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Mistaken Impressions
of the

Natural World
Stephanie Kaza

his w' in tc l  Dly Creck broke
all its stereott 'pes. Not ttnlt

rvas it not "cln'". it \\ 'as not a
"creek , Aftcr seven straight davs of
la in,  the t ropic l l  tor lent ia l  dor ,npor- t r
t ook  t he  l i t t l c  c reek  to  f l ood  s tagc .
ru l r l r  l t r t l  n t r  i n t ; t 3e r  i l r ) ( l  ( ' \ l ) e (  l ; l l i r ) l l \  (
behavior- dissollc bcfot'e nrv evcs,

I
r f  creek

As soon as it u'as l ight, I lr,alkecl cloln the road trr
assess thc flurv levels Llpstfeam. A snrall side cant'on tl ibu-
tafv  \ \ 'as spi l l ing out  of  i ts  chant te l ,  over f lo l ing the cLr l -
vert and sheeting across the roacl, A three foot rl, icle
stleanr gurgled dorvnhil l back tou'arcls our clrivelval', [he
rest of the l,olurnc poured ot'cr the retaining l l 'al l artd
fornrecl a nrini-Niagara Falls hattering the u,i l lows belttrv.
The fanril iar meandering crcek hacl disappeaLed and hccn
replaccd bv a raging rrr,er rvith class three rapicls.

Bv n ight fa l l  the roar  of  the r iver  haci  becr tnte
almost insuffcrable. V'e left the \I,atef lapplng at oul t leck
foL h igher  grouncl  and some respi te f rom the re lent lcss
cours ing of  ac l renahnc i r t  our  b lood,  Up at  the b ig house
we atc some r l inncr  and t r ied t0 remember thc iso latet l
ri,acling poois of suntmer, the leaf-fi l led channeis of earh'
fa l l ,  the nrckrd ic  t r ick les af ter  thc f i rs t  la ins.  I t  n 'as

Vhlt 610 stereot.t'pes oJ nature
.f 'orm in tbe buntan mirtd?
Pt'rhaps tbt'.t' stattt .f rom ot

natural need.f'or all
oryut t is t t ts  lo  r ( (ugn iz(

l )a t t L ' t ' t t s  i t t  t ha i r  o t t g r t i t t y
or tentat io t t  to  tbe u,or ld.

inrpossib le,  The crcck hacl  erased
even ollr ou n mcrnories of its formcL
self, \\ ic \\ 'efe too a\\iestrl lck to fe'

tarn Our s tefeot \ ' l lcs .
Ser,eral clavs later the floochvatch

wes over. lhe creek had dropped five feet
ancl  seemccl  l i l l ing t r t  remain i t t  i ts  ch lnr te l  lo t '

a  t imc,  I )n 'Creck Roacl  n ls  c t ) r 'ercd l l  i th  l lnc ls l ides and
debris flom or,erflou'ing crrlve rts, Pieces of aslthalt had
lallcn arvav where thc t 'oad rvlts undcrmtnccl bv r"'ater ancl
l iquef ied soi l .  I  l r ,as le f i  puzzl ing ot 'cr  the huntrn inc l t -
natron to assunre lanr lscape stabi l i t r , t lespr tc  the obvioLts
l,ariabrlitv and inrperuane trce of all landfornts,

Vhv do stefcotvpes of  naturc fornt  in  the huntan
mind? Perhaps thcv stenr  f rurn x natura l  need for  a l l  or -
ganisnrs to fccognize pet tc fns in  the i r  ongoing o l icnt l t -
t ion to the r ior ld .  Animals r .nLrst  look for  foocl .  shel ter .
end $,ater and hai'c sorne reliable scnsc of n'hiclt fornts
rv i l l  v ie ld the necessar l  lequi remcnts for  susta in ing hfc,
Sel rnon rccognize the chemical  ntake-up o1 ' thct t '  n . t t i rc
\ \ ratercourses as theV cmptV into the sea.  Kingf ishers
rccognize camouflagecl stream banks as safc nesting htbi-
ta t ,  Herons rccognize the st i l l  l too ls  t t i  \ \ 'a tef  in  ponds
and rvct lancls  u,here smal l  f ish congregatc.  V 'hat  do
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humans recognize as pattcrns? Hclu' do these percep-
tions aifect the lr,a\,different people value nature ?

Stereotvpes are a form of perccptual shorthancl
convenicnt for simplifving a ver\ complex lanclscapc. It

Bright red poison dart .frogs percbed on
umbrella-sizecl leaues: ubite ptffi flouers

bloonted ottt of the sitles o.[ nee trttnks.
Et,er1ty,fisvg I ttrrned I sau: something completell'

contrartr to m7, preuious icleas of Joresls

is impossrble for anv organism's pefccptual svstcm to
pfocess al l  the incomittg informatir ln about a landscape
on ei ther a nt icro of macfo scale. Pattern recognit ion
simplifies this contpler input into manageable hits toward
the usefLr l  end of survival .  I luman stefeotvpes gfow out
of this uatural  process, Thc conceptual step from pat-
tern recognttion to stefeot\rpe is markecl bv the addition
oi value judgnrents. A perscltl recognizes thc fanlil iar
shape of drooping oaks ancl adds the human valuat ion.
"goocl for firelvoocl". Or one sees a sparselv vegetated
descrt and curses its "barrenness" A hawk swoops out
of the skv ant l  srtares a smal l  chicken and bccomes a
"nastv predator".  In each case, the natural  pattcrn is
interpreted through a value filter and simplified to ovcf-
look the compleritv of the specific organism and its habi-
tat ,  Stereotvpes of t lature are shaped bl '  value-laderl
meaning born out t l f  hunlan expcl ience ancl mental  con-
di t i0ning.

For some t tme norv I  have becrl  invest igl t ing
stereotvpes of trees and iorests r As part of a three-t'ear
book project frtr The Attentit'e Lleart,l spertt time sitting
with trees, seeking rvhat Martin Buber called I-Thtlu inti-
mate contact. I clrerv on mY training as a naturalist ancl
Zen Bucldhist  to mtnimizc proiect ions, fantasies, and
cultural bias tolvarcls tt'ees. During mY encrluntels tlrit-
ing the tfee essavs, I cliscovered a number of personal
ancl cul tural  stereotvpes of individual t rees, species. and
landscapes hased r ln clusters of unconscious assump-
l i u n s .

Like mant, I had read Tbe Git'ing 7'ree bv Shel
Silverstein, a well-knolvn chilclre n's book which pronotes

the generosrtv of a tree in anthropocentr ic terms. First
the tree provides fruit and shade; as it ages, it offers its
branch as a perch for a swing, its trunk as woocl for a
boat Finallv, lvhen it is cut dtt'nvn, it lvill inglv gil 'es its
stump as a seat fof a tirecl man. The book is a storv about
fr iendship hetrvecn trees ancl people, but nlosth' i t  con-
vcvs the bencfits of trees for people. l ' ith little mcntion
of the benefits of people for trees. Mv earlv erpelietlce
in our vetv large hackt'ard apple trce. reinforced bv this
book and others. led me to conclucle that t rees rvere Big,
Olcl, ancl Generous. Looking back no',r', I am impressecl
bv horv quickl t '  chi ldhoocl stereotvpes are formed.
Authors of chilclren's books often pass on limitecl t' iervs
ofthe natural rvorlcl, unlvittinglv pcrpetrating cultural ste-
reot\pcs of plants and animals.

In a vis i t  to a recl  f i r  forest c lur ing the lvr i t tng
projcct, I rvas delightecl to de construct mt'childhood ste-
reotvpe of the Grand Trce. The re at mv fect rvere inch
high seecllings from the previctus vear, across thc tLail
u,ere five foot saplings springv rvith nelv neeclles, and
her,ond them rve re 50 100 vear olcl trees of classic shape
ancl dimension, The vert'olcl trces \\'cre nluch less per-
fect than mv stcreotvpe, lv i th mrssing branches and
craggv hroken tops, Thus not al l  t rees rvere Old or Big
of even Perfect. Coast lir,e oaks showed nle not all ttees
rvere Generous. One fall I spent ntanv hrturs searching
for acorns for a Green Gulch Vallev restofatioll project
in northern California antl rvas sLtrprisccl ttl ftncl mant'
trees emptv of acttrns. Onh' a few lverc conststent pro-
{lucers, r'er:ognizable bv hranches fil led rvith manv pale
brovn'n smooth seeds and bv the proliferation of seed-
lings around the base of the canopv. Although I kneu'
these oaks tendcd to alternate bearing veals. I stil l had
to confront mv stefcotvpe that not al l  oak trees produce
great quant i t ies t l f  acorns.

Some individual trces arc recognizecl as having lives
that go bet'ond the limit of stereotvpes l.ocal people
single out certain t lees as teaching trees of eklcrs be-
cause of thcrr dist inct ive presence's.  In eff t l r ts Io save
Thai village folests frcm government harvest, local monks
orclained their  nost beloved elder trees bv n'r 'apping
them in ofange monk robes and reciting the precepts
lvi th them.r ln Russia, inheri t r l rs of ancient Slal ' ic sor-
cen' pfactices use the energies of trees for healing and
ini t iat ion. One is encouragecl to nlake fr iencls with a
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specif ic t ree, recognize i ts state ofct tnsciousness and en-
ergv field, and clraw on the tree in timcs of enotional
unbalance.r

One of the problems ',vith stereotr,pes is that thev
overr ide t ime and histor i ' .  Each tree I  spcnt t ime with
cluring mv lr,riting project hacl a r,err specific historv of
place ancl companions. Some had mant 'human visi tors,
like the giant sequoias at Calavefas Statc Patk, rvhile oth-
ers \vere nlostly left alone to the rvoodpeckers ancl ants,
Some showed a historv of storm impact,  r . r ' i th fal len
hranches and broken l inrbs, lvhi le others showed evi-
dence of insect inr,asion or fungal rot .  Each tree's
cxperiencc of l i fe was unique; i t  coulcl  not be summa-
rizerl aclequateh'bv a shorthancl stcreotvpe. To over-
look thesc particulaf stories rvas to be dcprrr,ed rtf the
potent ial  for much r icher relat ionships, For this expcri-
ment in lr,riting I engaged trees bY invcstigating thc con-
text of thcir lives, I looked to see rvho else lir,ecl with
thcm; I askecl for stories of life-shaping floods ancl fires
from local biologists;  I  dug into natutal  hist t tn ' texts to
learn what I could fronr other stuclents oi trees.

In aclclition to individual tfec stereotvpes, I also ran
into species ler,el stereott'pes. These can bear setious
consequenccs for pol icv issues. to the disadvantage of
the spccies. Onc problenr ar ises from the inadequate
b iokrg ica l  assessment  o f  un ique t ree  hab i ta ts .  The
Sargeut c\rpfess at f i fst  glartce does not seem nuch
diffcrent fron anv other rvindblt)wn cvpress. Yet this spe-
cics grolvs onlr,on serpcntine fock outcrops in the nolth
coast counties of California, li 'here the unusuallv poor
soi l  is high in magnesiunt,  anci  low in calcium, ni trogen,
and phosphorus. '  Taken for another cvpfess this unusual
plant corrmunitr ,might bc overlookccl .  A second conse-
quence is that one species'  pfopert ies mav be mistaken
for another 's.  Giant sequoias discovered in the Sierra
Nevada were secn as a golclmine of t imber,  much l ike
the l ersatrle coast fed\ (x)cls, But once cut, thev fell l ' ith
enofmous rveigl i t  and shattered into br i t t le unusable
shards. Man','trees wefc taken clown in the attentpt to
make the species conforn to the mistaken stereotvpe,

A thiLd chal lcnge has been exposed during recent
forcst restoration projects. Modern genetic research has
sholn that not all tlees in a species carrv the samc geno-
type, of set of  chromosomes. Some species. l ike the
loblollr,pine, have iairly plastic genot.ypes with a range

of configLrraticlns according to the habitat or latitucle of
thc trees, Other trees such as red pine are relativelv con-
sefvat ive ancl  consis tent  in  genotvpe no mat tef  rvhat  the
locat ion or  envi ronmental  concl i t rons. i  This  t t 'pc of  in-
formation may e.xplain rvhv sone trees have failed in
replantings. Managers hcllding species stefeotvpes mav
also ol'erlook crit ical clifferences in soil ancl associated
mr,cchorhizae affecting trec survival. Manv restorattonists
nou' favor replanting with locallv rarsed plants or seeds
to insure a continuitr, of genotvpe in the damaged arca.

Perhaps the greatest  problcm wi th species stefeo-
tvpes is  thc habi t  o f  fo tus i r tg  t r r r  spccies l ts  ecological
cr instants despi te the huge var iabi l i t r ,  in  habi tat .  This
habi t  is  the funclanrenta l  faul t  in  the Endangerecl  Species
Act .  The Act  addresses enclangered or  threatcned spe-
cies, not habitats. Though egencv biologists include habi-
tat restofation in recor,ery plans, the act itself ckres not
pfotect the contplex clf species associated lvith atld cle-
penclent on the enclangerecl spectes. ln California, for
eram;lle, several of the 30 r,aricties and spccres of ttaks
arc thfeatene(l because of grazing, agricLrlt ural exprt n r i( )n,
and urbanizat ion."  IJut  protect ing the t rees does not
neccssar i l r ,  p fotect  the habi tat .  For  exanplc,  c t tv  orc l i -
nances to sa\re venerable old oaks hat,e encouraged a
lar,e of cutting trees just untler thc size cttde, California's
ro l l ing open h i l ls  are c lass ic  oak savanna.  [o l t tse these
rvide erpanses of dn' grassland attcl vallet oaks or l ive
oaks is to krse the heart oi Califctrnia itself

Landscape stefeotvpcs of trees in forcsts tend tcr
clevelop natulallr '  in rcsiclents of spccific fttrest rcgions,
Grorving Lrp in the Pacific Northwest I was used to fclr-
ests of tall Douglas firs rvith shaggr, l irnbs and drippirig
lichcns. The forest f loor rvas a thick sponge of mosses
and decal' iug lear,es. Mv sense of a forcst 

"vas 
based on a

tempcrate ra inforest ,  most  h ighh'  der ,e loped in the
Olvnpic Peninsula in  \ { iashington Vhen I  movecl to Cal i
furnia I was not preparecl for the drv open groves ttf
rv ic lc lv  spaced Ponclerosa p ines in  the Sierra Nevada.
Ncither conifer forest rvas much like a hardrvoocl forest
of alders ancl maples or a woocllancl of oaks and mad-
rones,  The soi ls ,  leaf  s ize.  shacle pat tefns,  and b i rd and
insect l i fe rvere all significantlr, diffe rent.

The first t ime I lealized the depth of mt' tcntper-
ate climatc stefeotvpes was on e bifdwatching field trip
to Costa Rica and Panama in 1986 l "o l lo l t ing our  leaclcr
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torvalds scissors-tailecl f l vcatchers. r ' iolet humnl ingbirds,
ancl resplcndent quctzals, I discrtvercd the ce ntfal Amcri-
can forest  was not  a l l  " ra in"  forest .  On mounta in tops
we founcl cool and lvct cloud forests sinli lar to tcnlpef-
ate forests;  on the Paci f ic  coast  wefe c ln ' r lpen Savannah
forests much l ikc Cal i forn ia 's  t tak rvoodlancls .  But  noth-
ing preparccl nte for the compleritv of the krrulancl trrlpi-
cal moist forest. Dtaping r,ittes as I ' icle as snlall tt 'ces
interlacccl the nassiveh' bLrttfessed harcllt loclsl epiphvtes
bioonrecl in the crotches of fainwate I far abrll 'e us. I lr ight
recl poison clart frogs perchccl on umbrella-sizccl leaves;
white puffi, f lovners bloomed ottt rtf the sicles of tt 'ee
trunks. [vg1'1r1vls1s I turned I sar, sonte thing completelt '
contfafv to rnr' previoLts icle as ttf fore sts, It was shttcking
firr me to rcalize hoti '  complctelv cclnclit i t lr led I was bv
tenrpefate forests. ltt Panauta the disorientation was scr
completc I  for rnc l  mvsel f  l la lk ing in t t l  c langcr  beforc I
knerv i t  -  hanging in to thot 'n t ,  l taJnts,  s tunlb l ing c ln a nest
of see cl t icks, hLushing too ltear the fierv giant 2nt \\ 'hose
hi te packs a rval lo l t ,  As I  natu la l is t .  L tsual l t 'a t  honte in
most  nat l \ re enr , i ronnrents,  I  was complete l t  a t  a l t lss t t r
comprehend th is  f i r rest .  A l l  mt ' fami l ia f  pat tefn ret ( )gni -
tion failed me, and in so tloing, freecl ntv nlind from linl-
itecl stcreotr'1'rcs of trees attcl ft lrests bascd erlt irelv on
lnv teml lcrate erpcr ience.

Foul vears agrt I ntoved east to teach flnvironmcn-
ta l  Studies at  the LIn i t 'ers i t r ,o f  Verntont .  This  forest  to t r
shook up nrv west coast stcreot\,pcs. The long ctl lt l  l l ' i t l-
ters and humit l  a lntost  t ropical  sunt l rers sc lcct  for  h l t rc l -
rvoocls ri 'hich rre hctter suitccl frtr thc lttng pcliod of
rv inter  ckrrnanct ' , ' fhe f i rs t  t 'ear I  t to t icec l  nt t  mind fotn l -
ing l,elv rcugh forest stefeotlpes besecl on scantt ' infor-
mation ancl relativeh' l i tt lc f ield erl leriencc. After thc
clancrrtg colors of f lr l l , there luas a ven'long stletch u'hen
nothing secmed to ltappen: thcn finalh'c' len'thil lg tufrled
grccn, Aftcr' 23 r'cars ttf ratnt'greetl n,inters ancl clustl '
bro'nvn sunnre rs in California. nt', 'bodt' refuse cl to xcce l lt
thc alnrost cotlpietc ret,ersal of settsttt.ts.

The second t 'ear  I  began to look for  t l re  suht le
changes out of sclf clefense. I knov I cttulcl l lot sur\i i \re
enothe I  s i r  mont l ts  of  co ld at td snotv uncler  the oppfes-
sivc stefcotlpe of an ettt l lcss utlchatlgittg rvintet'. Sttt 'c
cnough.  rn err l l  March b i rch t rur tks nere photost 'n the-
s iz ing,  lencl ing a fa int  grcen t ingc to the bark.  \X ' i th  mtrd
scason thc bucls hcgall to shon' signs of sll 'cl l ing. Thc

so-cal led "erp los ion of  green" actual l t '  s t retchecl  ot 'er
sevcrai weeks from late April into Mat'. After ntant'cloudv
davs, the first stretch of sunlight activated photosvnthe-
sis. and u,ithin a fcu, clavs, the alreadv ertencled pale
r,ellon, leaves tut'necl grcen, Once again nl\I stefeot\rpcs
u,ere clismantlecl before nte in a stunning displav of bcautt '
that  d id not  match up to m\r  o l t l  concepts.

The forest  mcal ts  manv th ings to ntat tv  people.
This meanrng is  not  basecl  cnt i feh '  on phvsical  o l  b io-
logical  at tL ihutes of  the forest .  l t  is  basecl  on pcrsonal
erpcrience. held in the boclv as krncsthetic. scnson'bascd
memorv,  Some of  th is  personal  erper icnce is  shatcc l  lnd
reinforced culturallv, leading to n,it lespleatl practices of
\\ iofship or destructiott of forests. Gcldfrev-Snlith out-
l ines a numher of stereott 'ped fc.rrcst perLteptions based
on human erpcr ience,-  Fol  the fecfeat ionalh ' inc l inecl ,
thc forest  is  a del ight fu l  p lavground,  a sor t  of  c t lmplex
gYmnasrum rnost  h ighlv  d$ 'e l t lpet l  in  n ' i lc lerncss areas.
This experience is hasecl in a(1"'erttttrc, travel. fun, atlcl a
sensc of  sat is fact ion in  nteet ing the phvsical  chal lengcs
of surr,ir,al in the backcounttt ' , l fre ntt.rst ; lt 'onlit lent el-
ements of  the gvmnasiunt  forest  s tefcotvpe afc the to-
pographr', trarls, r 'allevs ancl passcs. ancl in ccrtairl areas.
the presencc or ahscnce of pcrfect bear-cleterrit lg foocl
hanging t rees.

For the aesthcticalh inclinecl the folest is att at't
ga l ler r , ,  s i te  of  oue spectacLl la f  being af ter  tnothef .  The
br is t lecone p ine forests of  the \ \ 'h j te  Mout l ta ins of fcr  a
f inc eramplc,  Here thc t fees afc pol ishcd ancl  angular .
shapcd b l  the shol t  gron, ing season ancl  the b i t tcr  sand-
hlasting l ' incls, Manv are over 1000 r'ears olcl, addirtg trr
thei r  va lue as ancicut  er t .  This  expertcnce t t f  rv i lc lcrness
is based in beautt', subtlctv, fttrnt and color, aucl the se tl-
sual  p lcasure of  the v isual  and k inesthet ic  senscs.  The
most  prominent  c le lnents of  the stercot t 'ped acsthet ic
furcst crperie ncc afe a lvcll-developcd sense of t i ' t tt lder
and an epplec iat ion for  exquis i te  ind iv idual  t l rg ; tn isnts
anrl sccnic Ianclscape t' ieu,s,

Fur  thc spi r i tua l lv  inc l ined,  the forest  ntat '  be pcr-
ccivecl as a catherlral or sacrecl space, To nle , the Inrl jcs-
tic redn'oods nrost ewrke this experiencc of lvttrship. ' l 'he

enofmous t fces afe ) i t , ing templcs,  pr t i r l ts  of  p i lgr i r l ragc
for  mi l l ions of  t ravt lcrs  f lom mant ,  cont incnts,  Each
messi r rc  ind iy idLra l  c t tmmancls i ts  ou 'n s l l lce,  inr  i t ing
human r,isitors to entef the httl lolvecl otlt i i fc zones of
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ria lk  the per inrctcr  ofeach overs izet l  t rcc.  l 'hc cx l te l i -
cnce is  basecl  in  awc.  fevefence,  anr l  thc rccogni t lon of
one's o\\i lr r,erv short l i fctime in the contert of thcsc ntuch
olc ler  bc ings,  ' fhe pronr inent  c lcmcnts of  the cathet l ra l
c rpc l i e  nce  seen r  t o  i nc luc le  ven '  o l t l  o r  l a t ' gc  t r ccs ,
sefene quict ,  ancl  l t  qual i t l  o f  bc ing rv i tness to uncl is-
tLrrbccl l i fe.

For  bui lc le ls  and fesoufcc rnanagcfs.  the f i r rest  is
a bui ld ing s i rpplv  s tore boart l  fcct  fo l  the tak ing.  Prnes
ancl f irs afc nrost clesilthle ior ft 'anrittg; oaks lnd nraltles
are sui ted to cabinct l l  ar tc l  woodu,ork ing.  Trees l re
evaluatcc l  fo t  thei r  prot luct i t ' i t t ' .  accessib i l i t r ' ,  an( l  r ,crsa-
ti l i tr ' . Old glou'th folcrsts ntean prizetl long boatcls, rare
ancl  h ighlv  valLrec l  these davs as t fec l ) lant l l t ions replacc
2(X)0 r 'ear  ok1 lcgacics,  ' fhe erpet ' icncc of  io lcst  as
fesource is  bascr l  on A scnse o l  c tef tsml tnshi l t  ur tc l  knon l -
edge of  nratc l i l t ls ,  the t les i t 'c  to  l t lo t ' ic le  f i r r  I runan nect ls .
and the t rar lc  nrerkct  nr inc i ,  Kev to l t  sat ts [ tc tor ' \ 'c \ l )L ' r i -
cncc f ronr  th is  pc lspcct ivc is  r t  sense o l  onc 's  ro lc  in  thc:
n ood p lot lu t  ts  inc lLrstn ' r tn t l  onc 's  cal tucr t t ' to  ef f 'ect ive l r
gathcf  rcsoul 'ces 01 ' r 'a luc to consLln lers,

Robert  Poguc Hul l ison t lescr ibes thc fot 'cst  as rc f -
uge for  out la \ \ 's  c lur ing thc ear lv  c lat ,s  of  l ,ng l l tnc l 's  abun-
c lant  forests. t  As io lcsts la l  on the outsk i r ts  of  touns.
thev nc lc  secl r  l ls  rnarg inal  tc t ' t i to t ' t ' ,  L tnc i t ' i l izec l  ar tc i
r . rnt r lve ler l  br  thosc l r 'ho l ivec l  l i th in the lar i ' .  For  thosc
r iho could sulv iye inc lepcnt lcnt  o ic ivr l iz l t ion.  the l i r rcst
p lov i r lec i  s l re l ter ,  canrouf l r tgc,  anci  p lotect ion.  The n i l -
dc lness of  thc forcst  \ \ ' ls  sce I r  l ts  c langeroLrs ant l  Lrn i r tv i t -
ing to nrost  people,  thus lcuving i t  to  onh' the rougl test
bancl i ts  anr l  soc ia l  out(  i ls ts .  This  exper icncc of  t -c fugt  is
echoecl  todul  in  thc backprckcf 's  cscel )c  f lom societ t ' ,
in  the c les i re to bc i rcc f lom obl ig l t ion,  responsih i l i t r ' ,
anr l  soc ia l  in t lcbtec lness.

Lr  nr l  rvork l ' i th  t rccs,  I  n 'as surp l isec l  to  encoun-
f  c f  another  s te feotVl lc( l  crpcr ie r tce 01 ' f0rest  as a p lacc
oi iear. \\ 'alking rn rtn old-grou'th DoLrglas fi l  f ir lest l l tte
onc l r f te lnoon.  I  grcu,  more l rnc l  nrore inseculc es thc
sharkx i 's  r lecper tcd. ' fhe broken nross-covcret l  branches
took on spookl  s l tapes.  sending of f  a larrn bel ls  in  nrv
rn inc l .  I  ur rs  l lor rc  in  an ur t famr l iar ' fo lest  and r ,Lr lne r tb lc
to c langer.  I lccarrsc i  t ls  r i ' r i t ing about  t lccs.  I  s tuc l iec l
the f 'ear  anr l  foLrncl  u pr inreval  fesponsc to d isor icr l tJ t ior t
anr l  s t rangcncss,  l t  u 'as u l lsct t l i r . rg ,  I  coulc l  see the con-
ncct ion bet$ecn fcar '  for  or ' le 's  own sun' iva l  (against  . t t -

tacks bv Lrc l iaus,  u 'o lves,  snukesl  anr l  thc ( lcs i fe  to cut
t l re  f t r rcst  c lonn.  At  the heurt  oI  th is  crpcr icnce of  fear
is  the re lent lcss c lcnrancl  for  se l f  p fotect lon.  inst rnct ivc
in a l l  an imals,  The overpoucnng natu le of  th is  feul  erac l i -
cater l  a l l  o ther  possib i l i t ics of  erper ience in thc fo lcst .

Stcrcotr , l r ing is  most  of tcn thoLrght  of  as t l te  cat-
egorization tt i h Lr rlans i n to ne troll '  repressir,c t 'olcs - i. c.
t hc  rab i c l  c r . r v i l onn ren t l l i s t .  t he  l c r l ncck  l ogge r ' .  t he
vul r l r ic  cnvi ronnrenta l  pro lcss ioual .  \ {anv pcol t le  re late
to stc fcot |pes xs t fLr ths.  a k int l  o f  socia l  g0ssi l l  rec lucecl
to pat  phrascs lvh ich sLlnr  u l )  the kev characte r is t tcs of  a
grouyr  of  peol r le .  Sinr i lar  shot thurr r l  is  usccl  to  s tereo-
t lpe aninra ls :  thc p lar ' fLrJ ckr lphin,  the nrean fat t lcsnakc.

@

Stereot . l ,pes are consl ructs i r t  lbe t t t iuc l .
6rssenhIed .f i 'om e.\pcricrtce, cuIturaI t 'ctIrtes. tutd

l imilet l  ir t . fctrnatir. l t . ' l 'he,qreat ( latryct '  i) t
stereot. l 'pit tg is lhe igrctrartce iL perpettntes.

thc g laccfLr l  hul r l<.  Stereotr 'pes onl r  rcvcal  thc l inr i ta-
t ions of  sonreoue's knon lcc lgc about  a gtoLrp of  people,
ln imels,  or  l r lants.  f 'or  erenrple.  those who stur l r  tkr l -
p l r ins knor i  thev cun hc qLr i tc  aggrcssive i r t  t le fencl ing
t l rc i l  roLrng,  Rat t lcsnl rkes l r rc  lc tLra l lv  qui tc  t inr i r l  and
rvoLr lc i  prefer  to  uvoic l  encountcrs u i th  pcoplc.

Stereotr 'pe s l fc  consl f r . l (  ts  in  thc mincl ,  lsse ntb lec l
1r 'onr  crpcrrcnce ,  cLr l tu i ' l t l  v l t lLres.  ant l  l inr i te t l  in forrn. t t i r rn.
' I 'he great  r lange r  in  s tcrcotr  p i r rg is  the iunoluncc i r  per ' -

l )e tuetcs.  A p0 'son tcr tc is  to pcrceiVe t rees.  ani r t t l ls .  ani l
landscupes lccor i l ing to i r is  or  hcr  cun'cnt l l  cr is t ing ic lcas
an t l  bc l i c f s ,  uh i t  h  l cc l r r ces  t he  c l rpuc i t v  t o  see  th ings
orr tsr t lc  of  hunren pro jecr t ion.  Onc sees onl l  onc s ic lcas
oi  thc p lunt  or  uninrr r i  u 'h ich ec l ipsr  thc fLr l l  conrplcr i tv
,  r {  t  l r e  l i r  t ' t l  l t ' i . t t t i t t t t  .  ( ' \ l r ( ' r ' i ( ' t l (  r '

' [ 'h is  is  r ienronstrated nrost  gfa] rh ica l lv  in  pat tc lus
oi  "ene nrv isnr" . ' r  Stc lco l r '1 lcs huvc becn sLr t  ccssfLr l l l
ayrp i icd in  t inrcs o1 'ual  to  gal t lur rzc pcoplc to at txck o ihef
pcoplc:  r i i fncss the por t tavr l  o f  Arabs c lu l ing the GLr l f
\ \ ' l r  ls  nr in i - r 'crs ions of  Sar l l rnr  l lLrssc in,  or  f  hc (  onst fLrc-
tion o1'Vietnarncsc as "goolis . ' l 'hc ploccss is casilv trans-
Icn 'cc l  anr l  lc jn fo lcecl  i r t  tc lu t ionships r l i th  p lants an( j
ln inr l r ls .  \ \ 'hcn r iccr ls  or  s t ingrng insccts u lc  c lcc lar-cc l
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enemies, their  eradicat ion is just i f ied, In Maine the con-
sequences of this labeling affect large landholclings. Lorv
growing spfuce forests are being clearcut for paper pro-
cess ing  ove f  thousands o f  acres ;  l vhen hardrvoods
follow in natural succession, thev are spraved rvith her-
bicides to el iminate competing " lveed trees"." '

You cannot get rid ,,t r,arautrrpes. Thev are too
pervasive, subt le,  and supported bv cul tural  t radi t ion,
llowever, vou can see hon' thelt 'nvork through careful
observation clf others and one's self. One can eramine
which stereotvpes have been inheritecl from familr' ' r,al
ues -  racist  impressions of blacks, Hispanics. or Asrans
for erample or prejudice against snakes and mice. One
can look at horv stereotvpes form out of feaL and disori-
entat ion or the desife to control  a si tuat ion.

One can also obserr,e how groups tend to polarize
in self-defense once stefeotvpes are userl in debate, A
disarming technique that can shi i t  a stuck environmen-
tal cor.r', 'ersation a\\'av from polarizecl agendas is to sim-
plv not take sides, but invest igate the stefeotvpes openlv,
"Vhat is i t  you mean br '  "useless"i '  ( rn discussing wet-
lands, for examplel or "Vhat do r,ou think thc public
appreciates about oak trees?" Ven'often environmental
controversics become or,erheatecl bccausc funclamental
differences in r,alues and experiences have crvstallized
into stereotvpes. These are not alt'avs apparcnt at first
glance. Sometimes lhat is reqLrired is a clear look at
hor,v the "othef" has formecl a stereotvpe about t'ou,
Environmentalists caught up in the prcssrng ancl verv real
urgencv of theiL agenclas have difficultv seeing ho.,v ther,
could be perceir,ed as aggrcssir,c ancl anti-human. But
stereot\rpes ate not about real people or real lanclscapes,
The\, are about extracterl characteristics chosen to suit
the other 's need for control  and dominat ion.

One r.rf the gleatest gifts of grassroots bioregional
organrzing rs the focus on specific places unrcluelr,knorvn
and loved bv local resiclents.  Fr iends of the Connect icut
River know l'erv rvell that their watershed is distinctly
clifferent froni thc Hudson River in history, topogLaphv,
and political culture. Tlie Green Mountain Club in Vcr-
mont recognizes the particular neecls in the Green Moun-
tains; the Appalachian Mountarn Club in Virginia takes
care of thc Smokey Mountain riclge arca, Bl,dralving lt-
tent ion to the unique attr ibutes of the places thel  sup-
por t .  each group rvorks  to  overcome s te feo tvpes

promulgatecl bv the medra, bv agencv managers, bv un-
jnformed locals. Stereotvpes tend to encourage the ten-
dcncr' to look for a general solution that rvill fit diverse
variat ions. Glassrr lots gfoups break through these uni-
versal approaches bv aclclrcssing the specific natural his-
torv, geologv, and hl'clrokrgv of the afea, as u'ell as thc
cultural histon'. As rcal knowleclge is sharecl about di-
verse landscapes and lr,atersheds. stefeotvpcs natufallv
Iose power ancl bit by bit are drscarclecl as nonfunctional.

The problem ofstefeotvpes appl iecl  to the natural
lvorlcl poses several challenges to thc envifonmental pro-
fcssronal.  First  is the task ancl responsibi l i tv to examine
one's o\\n unnot icccl  stcfcotypcs. These are l ikelY to
lulk in areas not paft  of  one's special t t , t raining, i .e,  over-
simplifi ' ing inse ct lifc if one rs concerned rvith large land
mammals. Onc ma\,also bc prone to bioregronal assunp-
t ions  about  landscapes q ,h ich  c lon ' t  app l r ,  in  o ther
geographics. Or onc mlght cafrv race, class, ur gender-
rclatecl  assumptions about lvho prefels r ,hat k incls of
envifonments, Stephen Kel lert 's rvork on Anrer ican att i -
tucles torvard rvildlife shol'ed a clear hiclarchy of most
favori te ancl nost hater l  animals.rr  As a teacher of envi-
ronmental  ethics, I  sometimes ask mr classes to l ist  the
top ten animals they most l ike and disl ike. Manv of thc
animals l isted bv the class rverc also on Kel lert 's l ists -
mosquitoes, snakes, cockroaches as least fa\ 'oredl cats,
dogs, and fish as most iavorccl, It secms that er,'ervone
has an opinion about this;  no one is frec of prcludice.
For the professional the quest ion is:  horv ckr thcsc bi-
ases influence envilonmental rlecisiclns?

A second chal lenge is to be able to examine pol icv
statements for assumecl stereot\,pes, Sometines these
are r.rhrvious, as in propertl' rights vs. endangefed spe-
cies. But morc subt le assunpt lons may be operat i rrg in
t h e  f o r r n  o f  c l a s s ,  g c n d e r ,  a n d  r a c e  o f i e n t a t i r ) n ,
Ecofeminists hal,e i l luminated thc unstated westenl as-
sociatrons of u,omen ant l  nature in the infer iof  posi t ion
relat i r ,e to men and culture, Mcmbers cl f  the environ-
nrental racism movement have pointed out how hazarrl-
ous waste h;s been targeted for black and Hispanic
neighborhoods, perpe tuating vet anothef furnr of racism.
Middle class, college educated environmental profcssion-
als have been accused of bias to\ \ard wi lderness and
against rural poor people in conflicts or,er lancl consef-
r,ation in the Adirondacks.
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A th i rd chal lenge rs to be able to communicate wi th
k indness anr l  nonr , io lence rvhen speaking of  nonhumans.
Consider  such everydav pre judice in  the phrases "b lack
sheep,"  "scapcgoat , "  or  "nor ious we cc l . "  "barrcn c leser t . "
Through examining assumpt ions and work ing c loselv
wi th languagc,  onc can develop more precis ion and c lar-
i tv ,  avoic l ing the habi ts  of  o lers impl i f icat ion ancl  reduc-
t ion ism. One hahi t  I  f ind cspecia l l r ,  mis leading is  the use
of  the pronoun "he "  in  c lescr ib ing a l l  an imals,  cspecia l lv
whcn male and fcmale mcmbcrs of a specics have differ
ent phvsical forms ancl behar,iors.

I believe the overarching challenge in clealing lvith
stefeotvpes of nature is to overconre the false separa-
tion betwecn people and the natural worlcl. Stcreotvpes
pe fpe tua te  t h i s  sepa ra t i on  t h rough  m is in fo rma t i on .
Breaking through stereotvpes opens up the possib i l i tv
of trulv coming to mcct ancl apprcciate the diversitt, of
exper ience in the other ,  I t  is  recogni t ion of  th is  unfath-
omable range of experience - from mavflr ' to elephant
seal, from rvil low to lvhitc pine , from one person to the
next in the courtroom - that fosters humilitv. Describ-
ing the Kor,ukon nati\res in Alaska. Richard Nelscln repofts
that  c lespi tc  thei r  dcep fami l iar i tv  lv i th  the land thev in-
habit and the creatures r,ho l ive there, Kolukons staft
f rom the premise that  thev don' t  knolv verv much about
thei r  wor ld. ' '  Onlv f ronr  th is  point  o i  humi l i tv  do thel
consider  thev can lcarn,

To work lvith stereotl 'pes rs to open the wa\r to
true mvsterv and recognition of the unkn0wn. To carrv
th is  in to a publ ic  hear ing or  envi ronmental  debate is  to
tempef the human lvorlcl with the vast world of plant ancl
animal intell igence, evolved long before humans entered
the scene, This is. after all, perhaps the primarv task in
enr,ironmental wolk - awakening to the verv rich bio-

geophvsical  rvor ld which is our home-
of our l imited irleas anrlbeliefs. 
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