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For the Love of New Voices 

Media forms have consistently mirrored the human fascination with foreign communica

tion as far as we can extend it, as perhaps best demonstrated by Hollywood's fascination with 

attaining the most obscure, exotic voices within our most fantastical cinematic explorations of 

the unknown and unfamiliar. Spielberg's Close Encounters glorifies music as a (literally) uni

versal means of communication through which peace may be established and knowledge trans

ferred. In Contact, Jodie Foster's frantic radio-shouting accompanied by a wondrous and heroic 

soundtrack meets the magnitude of importance of the Arecibo Observatory first registering a 

pulsing prime-number signal sent presumably from intelligent extraterrestrial life. E.T.'s charm 

is fueled partly by his growing physical and spiritual embodiment of Elliott's humanity, as he 

slowly learns rudimentary English and uses his powers of telepathy to communicate his own 

thoughts and feelings. And as late as 2016, Arrival uses a circle-based extraterrestrial language 

as a "weapon" which offers the supernatural power of premonition. 

What separates many classics from many more passers-by is this imagined capability of 

sharing knowledge with the foreign: the ability not just to meet exotic entities, but to connect 

with them in the pursuit of gained universal experience (with an exception, perhaps, for 1979's 

Alien, although the initial landing on LV-426 was spurred by the temptation of such a connection 

by an intelligence-indicating signal). 

Our fascination with exotic communication both fuels and is further provoked by these in

dulgent Hollywood depictions of extraterrestrial life-or, at least, in the ones that achieve the 

highest Rotten Tomatoes ratings-which echo a compulsive desire to expand our communicative 

capabilities outside of ourselves in order to understand worlds of knowledge that were once un-
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touchable and incomprehensible. Meaningful communication with the exotic, in other words, is 

what separates the E. Ts and the Arrivals from the 5th Waves and Independence Days. We do not 

respond as significantly to the aliens that silently and mercilessly inflict suffering on a group of 

stalwart humans, while the latter struggles to survive against or even conquer the former. When 

we are able to explore the merging of our own human experience with novel forms of existence, 

we expand our grasp of what it means to experience life. We are aware, to some extent, of the 

truth and value behind an important exchange within Arrivals dialogue: 

Ian: If you immerse yourself into a foreign language, then you can actually rewire 

your brain. 

Louise: Yeah, the Sapir- Wharf hypothesis. Its the theory that the language you speak 

determines how you think and-

Ian: Yeah, it affects how you see everything. 

This pattern of communication and connection raises the question: must we rely on fantastical 

beings from distant places in order to satisfy our need for innovative and exotic forms of com

munication, or can we hold onto what we find so fascinating in these instances as we investigate 

exoticism much closer to home? What would happen if we were to think of our natural world 

with the same wonder and fascination as we would an intangible alien environment, full of non

human language available for deciphering and analyzing? 

As a response to these questions, this thesis will accomplish three things: it will define the 

concept of environmental language, demonstrate its application through the works of American 

writers of environmental nonfiction, and present the magnitude of effects this understanding 
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achieves in the world of environmental politics. The detailed translations of exotic environmen

tal language offered in this genre of literature, in other words, can be extremely effective in facil

itating large amounts of powerful social and political change through the essential talent of lis

tening. Each nonfiction text, to this end, demonstrates a deep immersion into the minutiae of the 

natural landscape, an acknowledgment of an environmental language system, and a subsequent 

powerful translation of environmental language into a meaningful-and powerful-human form 

of literature. 

The Sign 

Before we can begin to recognize the presence, interpretation, and usage of environmental 

language within nonfiction American writing, we must address a few key points: how do we 

recognize environmental language, and what might be the affordances of being able to interpret 

such an alien communicative form as well as the consequences of its silencing? Is it too anthro

pocentric of us to define language along our own limited confines of sound, structure, and/or 

signage? 

We must be careful here not to generalize communication and language, as language is 

merely a subset of communication. Many species interact with one another through means that 

are distinctly not language, such as chemical impulse, light blockage, etc. For the pursuit of an 

understanding of the rules which heighten mere communication into an interaction with envi

ronmentallanguage, therefore, it may be useful to break "language" down into its basic compo

nents by invoking Saussure's tree sign. The sign itself is a binary structure consisting of a "signi

fied" and a "signifier," the latter representing the former. For a tree, the sound-image of"tree"-
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the four-letter word, along with (for verbal languages) a corresponding indication of sound-rep

resents, but is not, a living organism consisting of a trunk and branches. The signifier "tree" be

comes arbitrary-no more than a mark, existing in written form and in the human brain, but not 

in any significant form outside of those human constructs. If we are to set Saussure's relation

ship between the signifier and signified as the foundation of our concept of language, then we 

have at our disposal an extremely broad concept of language which might be satisfied by any in

dicator created or performed for the purpose of representation. 

Constructing the Criteria of Language 

Of course, our formula for language is not yet functional. If we were to stop at this point 

concerning language construction, an individual would be able to wake up in the morning and 

decide to represent the winged, flightless creature crowing at the sun with the word "car." Yes, 

this morning I was once again awakened by the crow of the car. The signification is useless, as it 

is not stable-nor does it transfer its intended meaning. The recipient of this "language" is left 

baffled and likely concerned, with a completely different imagined sound-image than that of the 

speaker's intent. Thus, language cannot be a free-for-all of signifiers and signifieds; we must 

apply more restrictions. 

The major road block which complicates this absurd hypothetical example is clear: there is 

no chance of a receiving entity interpreting the meaning of a signifier when its corresponding 

signified is subject to spontaneous change. Thus, we must add the constraint of consistency to 

language; signifiers must be able to repeatedly convey the same signifieds, so that the sign-the 

result of an application of signifier onto signified-is constant, reliable, and subsequently useful. 
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Only with a system in which signifiers, no matter how arbitrary in their own physical/verbal con

struction, can repeatedly represent their consistent signifieds can meaning be successfully as

sumed or transferred. Our definition of language, therefore, has evolved from its base as a sim

ple set of signifier-signified relationships to a more advanced set of signs which reliably and re

peatedly convey their intended meanings. 

Despite these necessary restrictions on the constitution of "language" in order to provide 

this concept with some form of practical structure, there still remains an essentially infinite 

amount of forms which language might possess. Our most exotic, otherworldly depictions of 

alien languages, however, tend to apply to language another prevalent restriction here: intention

ality. Is it necessary, in the operation of language, for an entity using signifiers to be cognizant of 

the corresponding signifieds of those signifiers, and to purposefully use them towards the partic

ular end of conscious signification? In other words, how much is speech a contract of responsi

bility between speaker and interpreter? Is interpreted meaning without intended meaning valid? 

The Powerful Signs of Silent Spring 

Regarded as one of the most influential pieces of environmental literature in history, 

Rachel Carson's Silent Spring interprets environmental signage to create a text so compelling as 

to permanently lead to the reshaping of American environmental policy. Carson's Silent Spring 

opens with a meaningful and empathetic reckoning with environmental language, which in the 

mid-20th century culminated in a widespread (and ultimately successful) emotional appeal 

against the use of dangerous chemicals on American soil. 

There was once a town in the heart of America where all life seemed to be in harmony with 
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its surroundings. The town lay in the midst of a checkerboard of prosperous farms, with 
fields of grain and hillsides of orchards, where white clouds of bloom drifted above the 
green land. In autumn, oak and maple and birch set up a blaze of color that flamed and 
flickered across a backdrop of pines. Then foxes barked in the hills and deer crossed the 
fields, half hidden in the mists of the mornings . . . So it had been from the days, many 
years ago, when the first settlers raised their houses, sank their wells, and built their 
barns. (Carson, 1) 

Carson's book opens in a picturesque setting, unidentified and subsequently mistakable for 

many suburban areas across the continental United States. The scene embodies a sort of quin-

tessential mid-twentieth-century American dream in its mention of "prosperous" farms, as well 

as healthy "green" lands which change familiarly with the seasons and harbor furry, generally 

non-threatening forest animals like deer and foxes. The sky is clean and promising for fresh, 

healthy land, and fuel the crucial productivity of the old farmlands . There is a sense of etemi-

ty-a uniformity of pleasant, bountiful existence that extends back to young memories and even 

further backwards along cherished family storylines, which in tum consist of years of rem em-

bered hard work and success. Families worked alongside their cherished, trustworthy land in 

order to achieve a sort of economic and aesthetic paradise. Despite the changing of the seasons, 

the beauty and promise of this place remains stable. 

Carson converts a number of signifieds into sets of signs which then, in context, create a 

passionate and effective cry of nostalgia. To describe, for example, the concept of a cloud along-

side the additional signs of "white" and "bloom" is to create new affordances for the significance 

of such a common entity. "White" implies a fresh, untouched state; it is a light, pure color, adrift 

and seemingly unable to fall under any kind of affliction. "Bloom" signifies the practical capa-

bilities of such clouds, not-so-subtly indicating their necessity in the seemingly ancient process 

of farm growth and development over generations. 
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These consistent signs which pointedly recall, on multiple occasions, the beauty and peace 

of the natural landscape directly alongside the comforting farmlands of old family lines signify a . 

sense of love of place, which is fueled both by love of family and bounty. And then suddenly, 

when we are at our most comfortable-peaceful-Carson shatters this mentality by pulling away 

all of these comforts, which she had allowed us to experience only briefly enough to mourn their 

loss: 

Then, one spring, a strange blight crept over the area, and everything began to change. 
Some evil spell had settled on the community; mysterious maladies swept the flocks of 
chickens, and the cattle and sheep sickened and died. Everywhere was the shadow of 
death. The farmers told of much illness among their families. In the town, the doctors 
were becoming more and more puzzled by new kinds of sickness that had appeared among 
their patients. There had been several sudden and unexplained deaths, not only among the 
adults but also among the children, who would be stricken while they were at play, and 
would die within a few hours. And there was a strange stillness. The birds, for example 
where had they gone? Many people, baffled and disturbed, spoke of them . .. It was a 
spring without voices ... only silence lay over the fields and woods and marshes. (Carson, 
1-2) 

There is an immediate shift in tone as the environmental landscape-and, interrelatedly, farm life 

-begins to break down in response to this new omnipresent affliction. In what was previously 

described as a relatively stagnant, eternally-benevolent landscape, there is now an "evil spell"-a 

description which signifies malicious intent, as well as some sort of invisible, formidable enemy. 

Immediately, there is a sense of this homeland falling under attack by external forces, which sub-

sequently rallies those who must respond to this pastoral depiction of life into defensive action. 

The mirroring of human and animal deaths create a notion of direct linkage between the fate of 

non-human entities and that of humans, while the time Carson spends meticulously quantifying 

all of these various deaths adds to the inescapability and desperation surrounding this threat. 
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There is a certain amount of significance in Carson's decision to designate the season of 

this affliction as "spring;" as the season which incorporates the return of life and prosperity, it is 

off-putting to encounter the polar opposite in the arrival of unrelenting death and decay. The 

"blight" is mysterious, unidentifiable and disconcerting as a cherished place of nostalgia and 

country pride finds itself unable to protect its people and assets against an invisible and unknow

able foe. There is a sense of helplessness as the formerly-bright, peaceful landscape falls under a 

"shadow of death"-a repulsive barrier between Carson's described environment and the com

forting, life-giving sun. The descriptive combination of signs within "evil spell" works to simul

taneously other and obscure the source of the attacking ailment, casting the mortal, vulnerable 

townspeople as a group faced with an unsurmountable amount of power. Thus, they· must simply 

remain "baffled and disturbed"-defenseless-as all that is good and admirable, aesthetically 

and practically, in their world vanishes over the course of a few weeks. 

Carson's Application of Environmental Language 

There is a driving environmentally-degradative force behind the changes inflicted upon 

Carson's landscape which pervades every level of life in this rural American region, of which 

Carson artfully depicts many dire consequences. Carson decodes multiple signifiers, within 

these first paragraphs, in order to provide readers with a better understanding of how environ

mentallanguage is operating in response to this new, dangerous stimulus. 

In applying our working definition of language here, we seek to establish three major 

things in its recognition: a prevalent set of signifiers, a corresponding set of signifieds, and the 

validity ofthese relationships through their capability for repetition. In both Carson's pre-chem-
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ical and post-chemical discussions, there are two major qualities of nature which Carson seems 

to embellish with her own eloquent signage: that of presence, and that of absenc.e. 

The former part of Silent Springs introduction encapsulates a large amount of environmen

tal presence; there is a sense of an inexhaustible amount of resource, of forests and clean rainwa

ter and animals that are more bountiful than the townspeople can even see with their own eyes, 

as these creatures are "hidden in the mists of the mornings." Life abounds in this environmental 

presence, which serves to bring comfort, reassurance, and the promise of intergenerational pros

perity. The most prevalent, distinct contrast between the first and second part of this opening

as perhaps best encapsulated by the title Silent Spring-is a lack of this comforting, endless 

bounty; instead, there is a voiding of this apparent promise of safety and success, paralleled by 

the removal of sounds-the familiar comforts of birds singing, for example, or children playing. 

Where there was once love, life, joy, and sound, there is in this second part a conspicuous lack of 

any of these most prized nostalgic qualities of this place. Its identity as a picturesque, unchang

ing home has been shattered. 

With the degradation of environmental health and security, in other words, comes a strong 

overarching quality: absence. Carson's work recognizes, whether consciously or inadvertently, 

an environmental language which speaks in a system of presences and absences, which in tum 

respectively signify alliance and hostility. In the context of this instance of American suburbia, a 

general buzz of peaceful activity which implies the larger concept of stability-of the reliance 

able to be placed on an environment which has served as an inseparable friend to rural life for 

generations. Likewise, the absence of this activity-the loud silence which seems to ring in the 

eardrums of the locals-is a direct result, repeated in many separate areas of town life, of a sort 



11 of44 

of attack on the natural landscape by humanity. This void signifies additional absence; its noth-

ingness translates into a pointed emptiness throughout the sign construct, which-when placed in 

context, as with all language-is notable for its lack of comfort and prosperity which previously 

filled that space. The friendship has been broken, and the townspeople have become quickly 

aware of their sudden uncomfortable, unfamiliar lack of unconditional support. 

As Carson concludes: 

In the gutters under the eaves, and between the shingles of the roofs, a few patches of white 
granular powder could be seen; some weeks earlier this powder had been dropped, like 
snow, upon the roofs and the lawns, the fields and the streams. No witchcraft, no enemy 
action had snuffed out life in this stricken world. The people had done it themselves. (2) 

The eerie state ofuncertainty surrounding the nature of this threat has been replaced by a 

much clearer conclusion: the tangible, non-magical, human-created powder layered over this 

natural landscape has been named outright as the agent which "had snuffed out life in this strick-

en world." This is now a much more approachable-and much closer to home-issue, and "the 

people had done it themselves." This language-"snuffed out," "stricken," "enemy actions," 

"dropped," "done it themselves"-portrays a clear act of violence not only against a formerly-

helpful entity, but also against humanity by humanity. These aggressors have essentially con-

dernned themselves and tarnished their own safety by destroying this critical alliance, and the 

environment has responded with a deafening, pervasive silence. There is a growing recognition 

of the senselessness and betrayal accompanying this homeland attack on a cherished intergenera-

tional body, as well as a newfound rise from helplessness which has accompanied the identifica-

tion of this threat. In other words, Carson's artistic interpretation of a binary environmentallan-

guage consisting of presence-absence signifiers (and their corresponding friend-foe signifieds) 
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has not only instilled in readers a motive for political retaliation against the allowance of this 

homeland crime, but has also moved them from helplessness to a budding feeling of actionable 

capability. They have, in other words, a motive and a means. 

The Fallout 

Silent Spring is one of the most influential pieces of nonfiction American literature-and 

American literature itself-in history, with massive environmental repercussions. It catalyzed a 

widespread political and social reckoning which seemed to confirm the influence of Silent 

Springs emotional technique. Carson was clearly successful in manufacturing a powerful appeal 

to the nostalgia of the American Dream. This opening sequence of presence, betrayal, denial, 

and death is a blunt and detailed attempt to trigger, in the mind of Carson's readers, an erosion of 

security and history as they correspond practically and aesthetically with the natural landscape. 

The initial prosperous farms, as part of the town, are a source of familial identity and pride; they 

are in "harmony with [their] surroundings," and the houses were "raised" from the earth, while 

the wells were sunken into it. Within this description, there is a necessary inseparability between 

the earth and the town; thus, the value afforded to one is necessarily linked with that of the other. 

Carson's book, which proved its effectiveness by ultimately leading to the ban of DDT in 

America as well as the formation of the United States Environmental Protection Agency (Gris

wold), relies on these connections with common American values and facets of identity; it artful

ly weaves together a nostalgia for lifestyle, work, past, and family with their respective reliances 

on environmental health. This tactic, however-at least in our modem American republic-only 

works to such a major political extent as Silent Spring when it reaches the hearts and minds of a 
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large, vocal voting majority. Thus, we can determine the efficacy of these nostalgic descriptions 

in terms of the proven success oftheir emotional appeal. As Carson's narrative translates envi-

ronmentallanguage into a piece of literature drawing largely on the cherished, nostalgic values 

of Americans-including, prominently, the natural landscape which fuels all of those other 

aforementioned values of rural life-it is safe to assume, based on the widespread success of this 

narrative, the strength and frequency of these values in the larger American public. Carson's ad
\ 

vocacy for the necessary presence of this abstract entity was clearly heard by the large mass of 

Americans in the '60s and early '70s who were so thoroughly affected by this stylistic approach 

of resonation that they demanded policy change. 

This change-as a testament to the aforementioned pull of Carson's narrative style-came 

in both immediate and indirect forms . Within ten years of the book's publishing, each of the tox-

ic chemicals mentioned in Silent Spring was either permanently banned or greatly restricted 

(Griswold). Regulative measures were put in place in order to both closely monitor and control 

the compositions and availabilities of chemical household products, and the government be-

came-both with and outside the formation of the Environmental Protection Agency-much 

more involved in regulating environmental treatment. 

Comparatively, the social change in America brought on by Carson was immense and long-

standing. Americans began to doubt the validity of 'safety expertise' as determined by industrial 

figures, and turned a greater amount of collective attention towards organic food-a modem as-

set in food advertisement and trust (Business Insider). These widespread and consequential 

modifications towards the American attitude surrounding our treatment of the natural environ-

ment was spurred, at least in significant part, by one author's prowess as a middle-woman be-
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tween internalized real-world observations and a conclusive outrage at the results of the interpre

tation of these observations. In doing so, Carson has translated a set of environmental signifiers 

and signifieds in order to convey an environment-human relationship of clear cause-and-effect. 

The Value of Conscious Intent 

To explore the significance of intent in language, it is helpful to explore how intent may 

alter the very foundation on which we have constructed our own loosely-based definition of the 

term: a set of signifiers which repeatedly and reliably represent their corresponding signifieds. 

The lines become blurry here, especially in the English language, when one signifier comes to 

adopt multiple simultaneous signifieds. As Wittgenstein writes in Philosophical Investigations, 

"The meaning of a word is its use in the language;" in other words, the signifieds of the signifiers 

we call words may take on different forms based on their context. The word "fall," for example, 

represents multiple concepts. Fall is a season in which-at least, in temperate climates-the 

leaves begin to change from green to golden, and the temperature begins to foreshadow the on

coming of bitter winter. A leader can fall from power at the hands of a disgruntled population. A 

child can fall off of a skateboard and be subsequently chastised by his mother for the ensuing 

dental bills the former accrued in the decision not to wear a helmet. 

Fall is one of many examples of a signifier married simultaneously to multiple signifieds

a relationship which may create anything from subtle grammatical considerations to major social 

problems. In 2019, an earthquake in Indonesia created a translative nightmare for Facebook, as 

the Indonesian word "selamat" simultaneously means "congratulations," "unhurt," and "to sur-

vive;" subsequently, when users expressed concern for the survival of those afflicted, their mes-
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sages were decorated with balloons and confetti (BBC). Thus, in our existing human language 

systems, the intent of a signifier-when placed in the context of other signifiers-can be incredi

bly consequential in warping the intended meaning of the sign. 

However, we must be careful here not to conflate intent with context. If a thoughtless and 

cruel individual were to congratulate the Indonesian people, in their local language, for the disas

ter-in other words, if that individual intended a more unexpected and insensitive meaning of the 

term "selamat" within a format which would grammatically suffice for both a "congrats!" and 

well-wishes for survival-is the entire language structure undermined when another Facebook 

user falsely assumes that the cruel individual is expressing concern for the people of Indonesia? 

Likewise, when Facebook interprets a sign as "congratulations" and an entire population per

ceives that same sign as "unhurt" or "survived," are we allowed to discredit the strength and va

lidity of the Indonesian language? 

The key element to answering this question is the concept of context. There is a social as

sumption that one would be far more likely to convey hopes of survival during a national tragedy 

than they would be to give their congratulations; therefore, the vast majority of speakers of the 

Indonesian language-based on this expectation-· would allow the signifier "selamat" to operate 

consistently in its meaning within the context of the given situation. Similarly, English speakers 

can quickly distinguish between signifieds when grammatical sentence cues separate them con

veniently into categories of verbs and nouns, as well as contextualize them through external cues 

to topic and setting. 

This separative 'cheat' is not a given, however, in every grammatical circumstance. If we 

take the last "fall" example-"the kingdom will fall during tomorrow's attack"-grammatically, 
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that sentence would suffice for the equivalents of both "the entire kingdom will physically topple 

from where it currently sits and end up in a lower position" and "the governing forces of the 

kingdom will no longer be in political control" at some point during that imminent attack. As the 

grammar representing both of these meanings is equivalent and thus notwithstanding, English 

speakers must make an educated guess between the likelihood of this sentence representing an 

absurd phenomenon-an entire kingdom physically falling down-to a much more reasonable 

one concerning a shift in power. Predictably, the latter becomes the standard interpretation of the 

initial sentence regardless of initial intent, and a consensus is formed on the correct signified 

which corresponds, in this context, to the signifier "fall." 

Thus, our definition of language-the ability of a set of signifiers to reliably, consistently 

convey their respective signifieds--can operate without any requirement of an initial, conscious 

intent, as long as it is supported by the pillars of context and interpretive consensus. And so, as 

we move back towards Hollywood depictions of otherworldly alien language which, despite their 

diversity, seem to be a privilege exclusive to intelligent life, we begin to recognize how narrow 

our cinematic portrayals of language-and, by extension, all of communication-truly are. 

When we are able to release our grip on the necessity of intent, we begin to find, explore, and 

subsequently understand species of language which are more exotic, more foreign, and not nec

essarily hailing from great distances. 

There is a chain of responsibilities, as demonstrated through Carson's work, of listening, 

interpretation, and translation which rests on the writer in generating environmental literature. 

Carson plays an extremely important role as a key translator between her own perception of 

then-modern chemical phenomena and the subsequent widespread interpretation of-and validity 
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afforded to-this claim of environmental importance and abuse. Her work engages with envi-

ronmental cues in ways which seem to contextualize-and thus give meaning to--repetitive 

phenomena. The environment speaks, within this literary instance, in a binary between presence 

and absence-safety and helpless vulnerability-life and death. Through this strong, clear con-

trast, it repeatedly utilizes the availability of proliferating natural life as signifiers for comfort 

and support, while using silence, emptiness, and death as signifiers for severed trust. Carson's 

ability to to transpose environmental observation into written literature is key to the ultimate po-

litical effectiveness of her book, which has been cemented in history as one of the · greatest liter-

ary influencers of American environmental policy. 

Listening through silence 

Environmental language is likewise interpreted by another politically-influential figure-

John Muir, American naturalist and wildlife preservationist-in his earlier 1911 nonfiction book, 

My Summer in the Sierra. Muir capitalizes on the nineteenth-century transcendentalist trend of 

attempting to better hear environmental language through the silencing of other life elements, 

including material and societal comforts. During one August in San Joaquin, Muir describes in 

detail: 

TheN evada is white from its first appearance as it leaps out into the freedom of the air. At 
the head it presents a twisted appearance, by an overfolding of the current from striking on 
the side of its channel just before the first free outbounding leap is made. About two thirds 
of the way down, the hurrying throng of comet-shaped masses glance on an inclined part of 
the face of the precipice and are beaten into yet whiter foam, greatly expanded, and set 
bounding outward, making an indescribably glorious show, especially when the afternoon 
sunshine is pouring onto it. In this fall-one of the most beautiful in the world-the water 
does not seem to be under the dominion of ordinary laws, but rather as if it were a living 
creature, full of the strength of the mountains and their huge, wild joy. (103-104) 
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There is a prominent amount of physical movement in this description which intertwines itself 

with pointed personification, achieving the image of an entity that is portrayed, through Muir's 

human lens, to move and even rejoice in its existence with a mind of its own. The waterfall 

"leaps out into the freedom" of blank space, likening itself to some sort of woodland creature in 

the nature of the graceful but dramatic connotations of that action. It moves perpetually towards 

free space in an imitation of a wild thing-a comparison solidified by the water "bounding" out

ward in a "glorious show," which further imagines the movement of water as something fantasti

cally and forcefully moving on its own accord towards the gravitational pull of liberty. 

Muir then cements these implications with an outright simile: "the water does not seem to 

be under the dominion of ordinary laws, but rather as if it were a living creature, full of the 

strength of the mountains and their huge, white joy." The water is now officially afforded the 

feeling of consciousness, existing outside of the "ordinary laws" of its unconscious form and 

thus gaining a sort of spirit of its own. Thus, it is not only alive, but seemingly more than ani

mal-more than human-in its ability to reject the confines of its supposed true form. 

However, in the process of opening up this personification, Muir exposes another layer of 

pathetic fallacy in his acknowledgement that the water seems to derive its lively, joyous life force 

from that of the mountains-implying that a similar notion of spiritual existence can pertain to 

the mountains themselves, and that those locations thus enter his own conceptualization of life 

. and soul in terms of emotional output. 

Through this immersive tactic, Muir repeatedly begins to attribut~ a sort of humanity away 

from humanity-but we must be careful, when dealing with emotional assignment, not to con-
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sider the transferring of internal emotion onto an external device as truly internalizing the lan-

guage of the latter. Therefore, we must investigate Muir's use of signage; does he repeatedly ful-

fill his role as translator between the observed environment and literature? In this passage, Muir 

does operate within this role, as we can observe signifiers which he smoothly and powerfully 

translates into signifieds-ultimately creating his own signage. 

As a nonfiction writer, Muir is grappling with his true, lived, observed experience in the 

Sierra Nevadas. He then translates that experience into a set of signifiers-his own descriptive 

writing-in order to create his own set of signs. However, this core process is too simplistic here 

by itself, as the reverse is also true. Muir is acknowledging the existence of environmental signi-

fiers in the form of water and its leaping, "bounding" movements, and then interpreting meaning 

from this phenomenon; subsequently, the signified transferred into his mind implies life, spirit, 

and joy. Through his own movement away from societal noise-social, financial, cultural-

Muir is able to engage with this element of wild life via close, uninterrupted listening, thus rec-

ognizing in his writing an environmental language through these signifier-signified relation-

ships-even if, in writing, he anthropomorphizes the water in order to ensure the resonation of 

its transferred emotion through the process of translating the language for a human audience. 

Muir hears spiritual life within the natural world ofYosemite in multiple instances, andre-

marks early on with a confirmation of his understanding of the aforementioned two-way connec-

tion. As Muir ascends into the Sierra Nevadas with his herd of sheep, he records: 

We are now in the mountains and they are in us, kindling enthusiasm, making every nerve 
quiver, filling every power and cell of us. Our flesh-and-bone tabernacle seems transparent 
as glass to the beauty about us, as if truly an inseparable part of it, thrilling with the air and 
trees, streams and rocks, in the waves of the sun,-a part of all nature, neither old nor 
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young, sick nor well, but immortal. (9) 

Muir has entered the Sierra N evadas, meticulously documenting his own human experience 

through his ascent. There is an immediate acknowledgment of received communication through 

an acknowledgment ofthe feelings it invokes-feelings of"enthusiasm" and "power." Muir 

seems to surrender his own human essence in favor of "glass," referencing a noted separation 

with the biases of human life in favor of a more transparent understanding of the truth of his ex

perience. Muir realizes, in this early quote, a dialectic-referencing a sort of movement which 

we can interpret, based on our exploration of later exposition, as that of cross-understanding. 

The mountains have fully consumed Muir, and he is therefore able to experience a closeness to 

them outside of the noises and distractions of typical human life. He feels transparent, as if the 

natural landscape can truly see and understand his very essence enough to converse with his soul. 

To have the mountains "in" oneself refers to this internalization of their joyful, powerful essence, 

which can best be achieved-as Muir knows, based on his purposeful, relative self-isolation

through complete immersion, or the one true environment where environmental language can be 

internalized and interpreted without any warping from outside influences (besides that unavoid

able influence, as is true with any language, of the subjectivity of the interpreter). Poetically, in 

his role as translator between environmental signifieds and literary signifiers which give life to 

the "immortal" mountains, Muir is able to immortalize his perception of the language of the 

mountains-that which tells a story of spirit, and joy, and an ancient power. 

Asides on Anthropomorphism and Intent 
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The description of natural phenomena in such human terms calls to attention the separation 

between the two. Can we engage accurately with the natural world through our own limited un

derstanding of the nature of what we encounter? Neil Evemden's "Beyond Ecology" essay helps 

to blur the line here between human and nonhuman-a line which in itself is a human construct, 

and is not so potent outside of our own consideration of ourselves. Evemden refers to extra

chromosomal elements which work independently of cells and can be transferred between them 

-and even between species, allowing different organisms to evolve and advance together. 

Groups of species, Evemden claims, could "co-evolve. They are all quite literally inter-

related" (Evemden 95). As a result of this interrelatedness, Evemden speculates further: "Where 

does one organism stop and another begin? Is there even a boundary between you and the non

living world, or will the atoms in this page be a part of your body tomorrow?" (95). Hu

mankind's notion of separation, therefore, is merely self-inflicted; it does not have much biologi

cal bearing, and without such a base begins to have no great bearing at all. The "human" phe

nomena which we impose on the environment through interpretation is not as separate of a con

cept as we have led ourselves to believe; rather, it is a product of the natural world itself and thus 

does not lose all of its credibility over a fallacy of separation. 

Evemden subsequently reverses the connection--{)r sameness-between human and natur

al existence by asserting that the environment possesses the qualities of humanity just as humani

ty itself is natural. "For once we engage in the extension of the boundary of the self into the 

"environment,"" he writes, "then of course we imbue it with life and can quite properly regard it 

as animate-it is animate because we are a part of it" (101). In other words, there is no separate 

human or nonhuman environmental narrative; as we are a part of the system, the system moves, 
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works, and thinks through us. Through this idea of ecology, the art of human metaphor is itself 

environmental language; it turns inward and mingles with a larger "self," connected ecologically 

with that which it surveys. Narrative, therefore, is much more than a human construction, and 

human language gains validity in its ability to know and understand environmental language due 

to this desegregation of human and nature. 

Another critical element to consider when engaging with Muir's anthropomorphic style of 

writing is his . tendency to invoke consciousness, and subsequently a feeling of intentionality, 

within the natural world itself. However, this creative decision is not a requirement for environ

mental literature, nor does the absence of this intentionality necessarily negate the presence of 

source language. Just as language can circumnavigate intent and still maintain its functionality, a 

piece of literature must be able to operate separately from an understanding of the mind of its 

creator. Roland Barthes' "Death of the Author" essay explores this assertion, diminishing the 

tradition of attempting to navigate authorial motive-intent-through the interpretive reading of 

a text. When a text is written for individualistic, interpretive reading, Barthes claims, it cannot 

hold a universal "correct" meaning, but rather instigates an ultimate generation of meaning with

in the mind of the reader. This does not allow, of course, for any random interpretation of a text. 

Harry Potter, for example, cannot be fairly interpreted as a warning about the perils of exploring 

deep space. This understanding of roles does, however, place the reader as an essential piece of 

the reading machine, and bestows upon her the ultimate responsibility to translate signifiers into 

a unique fabric of signifieds which comes together for a final interpretation. Because of this de

pendence, the author-or primary "speaker"-cannot ever be entirely self-reliant or even in con-
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trol, and the reader is granted some freedom from the pervasive fear of being objectively wrong 

in a reasonable vision or interpretation of a text. 

This is not to say that the reader is the only applicator of interpretation in this process. · The 

authormust also perform some of this transformative work, although she is not a generative 

source of universal truth--even concerning her own text. Rather, the author observes signifieds 

in their natural existence and uses written language to convert that experience into a formula of 

signs, which she arranges into an array that-as previously discussed-has the capacity, in its 

structure, to afford those signs additional contextual meaning. It is up to the reader to validate, 

and perhaps additionally define, that contextual meaning based on her own knowledge of social 

constructs and other prevalent consensual norms. 

Thus, when we attempt to listen to language in the context of its literary use, we as readers 

must be cognizant of the fact that we cannot assume the intent of any author is to translate the 

natural world towards any particular pre-established end; in other words, we must not concern 

ourselves with one particular "right" way either of hearing environmental voice, or of interpret

ing that same experience within the mind of the author. We therefore have much more liberty in 

how we relate our working definition of language to the accounts of its perception by environ

mental writers; we are no longer preoccupied with defining a singular, distinctive environmental 

"voice" which speaks with intent to writers who will listen. Our new definition of language can 

afford to be much more broad and available for interpretation, so long as it contains repeatable, 

functional signifiers which are properly contextualized-thereby distinguishing itself within the 

more general category of communication. We thus move our energy into unpacking how envi-
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ronmental writers methodically approach their crucial Barthes-directed role of signified-to-signi

fier translation, as well as the affordances of these interpretations. 

If we lift the unnecessary parameter of intentionality in the transmission of language, then 

we are promptly afforded a Big Bang of now-valid forms in which language can exist and func

tion. Language no longer relies on our familiar notion of consciousness in its transmission, as 

long as we are able to fohn a consensus surrounding its interpretation; it only depends on the 

ability of signifiers to successfully and repetitively allude to their respective signifieds. We can 

therefore navigate around the issue of anthropomorphism, or representing the natural world 

through too human of a lens. As long as our human interpretations consistently translate a pat

tern of signifiers into respective dialogic signifieds-regardless of a lack of consciousness as we 

know it from the originar purveyor of language-then we are still able to regard nonfiction writ

ers as the interpreters and translators of environmental language. We may even say, perhaps, that 

the environment is simply communicating and that human authors are sorting such communica

tions into a more familiar, comfortable, and knowable system of language themselves; regardless 

of where the meaning of language is itself assembled (whether in original source or in its recep

tion), the interaction nonetheless results in its generation. 

Thus, with a new working definition of 'language' as well as a separation from there

quirement ofintent from both author and original 'linguistic' source, we can begin to explore en

vironmental literature and how it exposes environmental language-an exotic albeit local form 

of communication, operating outside of the confines of both humanity and intentionality insofar 

as it is capable of consistently linking signifiers with their corresponding signifieds in a meaning

ful context. Language itselfbegins to take on a looser, more alien form. · 
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A Note on Subjectivity 

We cannot, however, entirely glance over the role which Muir's personal subjectivity plays 

in his perception of environmental language. This is a subject in which Barthes' theory must be 

invoked in order to fully realize not just the treatment of this literature, but of this foreign lan

guage itself. Although Barthes deals specifically with written literary texts, the core of his argu

ment involves the concept of interpretation: how the interpreter of a conveyed idea possesses 

significant leverage in responsibly extracting meaning from a text, without the need for decipher

ing the exact intention from the creator of the received signifiers. If we boil down Barthes' ar

gument to its most important components, in other words-those which involve the interpreta

tion of existence by an: author, and subsequently the translation of that existence into language 

which then sits at the mercy of external interpretation-we are able to see it apply to a broader 

version of transmitted language rather than just written text. Thus, holding this argument to be 

true, we do not necessarily have to preoccupy ourselves with an intentionality of language when 

that language derives from an unconscious source, like the Sierra Nevada mountains. 

It is also worth noting, very broadly, that there is no transmission of language, at least 

among humans, that does not require a level of subjective interpretation. In normal speech, we 

are held steady by the regulations of our own beliefs and social customs-as previously exempli

fied by our discussion of multiple-signified signifiers, such as the word "fall." Our language re

lies, therefore, on our own presumptions and interpretations based on context; we cannot listen to 

a sentence, for example, without imagining a set of signifieds in qualities and arrangements en

tirely exclusive to ourselves. Barthes' argument becomes necessary, both in literature and other 
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kinds of language interpretation; as we will never be able to objectively gage the entire truth of a 

set of signifiers from an author's interpretation of signifiers (or, in other words, will never accu

rately see what they see in their mind's eye), we must part with the fool's errand of becoming 

held up on the un-conveyed perfection of a source's intended meaning. If we are to consider our 

own basic communications a form of language, then there is no reason to penalize Muir's inter

pretation of environmental language as being too subject to the pre-programming of prior 

thought. 

Muir's Environmental Language and Policy 

Like Carson, Muir's ability to listen to and transcribe environmental language in the begin

ning of the 20th century held massive political ramifications. In 1903, inspired by Muir's spirit

ed preservative efforts, President Theodore Roosevelt wrote a private letter to Muir-in a rejec

tion of his security's wishes and efforts-stating, "I do not want anyone with me but you, and I 

want to drop politics absolutely for four days and just be out in the open with you" (Terrell). 

Roosevelt subsequently joined Muir for a three-night camping trip in the Yosemite wilderness, in 

which Roosevelt reportedly began to see the true value in complete immersion (having dis

patched all of his men, to even greater security disdain, in order to presidentially sleep in an un

protected bed of boughs and wake up covered in snow). Although there is no record of how 

much of Roosevelt's inspiration came from Muir and how much originated from his own subjec

tive interactions with environmental language, the president was immediately stirred; during the 

next two years, Roosevelt lobbied for a number of successful preservation laws, including the _ 

delegation of forest reserve protection to the Department of Agriculture tinder the establishment 
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of the U.S. Forest Service. Roosevelt ultimately preserved about 230 million acres of wild land 

within sanctuaries, national monuments, and parks (Terrell). 

Thus, just as with Rachel Carson's interpretive work engaging with environmentallan-

guage, Muir's ability to listen proved extremely practical and influential, directly influencing the 

creation of multiple avenues through which his environmental confidant could be preserved and 

protected over subsequent centuries. 

The Old Tradition of Listening 

The tendency for nonfiction writers to immerse themselves in the field did not originate 

with Muir at the tum of the 20th century. This phenomenon was prevalent among the transcen-

dentalist writers of the romantic era, who believed in a more literal manifestation of spirit within 

the unconscious and the nonliving: that of divinity. This philosophy of pervading divinity ex- . 

tended into additional views of a social equality among spiritual beings, including the concept of 

sustainable, responsible living within an ecosystem. 

Thoreau's Walden famously rejects his own consumer culture in order to live in his sim-

plistic, minimalist cottage by Walden Pond (fittingly naming his first chapter "Economy," a con-

cept which is greatly redefined and restructured in Thoreau's experience throughout the rest of 

the work). Thoreau states, in a well-known passage, his clear intent surrounding his process of 

woodland immersion: 

. . 

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of 
life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover 
that I had not lived ... I wanted to live deep and suck out all the marrow of life, to live so 
sturdily and Spartan-like as to put to rout all that was not life, to cut a broad swath and 
shave close, to drive life into a comer, and reduce it to its lowest terms, and, if it proved to 
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be mean, why then to get the whole and genuine meanness of it, and publish its meanness 
to the world; or if it were sublime, to know it by experience, and be able to give a true ac
count of it in my next excursion. (Thoreau) 

Thoreau is stating, quite clearly, the same process of immersion, interpretation, and reproduction 

which we defined and explored with Muir. He recognizes the allure of being able to listen in rel-

ative silence; to cast aside the metaphorical noise which exists outside "the essential facts of 

life." There is a distinct self-subordination in looking to "learn" what this foreign environment 

has "to teach," implying that the human world of higher knowledge is not an end-all-be-all; 

rather, there is a yet-ambiguous albeit alluring idea surrounding the potential value of and gains 

from studying the language of the exotic natural world. Thus, Thoreau's drive seems to closely 

parallel Muir's. 

Thoreau goes a step further, however, in outlining his intended process of listening to envi-

ronmentallanguage which extends outside of simply rejecting the "noise" of non-essentials. He 

wants to "suck out all the marrow of life," implying a reverence for even the smallest detail of 

the potential understanding he might achieve surrounding natural existenc.e. To "drive life into a 

corner" and "reduce it to its lowest terms" strikingly resembles our ultimate goal of redefining 

environmental language: it seeks to break life down into its basic components with the goal of a 

greater understanding of its functionality, and perhaps subsequently an ability to re-build it under 

novel definitions and considerations. To want to "corner" life seems an appropriate impulse to-

. wards the desire for true comprehension of what Thoreau clearly recognizes as a fleeting, ab-

stract concept. 

Thoreau concludes this passage with a final statement of intent: that should the natural 

world be "mean," or common and unworthy of special note, he will report it as such; and that 
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should the natural world instead be "sublime," he will be able to "know it by experience" and 

"be able to give a true account of it in [his] next excursion." The former statement marks Thore-

au's emphasis on becoming a reliable, first-hand source; we can thus assume the value he must 

place on being as objective as possible in his experiences at Walden, as evidenced by the latter 

statement. 

Although we have established that the presence and interference of subjectivity is unavoid-

able in any transmission or interpretation of language, we can at least recognize that Thoreau is 

attempting, through the whole of the passage, to use the process of immersion in order to strip 

away as much external influence as possible in order to minimize the manipulation of his own 

genuine account of the essence of the natural world. He is thus priming himself towards carrying 

out his own functional version of the same technique Muir would eventually use: to listen, as 

purely and reliably as possible, through both the minimization of outside sources and a detailed 

reckoning with even the smallest manifestations or facets of life. 

We see this intent manifest itself as Thoreau discusses Walden Pond in particular: 

Every winter the liquid and trembling surface of the pond, which was so sensitive to every 
breath, and reflected every light and shadow, becomes solid to the depth of a foot or a foot 
and a half . . . Like the marmots in the surrounding hills, it closes its eye-lids and be-
comes dormant for three months or more ... I cut my way first through a foot of snow, and 
then a foot of ice, and open a window under my feet, where, kneeling to drink, I look down 
into the quiet parlor of the fish, pervaded by a softened light as through a window of 
ground glass, with its bright sanded floor the same as in summer; there a perennial wav 
less serenity reigns as in the amber twilight sky, corresponding to the cool and even 
temperament of the inhabitants. Heaven is under our feet as well as over our heads. 

(Thoreau) 

Thoreau recognizes Walden Pond as Muir recognizes his waterfall: as containing its own spirit, . 

as evidenced by the water's characterization as an entity able to feel-to be "sensitive to every 
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breath." Its sensitivity is seemingly interlinked with the rest of the environment; it interacts with 

"every light and shadow," insinuating a deep connectedness with the other spiritual elements of 

the forest-if we are to consider lightness and darkness as indicative, as they often are, of differ

ent aspects of divinity. Now, in winter, the pond self-assimilates into the rest of the forest under 

cover of ice and snow-and even so, this stage of dormancy is continually described via a con

trast to the lake's soulfulness during the summer months. Though it "closes its eye-lids," such a 

description explains this lack of activity and sight by directly insinuating that the lake is some

how watchful or observant during the rest of the year. Thus, the lake-like Muir's waterfall

takes on a conscious, animalistic quality, like the "marmots in the surrounding hills." 

Thoreau then commences his process of maximum immersion, cutting through the ice of 

the pond (an act which also serves the practical survival purpose of obtaining drinking water). 

There, he discusses the realm of the fish in language which insinuates a sort of eternal promise of 

tranquility; the sand on the bottom of the pond is unchanging throughout the year-in stark con

trast with the rest of the landscape-and there is a "perennial waveless serenity" which mimics 

the timelessness of the "amber twilight sky." All of these strong references to an eternity of un

changing, blissful peace are then washed in a divine conclusion which seems to instill the entire 

scene with spirit: that "Heaven is under our feet as well as over our heads." Thoreau has thus 

interpreted the communicated elements of his environment-elements which he interprets as di

vinity. 

What separates these inputs as language rather than general communication--or just the 

general existence of the environment itself-. is the repeatability of the interpretation of "immor

tality" through multiple signifiers across multiple understandings. Thoreau and Muir seem to 
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validate each other's conceptualization of environmental language by each coming to the same 

conclusion independently of each other: that the environment is signifying an eternal promise of 

divine, majestic support and joy, human intervention notwithstanding. As such, the value of 

these environmental signifiers has been retraced, etched deeper and more sturdily into the boul

der which metaphorically constitutes our language definition through their repeated ability to de

liver the same message to independent recipients. 

Thoreau, the Sign, and Interpretive Consensus 

Thoreau recognizes a few important environmental signifieds which he, as a writer, grace

fully translates into signifiers, through Walden. In doing so, he also performs the reverse: trans

lating signifiers into signifieds. Thoreau is simultaneously receiving multiple signifiers from 

Walden Pond, which invoke real, implicit feelings and promises. Through the signifiers of light 

and darkness interacting with the water of the pond, and of the pond closing its "eyes" in the 

winter, and of the pond's sensitivity to "every breath," Thoreau is documenting environmental 

signifiers which convey the signifieds of life and spirituality. Walden Pond, in other words, con

veys-in Thoreau's interpretation-its soul, and its interconnectedness with the system of souls 

(both animate and inanimate) which surround its water. Likewise, Thoreau receives the signi

fiers of unchanging qualities concerning the sand and year-round fish-signifiers not purely in 

their presence, but rather in their ability to convey another prominent set of signifieds: the prom

ise of eternal resource and peace as well as the dwelling of divinity and benevolent intelligent 

design in every orifice of the natural world, even in the dead of winter. 
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These interpretations-particularly those invoking a spiritual element within nature-· are 

strengthened by the consensus of other transcendentalist writers who have independently ac

cessed them through the same process of immersion-in other words, through similar contexts. 

As Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote in his essay "Nature" while discussing the wooden New Eng

land landscape, "Within these plantations of God, a· decorum and sanctity reign, a perennial fes

tival is dressed, and the guest sees not how he should tire of them in a thousand years: In the 

woods, we return to reason and faith" (3-4). Emerson has clearly internalized, through his per

sonal experience, the same translation of inherent purity, divinity, and eternity. And, to further 

solidify this consensus surrounding the divine transcendentalist approach to interpreting envi

ronmental language, Helen Hoover writes simply: 

The earth rests, and remembers. (Moon, 45) 

Such a petite quote holds a surprising amount of significance. To say that the earth "rests" im

plies that it is at some point active, and thus it behaves like· a living thing, full of a sort of energy 

which swells and recedes-and thus invokes different levels of activity. The proceeding state

ment-that the earth "remembers"-is to claim that it has something resembling a conscious

ness, or at least a capacity for the recollection of events; thus, that aforementioned moving ener

gy takes on a more spiritual undertone. The natural world, in this instance-as in the writings of 

Muir, Thoreau, and Walden-is in some sense cognizant, and is thus worthy throughout tran

scendentalism as being treated as a concept which is ripe with divinity, and which might even 

possess the capacity to hint at its own internal essence via the most absurd form of language. 

The effects of this transcendentalist approach to existence-one which rejects many pre

established sociaVcultural inhibitors or distractions in favor of a more genuine, unbiased experi-
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ence of the world-have been widespread in the very elements of 'busy' society which these 

writers so frequently and famously abandon. This literary movement's emphasis on spiritual 

equality was closely tied, both in rhetoric and notable advocates, with additional philosophical 

movements of the nineteenth century which included abolition and gender equality. 

Listening in the Contemporary World 

Although the proliferation and impact of nonfiction literature throughout the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries were undoubtedly notable, modern writers continue to engage with the 

process of immersion, as well as the subsequent duties of hearing, interpreting, and translating 

environmental language. David Haskell's The Forest Unseen, a year-long memoir similar in 

form to Muir's My First Summer in the Sierra and Thoreau's Walden in its chronological pro-

gression through a year of seasonal changes, follows an old tradition in which immersion hap-

pens over a period of time long enough to truly "hear," metaphorically or literally, environmental 

language in its complete natural context. Haskell's August 8th entry, "Earthstar," is especially 

notable in its observations of the effects of the non-natural on the mandala-prominently, the 

golf balls which litter the mandala, intruding upon it with the presence of an invasive species: 

humanity. As Haskell writes: 

My first impulse, therefore, is to restore the mandala to "purity" by removing the plastic 
balls. But this impulse is problematic for two reasons. First, removing the balls will not 
cleanse the mandala of industrial detritus. Acidity, sulfur, mercury, and organic pollutants 
rain in continually. Every creature in the mandala carries in its body a sprinkling of alien 
molecular golf balls. My own presence here has undoubtedly added strands of worn clott
ing fiber, alien bacteria, and exhaled foreign molecules. Even the genetic code of the man
dala's inhabitants is stamped by industry. Flying insects, in particular those whose ances:
tors have come near humans, carry resistance genes for many pesticides. Removing the 
golf balls would merely tidy up the most visually obvious of these human artifacts, pre-
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serving an illusion ofthe forest's "pristine" separation from humanity. (Haskell, 157). 

This passage from Haskell is our first which does not directly rely on an immediate recording of 

direct environmental observation, but rather documents exclusively the initial internal reactions 

of Haskell to the stimulus of observing plastic golf balls in an otherwise visually-untainted natur

allandscape. However, Haskell's rationalizations support the conclusion that the distinction be

tween pure and tainted environment is quite blurred-a conclusion which likewise blurs his own 

existence with that of the natural landscape. Haskell makes little distinction in the gravity be

tween industrial pollutants and those which he carries and transmits for his own innocent immer

sion purposes; he is the carrier of "alien" bacteria and other foreign elements which are now 

eternally intertwined with the mandala, which is undoubtedly polluted with invasive materials 

which exist far beyond the receptive capabilities of the human eye. How does one approach 

communicating with a system of which they are a scientifically-mandated part? 

Regardless of this intrinsic linkage, Haskell still seems to engage deeply within this pas

sage with the language of the mandala. As with each of our environmental writers thus far, 

Haskell's translation of environmental language here is multidirectional; while he translates sig

nifieds-the presence of golf balls in the otherwise-pure-appearing landscape-into the signi

fieds which compose his literal book, he is also clearly using this section to remark on the exten

sive amount of signifieds contextually afforded by this sight. The sight of 'golf ball intruding in 

the mandala' invokes an initial disgust which is then superseded by the rationality that there are 

likely many more pollutants invisible to the eye, and that this pollutive phenomenon is only the 

most tangible out of many. This is an interesting example of the operation of a signifier; alone, it 
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has an initial definition which calls to attention the concepts of pollution and repulsion-as well 

as the need to be fixed. 

When placed in the larger context of an educated understanding of the environment's phys-

ical composition, however, we see the same phenomenon explored previously in our treatment of 

the word "fall": how the interpretation of language-specifically, of signifiers-varies greatly 

under various larger pictures. Thus, Haskell has situated the signifier of the golf ball into the 

larger scheme of the mandala's true composition, altering the meaning ofthe previously-inter-

preted environmental statement of non-belonging. Haskell then goes on to further solidify this 

contextualization, and subsequent specification of meaning, of this golf ball signifier: 

The impulse to purify might fail on a second, deeper level. Human artifacts are not stains 
imposed on nature. Such a view drives a wedge between humanity and the rest of the 
community of life. A golf ball is the manifestation of the mind of a clever, playful African 
primate. This primate loves to invent games to test its physical and mental skill. Genera 
ly, these games are played on carefully reconstructed replicas of the savanna from which 
the ape came and for which its subconscious still hankers. The clever primate belongs in 
this world. Maybe the primate's productions do also. (Haskell, 157-158). 

Haskell has thus moved beyond simply negating the golf balls' state of non-belonging, into a 

new philosophical territory in which he gives them a full-on air of belonging. This movement is 

accomplished by a more expanded contextualization, which extends backwards throughout hu-

man evolutionary history. To describe the artificial, plastic element as a natural product of a 

primate's curious mind is to remove its disconnect with the generation of every other natural 

element of the mandala; rather, it is a physical mark of the natural movement of a species over 

the course of millennia. By rejecting the notion that golfballs are "stains imposed on nature," 

Haskell reinterprets his initial reaction to environmental language; now, fully-contextualized, the 
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golf ball is assimilated into the natural world, and thus becomes an avenue through which it may 

speak. 

If we are to create a signifier out of an immobile golf ball interned forever within Haskell's 

mandala, however, then where is the line? Not every object in the universe can be a signifier for 

the sheer status of its existence. Thus, we must specify what provides the golf ball with this role: 

Haskell himself, who contextualizes and draws meaning from this presence. Haskell transforms 

the golf ball into a purveyor of this linguistic phenomenon by contextualizing it throughout the 

larger process of evolutionary and migratory human history; he allows the golf ball to serve as a 

signifier in its capacity to act as an abstract symbol for a much larger natural (as described by 

Evernden and Haskell, despite its focus on humanity) phenomenon. 

The golf ball is thus verified in its role as a true environmental signifier; its transferred, in

terpreted, and subsequently-documented message of human belonging in the natural landscape 

serves to not only welcome Haskell into a more greatly-merited presence in the mandala, but to · 

also warn him that he and the rest of humanity-as a part of this globally-interconnected evolu

tionary process-are unconditionally linked to environmental health. Haskell therefore provides 

us with a sort of final step in our chain of nonfic:tion environmental writers who have immersed 

themselves in observation of the natural world; while the writers of the nineteenth century 

opened the eyes of the public to the benefits of a close connection with the "divine" landscape, 

and the writers of the twentieth century followed their immersive tactics in order to translate en

vironmental language towards the end of inspiring meaningful change, Haskell uses his interpre

tation of the exotic language of the environment to not only immerse his physical body into the 

process of listening, but to merge his and humanity's collective essences with that of the envi-
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ronment itself. Haskell breaks down the barrier of 'kind' between man and nature in a way 

which assumes our interconnected fates-thus. demonstrating not only the potential of under

standing environmental language, but also the ultimate necessity of this feat. 

Environmental Language versus Language About the Environment 

This essay has continually made the claim, over the course of four nonfiction environmen

tal writers, that environmental language is available to and translated by those individuals who 

have put extra care into immersive strategies. When so much ofthose strategies relies upon the 

interpretations of humans who operate outside the realm of an original, natural 'intent,' how can 

we claim that environmental language isn't just an entirely-human foim with no true commu

nicative requirements? In other words, are environmenta.t language interpreters simply writing 

about the environment, rather than recording a true interaction? Rather, is this a completely hu

man monologue? 

This problem can be addressed through the latter question. In environmental literature, 

there is a necessity of environmental material-regardless of human interpreter, this style of 

writing cannot be a true monologue as it requires an external source. There is a repeated recog

nition within nonfiction environmental literature of the importance of this source, as demonstrat

ed by authors' repeated tendency to attempt to limit subjectivity through processes of extreme 

immersion and listening. To define this interaction as the interpretation of environmental lan

guage rather than simply language about the environment is to recognize this requirement of 

multiple entities, whether conscious or unconscious, and the dialogic (interpretive) interactions 

through which they engage. When we merely define this genre as writing about the environ-
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ment, in other words, we l<;>se all consideration of how the environment itself employs a use of 

signs which invoke, through human translation, higher and more abstract meanings. 

What We Hear 

When the natural world communicates via a system of signified-signifier relationships, and 

nonfiction writers listen through their own human notions of language, one could argue that they 

are overlaying their own exclusive patterns of reasoning and understanding onto the natural 

world and thus corrupting our understanding of an otherwise-nonhuman form. To an extent, we 

will never be able to fully absolve ourselves of this barrier while we continue to attempt to en

lighten ourselves on environmental language through the human form of literature; as noted in 

Ian and Louise's conversation in Arrival, our brains will_.stay wired in this way as long as we ap

proach the subject through the familiar medium of our own language. However, the inevitable 

bias in our interpretation of environmental language does not negate the presence of that lan

guage; rather, the understanding of the natural world through the concept of "language" itself 

provides us with a useful human method of getting as close as possible to not only understanding 

environmental indicators as correlative with certain conditions or significations, and subsequent

ly reproducing and redistributing such findings so that other humans may more easily understand 

such correlations and indications. When we hear our own humanistic interpretation of environ

mental language, in other words, we are engaging with a dialogue; we are interpreting and re

sponding to it within our own limited understandings and connections, as has done every (to 

some extent) necessarily-biased human converser within any form of language throughout histo

ry. Although a pure interpretation or translation of a conscious-less entity may not exist, it does 



39 of44 

not negate the importance or potential benevolent consequences of understanding nature's utter

ances through a humanistic language-based approach. 

Why We Seek the Exotic 

Throughout the American literary tradition, nonfiction environmental writers have put 

great effort towards interpreting a highly obscure form of language: that of the natural, local 

landscape. This language does not use words; it does not use systems of grammar with which 

humanity is familiar. And yet, to truly hear and translate it has given environmentalists a new 

sort of power that has repeatedly facilitated massive change on national-and even in

ternational-levels. 

For nonfiction environmental writers who truly take the time, before writing, to learn the 

foreign language of the natural landscape, there is a distinct "rewiring" which takes place. Writ

ers are able to learn a new form of power: one which appeals to the basic instincts ofhumanity 

in its quest to know and connect, despite distance or challenge. When environmental writers as

sume the Barthes-outlined responsibility of ingestion and translation for the enjoyment of the 

subjective eye of the human public, they generate widespread attraction towards the explo

ration-and, subsequently, maintenance--of the exotic. Thus, we have established three crucial 

elements of this process connecting earth and policy: 

1. Environmental language is real and understandable, if subject to interpretation 

The concept of what constitutes language can be explored through multiple avenues of lin

guistic and interpretive theory, but through our exploration of Saussure and other literary 
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thinkers, we have boiled down its components into pieces simple enough to be recycled outside 

of our familiar process of conscious human thought-or even outside of conscious thought en

tirely. Language, in our working definition, necessitates the functioning of repeatedly-interpret

ed signs, but does not necessarily require intentionality behind those signs. Therefore, environ

mental language is heard and understood when its signifiers are consistently translated into signi

fieds consistent within their larger context. Any subjectivity in the interpretation of this lan

guage, as long as its signifiers can be replicated, does not negate the status of this phenomenon 

as a language entirely, as subjectivity is-according to Barthes-a prominent and even necessary 

element of comprehension, even among applications of language as familiar to us as writing. We 

can therefore accept environmental language as a system which not only exists, but which can 

inspire greatness in its interpretation. 

2. Nonfiction environmental writers hear and translate environmental language 

Since the time of the Transcendentalists-and long before, as well, in the form of ballads 

and sonnets and other works of literature which would require another thesis to explore-writers 

have engaged with the abstract concept of environmental language in various forms, with various 

corresponding hearings and takeaways. These writers often enhance their ability to listen to the 

natural world through the process of immersion, effectively silencing other elements of life 

which, given enough time, might also be argued as languages-those of culture, social life, eco

nomic demand, and more. The success of this immersion tactic has managed to transmit the 

hard-to-hear concept of environmental language far beyond primary listeners via the writings of 
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these individuals, allowing the language of the environment to subsequently engage on a large 

scale with the public-and, therefore, with public policy. 

3. There is a reward of great magnitude which accompanies this interpretation 

Thoreau situated the environment into a spiritual niche at the forefront of American philos

ophy, beginning not only a discussion of American land as something divine and precious, but 

also furthering an eventual call for both social equality and sustainability long before the knowl

edge of the environment's delicate, balanced form, or before equal rights were truly achieved (a 

grandiose idea for which we are still, to this day, waiting). Muir capitalized on this concept of 

divinity half a century later, applying it to the Sierra Nevada mountains at Yosemite and attract

ing the attention of exotic-language-seeking Theodore Roosevelt, who in tum preserved hun

dreds of millions of acres of American wildlife and created lasting governmental systems of en

vironmental protection. In the mid-twentieth century, Rachel Carson used her interpretation of 

environmental language in order to spur massive amounts of change concerning the nation's us

age of pesticides and other chemicals, including the banishment ofthe domestic sale ofDDT and 

the foundation of the Environmental Protection Agency. And David Haskell, in our contempo

rary era, proved that the environmental language continues to operate in close proximity to our 

normal lives-an exotic form of alien communication whose value we cannot begin to under

stand until we begin to listen. 

Thus, there is a clear value in learning to listen to and interpret this new form of environ

mental language which has manifested itself in the form of great philosophical and political 

achievements spurred on by nonfiction environmental writers. Perhaps, then, our fascination 
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with the exotic does not provide a complete explanation for this trend of environmental immer

sion. The causality of this fascination rather works the other way, as our ability to interpret the 

local exotic explains our hunger for more exotic languages out in the universe. In other words, 

Arrivals notion of language rewiring the b_rain has been experienced through our engagement 

with environmental language in a positive way which has led to great showings of power and 

change; thus--on a very basic level-we can assume that to interpret more about existence is 

directly correlated with achieving more within existence. When we engage with and interpret the 

exotic environmental language, we are taking the first step towards a sort of kinship with the 

natural world in which we are better able to publish and spread the language of the environment 

through more accessible human languages-thus allowing for major change as a result of a 

wider, heightened understanding of the true essence and value of the natural world. 

Conclusion 

While Hollywood searches the cosmos for that one feeling of communication that allows 

us to feel the power which accompanies exotic knowledge, it tends to cast the "alien" as some

thing tauntingly intangible. The all-encompassing need which compels humanity to explore the 

unknown-both in reality and in our most fantastical Hollywood depictions of distant adven

tures, or of distant adventurers operating in absurdly local contexts--originates from an eternity 

of foreign discovery and subsequent surprising advantages. With all of our attention drawn to

wards the distant horizons of the universe, we speculate much less frequently on that which 

maintains a facade of familiarity: those landscapes in which we have spent our,entire lives, 
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where we have grown and thrived under the fallacy of complete control and understanding sur

rounding one's home. 

There are those writers and thinkers, throughout history, who reject this facade of comfort

able familiarity with the landscape in exchange for the ability to listen, free from the noise of so

cio-economic or cultural pressures, and subsequently to achieve a new kind of powerful alliance: 

a mutual connection with the land, which speaks of its secret spiritual and consequential forms 

and thus communicates the overwhelming importance of its survival. Their nonfiction literary 

narrativeS help us understand the most effective methods of environmental interpretation through 

detailed demonstrations of immersion, documentation, and subsequent human translation. We 

return, here, to what we immortalize in our cinematic alien masterpieces-those works which 

emphasize true communication and friendship over simple contact-and realize that this prefer

ence stems from the unconscious societal knowledge that to truly unlock the information and 

spiritual qualities of the natural world, one must form a special sort of mutual trust and re

liance-and in order to achieve such a mutually-benevolent connection, we must listen. 
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