surprisingly human scale makes its emphasis on sight even more important. It is a view worth fighting over, which implies that there is something to be seen from there, that the four presidents are watching.

As a sculpture, Rushmore’s great innovation (in addition to the technical problems Borglum solved) is precisely in the President’s eyes. Borglum carefully let remain a little spike of granite in the middle of each iris, avoiding the “blank eyeball” look that gives many unpainted sculptures an “unseeing” appearance. At a distance, Rushmore’s eyes seem much more lively, much less inert than do the eyes of many other monumental sculptures. The point is emphasized by the trick Borglum performed to make it appear that Teddy Roosevelt really is wearing spectacles. Enough of the frames are included to carry that illusion, a trick Taliaferro cites as his favorite on the mountain. The seeing mountain is a crucial part of Rushmore’s appeal. This mountain even wears eyeglasses.

Hitchcock’s North by Northwest gave the mountain “eyes” by planting a spy over Washington’s shoulder, a variant on Berger’s theme that sees and imagines the return gaze. In the film’s conclusion, the spy (working for some adversary, presumably the U.S.S.R.) maintains a swank mountain retreat, a short distance from the top of the heads. In his narrative, a mountain that could see could go turncoat, captured by the enemy. Hitchcock’s Cold War masterpiece is one of the great cultural statements of that era’s paranoia, and where else better to reenact that paranoia than at Rushmore? The Park Service replicated the paranoia when it skittishly set all sorts of conditions on Hitchcock’s filming: “No scenes of violence will be filmed near the sculpture, on the talus slopes below the sculpture, or any simulation or mock-up of the sculpture…. [F]ilm editing … may not lead viewers of the finished … motion picture to believe that violence occurred on or near the sculpture” (Taliaferro, 332).

Hitchcock, perhaps predictably, ignored the prohibition, just as he managed to get an illegal exterior shot of Cary Grant entering the U.N. complex in New York for an early scene in the movie. After filming for a few days on the Rushmore grounds, Hitchcock moved to the Hollywood soundstages, where the famous chase scenes (including violent confrontations) were filmed on elaborate sets that made it appear that the actors were on the faces, which they never were. The Park Service was horrified by the final film, as if to confirm that Rushmore was no longer a mountain, but some kind of personification whose honor had to be protected. Nowadays, Hollywood can film anywhere and the idea of protecting a location’s honor might seem quaint. But this was a Cold War epic; there was a hunt on to find a battlefield, a site for a struggle. Of course, it was not only the battlefield that was missing; so were the spies themselves, remaining elusive and either, according to one’s politics, hidden or absent.
 No opponent, no battlefield. Hitchcock located the battlefield, precisely.

The other notable struggle over Rushmore’s sight lines involved Native Americans and the American Indian Movement (AIM). In a popular AIM-era biography, Sioux medicine man John Fire Lame Deer tells Richard Erdoes about protesting atop Rushmore. Lame Deer’s casually deconstructs the national symbol: 

Here we are, sitting on Teddy Roosevelt’s head…. If we get tired of the view from here, we could move over and sit for a while on Washington or Lincoln or Jefferson, but Teddy is by far the best. There is moss growing near the back of his skull, lots of trees, firewood, boulders to lean your back against, a little hollow surrounded by pines, which makes a nice campground – especially with that cliff rising behind it on which that big “Red Power – Indian Land” sign is painted.

During the protest, described in detail by Taliaferro, the Park Service was intensely concerned that the protestors would pour red paint on the faces, but that never happened. Russell Means, the AIM activist, did report a more minor defiling, a psycho-sexual gesture one could analyze at length: “One afternoon, I climbed over to the top of George Washington’s head, opened my fly, and peed on him.”
 That gesture evidently appealed greatly to the activists; Lame Deer reports a similar incident, involving a different activist. 

Even environmentalists have partaken in this personification, although their official position toward the sculpture has always been that it is a desecration. Even before carving began, the Sierra Club formally opposed the project (Taliaferro, 59). This literal, too-situated personification of nature wouldn’t do. It was too confused with American imperialism and Great Men. It couldn’t be transferred to natural in general, or environmentalist positions in particular. This isn’t what greens meant when they claimed the right to translate nature’s voice! 

Nonetheless, the trick proved too good to pass up forever. Greenpeace conducted the most notable post-AIM protest at Rushmore in 1987. Several climbers managed to get onto the mountain, where they released a banner (“We the people Say No to Acid Rain”), which hung under George’s chin. That protest also personified the mountain: the faces presumably were included in “the people” represented by the banner’s slogan and they would have had a significant stake in acid rain’s corrosion of their “skin” (Taliaferro, 400). In Greenpeace’s action, there is a play of perspectives; the greens want to speak for the (living) mountain, even presumably this one that has been defiled with human images. But the protest’s joke appropriates the human images carved into the mountain. 

Conclusion

Borrowing from Foucault, I would call Rushmore an odd heterotopia of the personification of nature. Wishing to displace the social scientific reliance on physics (forces and resistance) or nature, Foucault argued that a geographical sense, emphasizing sites of emergence and contest, would move an understanding of human matters from the metaphysical toward the genealogical. One might study social meanings in the “relations among sites” that mattered.
 All monumentalists, and surely Rushmore’s artist, Gutzon Borglum, see monuments as implying utopia, that hypothetical place we use to confirm categories as grand as Borglum could imagine. 

Introducing heterotopia, Foucault emphasizes the reality of such sites, as opposed to the unreality of utopias. A political phenomenon related to utopian fantasy, but linked to actual sites, thus enters into the political world with a different relationship to the imaginary:

There are also … real places – places that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of society – which are something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted…. Because these places are absolutely different from all the sites that they reflect and speak about, I shall call them, by way of contrast to utopias, heterotopias (Foucault, 24).

Foucault thought heterotopias have been familiar throughout history.
 He placed much of his most famous work in this context. “Heterotopias of deviation” are privileged in the contemporary era, exemplified by the prisons and mental wards in which “individuals whose behavior is deviant in relationship to the required … norm are placed” (Foucault, 24-25). The examples Foucault lists – including mirrors, the cemetery, the theater, cinema, the garden, the museum, and the library – suggest an analytical approach with broad applicability.

As a spatial analytic, heterotopia provides an opening for one of Foucault’s most important contributions, the emphasis on inclusion and exclusion: heterotopias “always presuppose a system of open and closing,” which further implies (while also resituating) the rules that the political world always takes so seriously. While modern politics often phrases its exclusions and inclusions as reflections of nature (whether human nature, Natural Law, or in the case of environmentalism, non-human nature), Foucault’s notion of the heterotopia encourages us to see these inclusions and exclusions as human choices – strategies rather than discoveries. When Foucault discussed the functioning of heterotopias, he sets a basis for altering the sense of “nature’s” personification that environmentalists inherited from Leopold:

Heterotopias … have a function in relation to all the space that remains. This function unfolds between two extreme poles. Either their role is to create a space of illusion that exposes every real space, all the sites inside of which human life is partitioned, as still more illusory…. Or else, on the contrary, their role is to create a space that is other, another real space, as perfect, as meticulous, as well arranged as ours is messy, ill constructed, and jumbled. This latter would be the heterotopia, not of illusion, but of compensation (Foucault, 27).

In this sense, the retreat to nature, an activity central to the environmental culture (in the form of hiking, backpacking, gardening, and so on) can be recast, departing from the Transcendentalism and naturalism that has so characterized environmental thought. In short, although green intellectuals have insisted on a specific sense of nature-moralism – sometimes in almost hysterical terms
 – there is another way to get to the political position they want to claim. As I have argued elsewhere, this question of the status of “nature” is not merely some scholarly quibble.
 A movement that insists on political naturalism as its first principle is, from the start, at risk of acquiring a debilitating moralism and losing the ability to strategize. Foucault’s heterotopia and Schama’s interpretive connection of landscape and memory both help in this intellectual recovery project; there are ways to reconceptualize the green relationship to nature, emphasizing nature but still avoiding the traps that threaten to snare the adamant naturalist. 

The history of environmentalism displays the risk. Opponents discovered ways to exploit the problems inherent in green naturalism. Not long after Earth Day, critics argued that environmentalist concern for “nature” was a cover for protecting amenities for the already privileged. For a quarter of a century, greens watched resentful adversaries gain force, cordoning off environmentalism as a mere interest group, even while the demonstrably real and remarkably widespread environmental crisis grew steadily. Environmentalists responded by appealing to science’s findings on natural phenomena. One of the reasons that the appeal to science is often thwarted may be that greens have also been reading Leopold and taking too literally his odd naturalism. 

I am not arguing that Leopold should be discredited. After all, Leopold wrote from an urgency that could not anticipate something like “environmentalism,” which could pass laws and litigate intrusions on “nature.” His world-altering prose was nobly intended; to make the point that mountains are subject to forces over a longer time frame that might well be hard for humans to grasp, Leopold engaged in exaggeration, a time-worn political form. But Leopold attracted followers who did have a movement and the attendant need for power. That Leopold’s “Thinking Like a Mountain” could be adapted with so little caution or ambivalence says something about that movement. At the very least, greens who think it is obvious that citizens should listen to climate change scientists need to understand that it is just as obvious that when they begin translating the voice of wolf and mountain, they are opening themselves up to charges of mysticism and opportunism. 

Leopold made a bold move, and the move worked: a movement was born. But that movement never sufficiently understood the need for reflection on its own motives. There is considerable irony here. It was precisely such reflection that prompted Leopold to the turn represented in his famous essay; he was, in a sense, recanting a career of “managing” public lands. For him, the change to being a translator rather than a manager was an act of humility. Leopold stands at a crucial point in green naturalism. On one hand, translating for nature (without accounting for the potential arrogance of that role) aggrandizes greens; this is the possibility that a generation of anti-environmentalists almost immediately understood, and used to great political advantage. But, Leopold also posed a solution to that political puzzle. Unlike Borglum, Leopold did not personify the mountain to aggrandize himself or his nation. His humility granted the mountain its own voice, rather than rendering it a monument to some imperial impulse. Like the self-aggrandizing “mountain-masters” Schama studied, Leopold made himself larger, but he did it by making the mountain more autonomous, not less. 

What Leopold did went beyond the landscape artists and the monumentalists Schama reviewed. Leopold broke through because he identified with the mountain, partnered with it, and then took its observations and emotions as his own. Not himself particularly savvy about politics, Leopold seemed oblivious to the tension carried within his essay. A generation later, Foucault’s arguments about power expressed that tension precisely; when we naturalize power (our own, or someone else’s), we lose the ability to identify the implications of power’s functions and, especially, the ways in which it is transformed or mobilized. This is why Foucault went to the trouble of explaining heterotopias in such detail, to help his readers cut through the naturalism that now seems to be contemporary power’s most important project. 

What was lost when the environmental movement canonized Leopold – while, at the same time missing the political tension he represents – is humility or self-reflection on the scale Leopold achieved. One cannot simply announce that one is humble; that is the sort of performance we associate with blustering politicians and we all know how to see through their bluster. Humility has to be enacted, and Leopold accomplished such an enactment, working against modern imperialism and arrogance. But, building on his model, greens cannot simply revert to the habits of the blustering politician, who asserts – but cannot enact – his or her humility. 

In Bruno Latour’s simple articulation
, merely by acknowledging the prospect for “multinaturalism,” alongside the now-commonplace “multiculturalism” or “multinationalism,” we have already begun to revise the environmentalist reliance on a personification of a singular, moralized nature that no longer provides the basis for authority claims that once might have seemed effective and, even, necessary. Were it possible for greens to read Leopold as a pioneer multinaturalist, an intellectual figure who brought nature into the ongoing political struggles of our time, we might finally move beyond naïve naturalism and begin to respond more effectively to the resentful backlash that now is the greatest obstacle for those who work in Leopold’s tradition.
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