
The Environmental Imagination: 
Thoreau, Nature Writing. and the 
Formation of American Culture 
by lawrence Buell, Cambridge: 
The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1995. 

Reviewed by mark meisner 

In the past few years, a new f1eld of 
study "ecocntJcism"- has been developmg to 
cons,der the relat1onsh1ps between literary theory 
and enwonmental concerns and thought S1nce 
1993 t has had 1ts own JOurnal: lnterdisoplmary 
Studtes in Literature and the EnVIfonment 
However, as a new field, it 1ncludes only a small 
handful of book-length monographs. This alone 
makes Lawrence Buell's new book, The Environ-
mental Imagination, an important contribution 
to the field. 

Buell is an amateur naturalist, an edi-
tor, a literary critic, and a professor of English at 
Harvard Universi1y. What is even more interest-
•ng, however, is his claim to be part1cipat1ng in a 
project of soc.al change. Buell is apparent1y no: 
jUS< another Engl1sh professor concerned exclu-
SIVely wtth the analysiS of texts; he's an 1nformed 
and cntKa' ecocentnst, for whom ecocnbosm ,s 
the "study of the relation between literature and 
environment conducted in a spint of commit-
ment to enwonmentalist praxis." 

Accordingly, Buell explicitly situates 
this book within the understanding of a need for 
cultural transformation. For him, the "enwon-
mental cns1s 1nvolves a cris1s of the 1mag1nat1on 
the amehorat,on of which depends on f1nd1ng 
bener ways of 1maging nature and humanity5 re-
lanon to It " To mat end, he suggests that we 
need to terature·s capaoty for art.c-
ulatlng the nonhuman enwonment." And he 
says that such "envtronmental interpretation re-
quires us to rethink our assumptions about the 
nature of representation, reference, metaphor, 
characterization, personae, and canonicity" An 
ambitiOUS proJect indeed, which comes down to 
a two-pronged approach that questions literary 
theory and 1ts use 1n order to look at how non-
human nature may be ecocentrically rendered. 

Unfortunately, this book does not de-
liVer QU•te wha< me introduction Implies t will 
Th1s seems to be because tnese broader goa1s 
only emergeo a"ter Buel began wrrh h1s ong"la 
1dea of "a history of Thoreauv1an wntlng about 
the Amencan natural enwonment." At t1mes. 
felt I was reading somewhat more literary h1story 
and analysis than seemed necessary, and not 
enough about ecocriticism per se or about the 
textual representation of nature. In other words, 
I found 1t heavy on examples and hght on eco-
cntiCal theory, but that is probably partly due to 
my wish to see more explicit theory 1n that area. 
Th1s concern aside, the book does offer a sub· 
stant1al analys s and some usefu ideas. not to 
mention an rnpresswe inquiry into Western env-
ronmenta non-t.ct1on. 

The book 1s organized into three 
parts. The f1rst deals with the "h1stoncal and the-
oretiCal contexts" of the pro,ect; the second w1th 
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forms of 1terary ecocentnsm; • and the tr rd 
w1th a cons1derat1on of Thoreau as a possible t-
erary ecocentrist. In the f1rst part o7 me book, 
Buell makes the genera argument for environ-
menta' nonf1ct1on's potent,al as a 'orm of advo-
cacy wntmg. Because of 1ts "1deolog1cat multiVa-
lence," he argues, it can create pos1t1ve and eco-
centnc representations of nature. 

In the second sect1on, Buell sets about 
identifying some specific ways in which texts can 
"act as carriers or agents of ecocentnci1y." For ex-
ample, he suggests that one techn1que IS that of 
telling stories of relinquishment of e1ther matenal 
possess.ons. or more 1nterestingly. of the 
capsulated egotism and anthropocernr51T' that 
grves tne lusion of human autonomy from non-
human nature In the latter case. Buel' wonders 
about literature's abil1ty to quest1on its conven-
tiOnal focus on character. personality, and narra-
tive. In other chapters he looks at how the per-
sonification of nature has the potential to evoke 
an ethic of care, the role of a sense of place in 
such writmg, and the use of seasonal and excur-
Sion narratiVes ,n environmental 1terature. He 
condudes the section wtth a chapter that probes 
wha• he sees as the master metaphor of tne er--
vuonrnental age, that of apocalypse 

The final sect,on IS devoted pnmar·ry 
to a consideration of Thoreau. In turn, Buell deals 
witn Thoreau's pilgrimage to Walden, h s canon-
Ization into l1terary and environmental fame, and 
how his Walden itself IS a testament to Thoreau's 
hfe. I found this section less interesting and rele-
vant than the second one because the momen-
tum of Buell's argument seemed to get lost. His 
thesis that literature can be re-read (and written) 
'rom an ecocentric perspective and that this ,, 
turn can serve an agenda of change is persuas1ve 
enough to the convened my sense .s 
mat i1: needs w oe made more explic1tly. ana me 
th1rd secuon does not rea ty do tn.s. It 1s rea ry the 
second sectiOn of the book that does the most 1n 
that respect, and for that reason, I found 1t the 
most engag1ng. 

On the whole, The Environmental 
Imagination is robust. Buell's synthesis of current 
environmental thought With both literary theory 
and his own analysis is impress1ve I was pleasantly 
surprised at how well informed he 1s by recent 
work ;n environmental ethics, ecofeminiSlT' env'-
rorrnertal h story and deep ecology, even rl101..Jgh 
he ooes not 'oreground tnem as mllCr as seems 
necessary to aovance the f1eld of ecocrit cism For 
Thoreauoh1les and students of Amencan nonfJC· 
tton enwonmental literature, the book has much 
to offer. Furthermore, 1l should giVe cred 01.1ty to 
the growing study of environmental fict1on and lit-
erary nonfiction, subjects that have not been con· 
sidered 'serious' within many English departments. 
Finally, although it is not a 'popular' book, for 
those interested in literary nature and the repre-
sentation of the non-human world generally, The 
Environmental Imagination is essent.al read'ng 

• • • mark meisner has pub1•shed some 
art,cfes, presented some papers, and helped 
in.t,ate some projects. Now he JUst wants w 
cash 1n h1s ideologiCal Investments and go out 
and play. H1s Ph.D. work 1s supported by an 
Eco·Research Doctoral Fellowship from 
Canada's Tri-Council Secretanat. ... .• . ... .. 
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The great joy in being an activ1st 
these days IS the growing wealth of literature 
on change which 1s both v1sionary and practl-
ca,, part1cularly 1n the cruoal areas of econom-
ICS and des1gn. I'm thinking of books by 
Wayne Roberts, Paul Hawken, Delores 
hayden, John Todd and Tnomas Greco, and 
others. But we must certainly nclude publica-
tions from the b1oregionahsts of Cascadia -
the New Catalyst bioregional senes published 
by New Soc1ety Publishers. 

This book is the second one on 
planning edited by Doug Aberley, a Hazelton 
BC planner and bioregional activist. It IS a gen· 
era! collection on ecological plannmg, and •s a 
worthwhde read for anyone interested 1n a 
trans1t1on to susta1nability A word of warn,ng: 
1- s not for people nterested 1n reg1.1latory tln-
kenng. It 1s for those, ,n tne words ot Hawken, 
who see our soc1al and enVIfonmema prob-
lems pnmanly as questions of design not man-
agement. Not content w1th l1p serv1ce to en-
tropy, environmental protect1on or unspec1f1ed 
new econom1c paradigms. b1oreg1onalists are 
looking to human econom1c organ1zat1on 
modeled on, and integrated within, healthy 
ecosystems The jacket describes the book as 
"both pr1mer and reference for everyone Inter-
ested 1n self-reliance and self-government, Im-
proved quality of l1"e. wse use of technology, 
absolute soc1a JUSt,ce, and ecoiog1ca• health 

Because design, n its broadest 
sense, is at the core of all real radical change 
today, compiling a cook on "the practice of 
ecolog,cal planning" is a tall order There are 
certainly important issues missing from this 
book. The book ignores a growing literature 
on "gendered spaces" and feminist des1gn 
perspectives. Little attention IS pa1d to the 
process of organ1c des1gn, as in the "pattern 
language" process pioneered oy Chr•stopher 
Alexander. And the depth d1mens1on of de-
s•gn, •nvo1vmg quest•ons o" more subt e ener-
g,es {like n Celbc geomancy, Ch1nese Feng-
Shu .• or sacred arch•tecture) is not even men-
tioned 

But, desp1te these gaps, there is a 
fa1r amount that the book does deliver, in the-
ory and practice. There are a number of brief 
articles by eco-heavyweights, like Jane Jacobs, 
Gary Snyder, Bill Mollison, Murray Bookchin, 
Raymond Dasmann and Donella Meadows -
mostly 10 the sect1on on "contemporary con-
ceptions of ecologiCal plann1ng." But tnere are 
also good basK artiCles n severa other sec-
tions by less vvell-known \',r.ters. sec-
tions include "Inventing the Susta1nable C1ty , 
"Ecoregional Stewardship m Act1on", 
"Ecological Planning for Wildlife'" and 
"Ecological Planning for Human Use " 

The "ecological stewardship" sec-
l iOn was one of the most interesting- four ar-
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