
Introduction

[T]he environment about which
we all argue and make policy is the
product of the discourse about na-
ture established by powerful scien-
tific disciplines such as biology and
ecology, in government agencies
such as the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency, and in nonfiction
essays and books such as Rachel
Carson’s Silent Spring and Paul
Ehrlich’s The Population Bomb. Be-
yond this, the values and beliefs we
hold about the environment are es-
tablished through the discourse of
a bewildering variety of genres, in-
stitutions, and media. For example,
the value the environment holds in
our culture is shaped not only by
documents such as environmental
impact statements, but also by
books like Thoreau’s Walden: Or
Life in the Woods or television shows
such as Mutual of Omaha’s Wild
Kingdom that we watched as chil-
dren. The language of these vari-
ous discourses determines what ex-
ists, what is good, and what is
possible. 
(Herndl and Brown 1996, pp. 3–4)

Mountains, like all land-
scapes, are cultural as

much as they are natural; they are so-
cial as much as they are physical; they
are not simply “out there” shaped by
the wind and rain; rather, they are
formed by the ideas that exist inside

our heads. What a mountain looks
like will depend upon what the ob-
server wants to see. There is no
single, objective description that best
characterizes places such as Whitetop
Mountain (e.g., Longino 1990; Har-
away 1991; Daston and Galison 1992;
Hayles 1995). As the quotation above
illustrates, a variety of cultural tradi-
tions and social aspirations mediate
public understandings of nature,
landscapes, and the environment. It
is in this sense that we say Nature and
Whitetop Mountain are “socially con-
structed” (Evernden 1992; Greider
and Garkovich 1994; Cronon 1995;
Soper 1995). 

The social constructivist cri-
tique applies to both popular and
scientific understandings of nature
(e.g., Worster 1994; Takacs 1996;
Fischer 2000; Helford 2000; Scarce
2000; Hull and Robertson 2000; Hull
et al. 2001). In fact, recent ecological
theory suggests that many alternative
environmental conditions are equally
possible, equally “natural,” and
equally healthy for any given place at
any given point in time. There exists
no single, ecologically optimum or
naturally best environmental condi-
tion that can serve as an objective,

unequivocal goal for environmental
management (e.g., Botkin 1990;
Shrader-Frechette and McCoy 1993;
1995; Pickett et al. 1997; Callicott et
al. 1999; Robertson and Hull 2001).
Which nature? is a decision that must
be negotiated among those with an
interest in the outcome.

Whitetop Mountain, located
within the Mount Rogers National
Recreation Area and the Jefferson
National Forest of southwest Vir-
ginia, is a prominent natural land-
scape valued by a constituency with
diverse and sometimes conflicting ex-
pectations of which nature should ex-
ist at that place.1 The controversies
that so often surround natural areas
management in places like Whitetop
may be interpreted as recurring man-
ifestations of a long-standing but
largely unspoken debate concerning
what is “natural,” what counts as envi-
ronmental quality, and what should
be the goals of management. Moti-
vated by these concerns, our case
study is an attempt to 1) illustrate
how different discourses or under-
standings of nature influence what is
considered to be “natural,” 2) show
that environmental quality is defined
differently within each of these dif-
ferent understandings of nature and
naturalness, and 3) consider the im-
plications of alternative understand-
ings of nature and naturalness for
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the design, planning, and manage-
ment of natural landscapes. 

In our case study of Whitetop
Mountain we found four discursive
themes, each of which reflects a dif-
ferent understanding of nature and
naturalness: ecotourism, romanticism,
pastoralism, and ecologism. Each dis-
course of nature that we identified
meets the following criteria: 1) it is
evident in the popular, professional,
and/or scientific descriptions and ex-
pectations of Whitetop Mountain;
2) it exists elsewhere (both locally
and globally) in contemporary envi-
ronmental arenas; and, 3) it has sig-
nificant implications for the design,
planning, and management of
Whitetop Mountain and related nat-
ural areas. While our case study fo-
cuses on one specific place, we would
expect similar analyses of other
places to produce similar results.

In this paper, we first provide a
general overview of the history and
present condition of Whitetop
Mountain and then describe how the
landscape is perceived within each of
the four discourses. In conclusion,
we propose a fifth discourse of na-
ture—bioculturalism—as a more dem-
ocratic, sustainable, and desirable vi-
sion of nature and human society in
the twenty-first century.

Whitetop Mountain 

The vertical elevation that occurs
between the South Holston River
and the top of Whitetop is about
4,000 feet, essentially as much as
that between Denver and the crest
of the Front Range of the Rockies
. . . not, by any standards, inconse-
quential.
Dr. Richard Hoffman, Virginia Mu-
seum of Natural History2

Whitetop Mountain, the second
highest mountain in the state of Vir-
ginia (5,534 feet) and boasting the
highest road in the state, is home to a
rich natural and cultural heritage.
Located in southwest Virginia, just a
few miles from the Tennessee and
North Carolina borders, Whitetop is
part of the Blue Ridge Mountains of
Southern Appalachia. Its location
and qualities make it an attractive
year-round destination for visitors.

The mountain is visually
unique because much of its summit is

treeless. The south face of the sum-
mit resembles a high alpine meadow
such as may be found above tree line
in the Rockies and New England.
This meadow-like opening, known
as a grassy bald, is a phenomenon
found scattered throughout the south-
ern Appalachians. No one knows
for sure how this portion of Whitetop
Mountain came to be bald, but 
a century’s worth of debate has pro-
duced a variety of fascinating stories.

Of the many explanations that
account for the origin of southern
Appalachian balds, Cherokee stories
are particularly interesting. One
story explains the balds to be the
footprints left by the devil as he
walked across the land. A second
story tells of the Great Spirit clearing
trees from the mountaintops to help
the Cherokee better see the ap-
proach of marauders such as the
U’la’gu’, a giant, green-winged hor-
net with a taste for Cherokee chil-
dren.3

Origin stories submitted by the
scientific community are equally fas-
cinating. The most recent (Weigl and
Knowles 1995) speculates that the
clearings may be the result of prehis-
toric disturbance (e.g., fire, wind
throw, disease, glacial climate) dur-
ing the Late Pleistocene (prior to
10,000 B.P.). This story contends that
once cleared, the balds were main-
tained by grazing, first by mega-
herbivores (giant grazers like mas-
todons, mammoths, and ground
sloths, among others (all now ex-
tinct)), later by buffalo and elk (now
extirpated from the East), and most
recently by the domestic livestock
(goats, sheep, horses, and cattle) of
European settlers. Of the many scien-
tific stories, this mega-herbivore theory is
both the most inclusive and least veri-
fiable.4

Beyond the bald, the remain-
der of the mountain is forested ex-
cept for scattered shrub communi-
ties. Spruce trees occupy the summit
and uppermost elevations of the
mountain. At lower elevations, the
spruce give way to a variety of north-
ern hardwoods (e.g., beech, birch,

maple). Further down the slope,
trees more typical of the region (e.g.,
oak, hickory, poplar) replace north-
ern species. 

The mountain is a local land-
mark. The summit not only marks
the intersection of three counties
(Grayson, Smyth, and Washington),
but also provides a gathering place
for local residents who have long en-
joyed meeting on the mountain for
social occasions. At various times in
the past, Whitetop has provided a
unique setting for a diversity of cul-
tural activities, including a mink
farm, summer cattle grazing, resort
hotel, dance hall, and a variety of an-
nual festivals. These and other less
organized events, such as driving to
the top of the mountain to watch the
sun glisten off a heavy frost, are part
of many residents’ cultural heritage
(USFS 1995b, p. 9). The shared
memories that result from these cul-
tural activities add to the physical
presence of the mountain to provide
local residents with a source of iden-
tity and pride. People are proud of
the place where they live when visi-
tors come from miles away to enjoy
the local landscape they call home.5
In this sense, the mountain provides
a physical location around which
community takes place.

In addition to its local signifi-
cance, Whitetop is of interest to a re-
gional and national constituency. In
the early 1970s, the United States
Forest Service (USFS) purchased the
summit and higher elevations of
Whitetop Mountain from its private
owners and incorporated the area
into the recently established Mount
Rogers National Recreation Area
(MRNRA), a district of the Jefferson
National Forest (JNF). This change
of hands, from private to public and
from local to national, marks a signif-
icant point in the changing public
perceptions and use of the moun-
tain. The constituency with an inter-
est in the mountain changed and
grew overnight. 

Today, people visit the bald and
forested summit of Whitetop Moun-
tain for a variety of reasons. Local res-
idents drive the two-mile gravel road
to the summit for picnics, reunions,
and chance meetings. Local and non-
local recreationists either hike, bike,
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or drive to reach the spectacular
views, abundant wildflowers, and de-
licious berries. Amateur astron-
omers, appreciative of the clear
winter night skies, come to gaze at
stars. Hunters in search of wild game
explore the mountain off trail. Tech-
nicians frequent an electronics com-
pound located at the summit where
equipment monitors air traffic, com-
munications, and environmental
conditions such as ozone and acid
rain. Biologists visit the summit to
study the ecosystems and species
maintained by the grassy bald and
northern forest (e.g., rare salaman-
ders, endangered flying squirrels,
and numerous plant species).

Whitetop is many things to
many people. The mountain land-
scape has long been valued as both a
natural playground and a local place
of rich cultural heritage. In the
1980s, the United States Congress
designated several adjacent moun-
tains as Wilderness Areas. More re-
cently, with the rise of global environ-
mentalism, the meaning of Whitetop
is shifting from “national recreation
area” to “global biodiversity reserve.”
In turn, an increasing number of
people now see the mountain as a
unique ecosystem, a rare and un-
usual specimen of nature. Public per-
ceptions and expectations of White-
top Mountain are dynamic and
stakeholders involved in decision
making are reminded that any por-
trayal of the mountain is only one of
many possible descriptions. In the
heartfelt words of one USFS em-
ployee, “We all love Whitetop, it’s just
that we love it in different ways.”6

Ecotourism and Outdoor Recreation
Development

Designation of this area as a na-
tional recreation area with its ac-
companying management pro-
grams will emphasize its capacity to
meet the ever-growing outdoor
recreation needs of our people, aid
in conserving its special botanical
and ecological features, and pro-
mote public awareness of the sce-
nic beauty, and the recreation
fields it offers.7

Whitetop Mountain—located
midway between Shenandoah Na-
tional Park and the Great Smoky

Mountains National Park, near the
crossroads of Interstates 77 and 81,
and within a day’s drive of Washing-
ton, D.C. and over half the popula-
tion of the United States—has long
been a regional tourist attraction. As
previously mentioned, the mountain
was once home to a resort hotel and
dance hall and, throughout this cen-
tury, tourists and locals alike have vis-
ited the summit for a variety of recre-
ational activities. However, it was not
until 1966, when Congress estab-
lished the MRNRA in southwest Vir-
ginia that Whitetop Mountain began
to experience the first aspirations of
becoming a significant regional
tourist attraction. 

Congress had established the
National Recreation Area “in order
to provide for the public outdoor
recreation use and enjoyment of the
area . . . and to the extent feasible
the conservation of scenic, scientific,
historic, and other values of the area
. . .” (United States Congress 1966).
This national effort to develop re-
gional outdoor recreational re-
sources in Appalachia has roots in
Depression Era state-federal coopera-
tive planning efforts such as the Civil
Conservation Corps, the Works Pro-
gress Administration, and the Ten-
nessee Valley Authority programs.
More directly, the federal govern-
ment’s establishment of a National
Recreation Area in southwest Vir-
ginia complemented the pro-
development initiatives of the Ap-
palachian Regional Commission and
can be viewed as part of a national ef-
fort to modernize Appalachia.8

Promoters of development
have long characterized Appalachia
as impoverished, if not degenerate,
and the MRNRA was cast as an eco-
nomic asset that would “materially
advance the local economy” by pro-
viding an infrastructure to benefit
the region “both immediately and in
the long run through the inflow of
funds and the accelerated develop-
ment and intensified administration
and the upbuilding of a permanent
economic base oriented to full uti-
lization of all the national forest

resources” (Freeman 1966, p. 115;
Raitz and Ulack 1984). According to
these initial plans, the MRNRA was
intended to “accommodate a diversi-
fied and, in places, intensive recre-
ational use,” including: 900 family
camping units, a ski area, reservoir,
and Scenic Highway for an antici-
pated five million visitors by the year
2000 (Sarvis 1994, p. 44). 

Consistent with this develop-
ment-oriented conservation agenda,
early USFS proposals for ecotourism
and recreation opportunities at the
summit of Whitetop Mountain in-
volved three stages. Stage One was in-
tended to accommodate the then ex-
isting use (late 1970s). Developments
in this early stage were to include:
temporary parking for fifty cars, sani-
tary facilities, and a central garbage
collection system. Stage Two pro-
posed more significant and contro-
versial development to be imple-
mented when visitation exceeded
200 people at one time on an average
weekend day. At such time, a parking
area for approximately 100 cars
would be built, a new road con-
structed, and a shuttle bus service
initiated to transport visitors the last
mile from the parking area to a new
observation facility at the summit.
There were also plans for a restau-
rant, craft shop, and restrooms to be
constructed. Stage Three anticipated
further developments (including an
undefined “self-supporting public
conveyance”) to be initiated when
the average day use regularly ex-
ceeded 400 visitors at one time
(USFS 1978, pp. 92–3).

However, in the Final Plan, the
USFS (1981) proposed only two
stages of development and made no
mention of a restaurant, craft shop,
or public conveyance. Thus far, visita-
tion has remained well below pro-
jected levels and the agency has yet
to fully implement either of these
stages. Economic recession (in the
1970s), local opposition to “improve-
ments,” and “increasing attention
from state and national groups who
challenged the NRA development on
environmental grounds” are three
factors that largely account for these
undeveloped proposals (Sarvis 1994,
p. 53). Nevertheless, the gravel road
to the summit of Whitetop Mountain
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remains “the heaviest used forest de-
velopment road” on the MRNRA
(USFS 1995a, p. 56). Several fac-
tors—a boost in the regional econ-
omy, improved access, an increase in
the regional population, changing lo-
cal demographics (due to a new
back-to-the-land movement com-
posed largely of retirees and telecom-
muters), and an increasing demand
for outdoor recreation opportuni-
ties—may yet contribute to increased
use and development.9

Within the discourse of eco-
tourism, environmental quality is de-
fined as providing engineering solu-
tions to accommodate visitor access,
sanitation, and enjoyment of the
area. Natural features are conserved
“to the extent feasible” in order to ac-
commodate outdoor recreational op-
portunities and regional economic
development (United States Con-
gress 1966). As was the case with early
National Park Service policies, man-
agement goals for the MRNRA em-
phasized improving and making
more accessible the tourist attracting
natural scenery over the goals of pre-
serving nature in unimpaired condi-
tions (Howell 1994; Sellars 1997). 
As an example, Whitetop is currently
classified by the USFS’s Recreation
Opportunity Spectrum management
framework as “Roaded Natural.” Ac-
cording to this classification, man-
agement actions seek to create an
area 

characterized by predominantly
natural appearing environments
with moderate evidences of the
sights and sounds of man. Such evi-
dences usually harmonize with the
natural environment. Interaction
between users may be low to mod-
erate, but with evidence of other
users prevalent. Resource modifica-
tion and utilization practices are
evident, but harmonize with the
natural environment. Conven-
tional motorized use is provided
for in construction standards and
design of facilities. (USFS 1986,
p. II-32)

In the following section, we find that
the discourse of ecotourism, as it is
applied by the USFS at Whitetop
Mountain, is derived from, but now
contrasts sharply with, a more roman-
ticized view of nature. 

Romanticism and the Ideal of
Wild Nature

In the mid 1800s, Charles B.
Coale wrote about a local legend by
the name of Wilburn Waters, “The
Famous Hunter and Trapper of
White Top Mountain” (Coale 1878).
In his accounts, Coale depicts White-
top Mountain as a haven of edenic
proportions. He portrays the moun-
tain as a “fastness,” a stronghold to
which men retreat, escaping the stric-
tures of society in search of a more
fulfilling life. In Coale’s stories, the
trip to Whitetop Mountain is a diffi-
cult pilgrimage. The mountain is “ap-
proached through deep and intricate
gorges, over steep foot-hills, and
through almost impenetrable laurel
jungles, sometimes infested by bears,
wolves, wild-cats, and rattlesnakes.”
But once there, Whitetop provides
“luxuriant growth,” “fruits in never-
failing abundance,” “waters so pure
and light they never oppress,” and
“exhilarating effects.” The image that
Coale creates is a pious depiction of
Whitetop Mountain as the very epit-
ome of God’s Creation. Coale was
writing in the mid to late 1800s, at
the height of the Romantic period,
and his colorful descriptions of
Whitetop tell us less about the moun-
tain than they do about the idealized
version of Nature championed by po-
ets, painters, and promoters of this
tradition. 

Romanticism, which “resists
definition,” is a view of the world
based on several well-rooted strands
of aesthetic and spiritual thought in
the Western tradition (Nash 1983).
Organicism, primitivism, and the
sublime are among the many sensi-
bilities that coalesced in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries as a
coherent Romantic Movement. The
movement emerged principally in lit-
erature but spread throughout the
arts as a response, both negative and
challenging, to the increasingly god-
less, inorganic, and urbanized world
produced by ever expanding devel-
opments of modern science, technol-
ogy, and industry (Oelschlaeger
1991). Coale’s Romantic contempo-

raries in America included the likes
of Emerson, Thoreau, and Muir. In
their writings, and in many instances
of their daily lives, these Romantics
expressed an enthusiasm for the
“strange, remote, solitary, and myste-
rious,” and preferred their nature to
be wild, rejecting “meticulously or-
dered gardens” in favor of the “un-
kempt forest” (Nash 1983, p. 47). 

In America, this Romantic
affinity for a living, wild, and sublime
natural world gave rise to an impas-
sioned constituency of nature preser-
vationists who organized a successful
political campaign to protect natural
areas in the form of National Parks
and federally designated Wilderness
Areas. This campaign reached a cli-
max with the passage of the Wilder-
ness Act in 1964. Today, more than
100 million acres of land in the
United States are protected as
“wilderness.” According to the con-
temporary legal definition, “wilder-
ness, in contrast with those areas
where man and his own works domi-
nate the landscape, is hereby recog-
nized as an area where the earth and
its community of life are untram-
meled by man, where man himself is
a visitor who does not remain”
(Wilderness Act 1964).10 This Ameri-
can “wilderness” and “idea of wilder-
ness” are arguably two of the Roman-
tic Movement’s greatest cultural
achievements and, in the eyes and
minds of many twentieth-century Ro-
mantics, wild nature—pristine and
undisturbed by humans—has be-
come the ideal American landscape.

Whitetop Mountain borders
two federally designated Wilderness
Areas and is often mistakenly attrib-
uted with this controversial federal
designation. Soon after the 1966 es-
tablishment of the MRNRA sur-
rounding Whitetop, the USFS began
expanding its land holdings by pur-
chasing (and occasionally condemn-
ing) private lands. As the agency
gained control, they began removing
buildings, cattle, and other evidence
of humans. Whitetop Mountain was
one of many regional locations that
were cleaned up, sanitized, and gen-
erally made to appear more natural
(Weaver 1996). In light of these 
Romantic aspirations, development
at Whitetop is a contentious issue.
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Despite extensive public involvement
in early planning efforts for the area,
many of the currently involved con-
stituents are ignorant of the moun-
tain’s prolonged cultural history (re-
viewed in the pastoralism section
below) and unaware of the USFS
plan for development (reviewed in
the ecotourism section above). For
instance, two otherwise well-
informed local residents, who regu-
larly participate in USFS decision-
making processes, were shocked to
hear of the extensive development
ideas. In a letter to the USFS, they
wrote: “If improving the road will
eventually result in any of those proj-
ects, heaven help Whitetop! It sounds
terrible.”11

To those living outside the re-
gion, Whitetop Mountain, like the
whole of the Jefferson National For-
est, appears as a “green dot” on the
map and people who are unfamiliar
with the history and changing land
uses of the mountain may idealize
the dot as a few shades greener than
it actually is. Similarly, more well-
informed stakeholders such as the
members of Preserve Appalachian
Wilderness (PAW) and Virginians for
Wilderness, while lacking the strong
political support necessary for fed-
eral wilderness designation, have ac-
tively lobbied for minimized human
presence and action on Whitetop
Mountain. These activists believe
modern technology, particularly in
the form of motorized recreation,
negatively impacts the nature they
want at Whitetop. 

Roadlessness, restricted vehi-
cular access, and wilderness are
adamantly voiced preferences in
public comments concerning the
management of the Whitetop area.12

One argument for such a preference
is that roads and motorized vehicles
detract from the aesthetic experi-
ence of wild nature. Stakeholders
who share this point of view have
pressured the USFS to close and re-
move the gravel road that provides
access to the summit of Whitetop
Mountain. This preference is clearly
stated in numerous public comments
to the USFS.13 One example is found
in a letter written by a PAW represen-
tative: 

. . . I remember hiking to Whitetop
from the west. I thought I was in
paradise until I heard the roar of
an automobile—I hadn’t realized
that there was a road up there. Up
the road came the automobile,
churning up the dust as it spun
along. The driver was some fool
who probably hadn’t gotten any ex-
ercise in years, except in his right
foot. He didn’t stay very long. He
just left his car in idle and looked
out of the tinted window. Then he
turned around and left. . . . It was
much better before he came.14

Wilderness advocates, like this
one, have a disdain for the noise,
dust, and sloth that are the by-
products of roads, cars, and other
forms of human contrivance. A pri-
mary concern from this perspective
is that too many people and the
wrong kind of behavior have a nega-
tive impact on the sought after Ro-
mantic experience of nature. Mitigat-
ing these social impacts and conflicts
among users was one of six major is-
sues identified in a 1999 attempt to
plan recreation use of the high coun-
try area of Whitetop.15

Clearly, human presence and
human modification of the land-
scape are perceived as degrading the
environmental quality of Whitetop
Mountain. Accordingly, management
actions strive to minimize the im-
pacts of human visitation through
limiting access and educating visitors
to leave no trace. This discourse also
promotes management and design
solutions that reduce the evidence 
of humans by dismantling, removing,
or hiding past land uses, built struc-
tures, and signs of active manage-
ment.16

Pastoralism and the Rural America
Theme

[T]he question is, will this area re-
main a rural Appalachian under-
privileged area, which I believe
most people want, or will it be al-
lowed to be commercially devel-
oped and destroy our mountain
culture? 
Reverend William Gable17

Like wilderness, tourist devel-
opment catering to urban recreation-
ists and other outsiders may not fit
with many local residents’ expecta-
tions of the landscapes in which they
live. Local residents value Whitetop
Mountain, Appalachia, and the land-
scapes of rural America for their pas-
toral qualities. Pastoral is a phrase
that describes a landscape that is
lived-in, storied, made complete and
unique by the presence and actions
of people who care. Unlike the ro-
mantic and touristed natures dis-
cussed above, pastoral nature is a cul-
tured nature, a middle landscape
where people live and work, not just
play.

Pastoralism is an idealized view
of nature and one that was promoted
by the USFS in a planning theme
titled “Rural Americana.” According
to an early MRNRA plan written in
1968:

the meaning of Rural Americana is
to restore, recreate, and perpetuate
those elements of early rural Amer-
ica which have had a lasting charm
and attraction. Virginia’s verdant
pattern of field and forest, the cov-
ered bridge, rail fences, the old
mill, the stone-iron furnaces all ex-
ist near the NRA and have a strong
appeal. (USFS 1978, p. 81)

This theme recognizes the local cul-
tural heritage of the region and gives
special emphasis to “civilized man’s
use of the area” in the years between
1776 and 1950 (USFS 1978, p. 107).
The “Rural America” theme idealizes
the landscape of Whitetop Mountain
and Appalachia as a sparsely popu-
lated region characteristic of an ear-
lier, and perhaps better, American
life. According to the USFS,

In some places it’s almost as if time
has passed the area by and life is
still very much as it was in the early
days of our nation.18

This attempt on the part of the USFS
to symbolically capture “the atmos-
phere of a bygone era” and provide
for visitors’ “nostalgic expectations”
of early American life is an impulse
that derives from a long-standing pas-
toral tradition in Western civilization. 

Aesthetic appreciation of the
pastoral is a tradition with roots in
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Greek poetry. Beginning as early as
Theocritus’ Idylls in the third century
B.C., the pastoral ideal developed
over the course of several thousand
years, growing from a strictly literary
into a broad artistic tradition, with
eventual influences on early Ameri-
can Jeffersonian ideals of the agrar-
ian landscape (Marx 1967; Schmidt
1969; Short 1991; Worster 1994). In
the words of Leo Marx (1967, p. 141):

Beginning in Jefferson’s time, the
cardinal image of American aspira-
tions was a rural landscape, a well-
ordered green garden magnified
to continental size. Although it
probably shows a farmhouse or a
neat white village, the scene usually
is dominated by natural objects: in
the foreground a pasture, a twist-
ing brook with cattle grazing
nearby, then a clump of elms on a
rise in the middle distance and be-
yond that, way off on the western
horizon, a line of dark hills. This is
the countryside of the old Repub-
lic, a chaste, uncomplicated land of
rural virtue. 

In Jefferson’s mind, there was “no
condition happier than that of the
Virginia farmer” and this agrarian
ideal of American society and the
American landscape is one that has
infused United States national iden-
tity throughout the past several hun-
dred years (Jacob 1997, pp. 6–10). 

In late twentieth-century Amer-
ica, the pastoral has come to mean
“the real or symbolic landscape im-
ages in which nature predominates
as a tended pattern, where human in-
tervention is usually obvious but ap-
pears gentle and nonabusive”
(Schauman 1998, p. 189).19 This ap-
preciation of the pastoral image,
which is evident in early USFS de-
scriptions of the existing and desired
conditions of the MRNRA landscape,
not only reflects, but also produces
the landscape conditions currently
existing at Whitetop. Not only did
the USFS maintain many of the exist-
ing pastoral features of the landscape
(e.g., the balds and grazing on small
fields), but they actually removed in-
compatible ones and added others
that are more appropriate to the
ideal (e.g., vegetative thinning and
buffering for scenic purposes).

The Rural America theme calls
for period farms representing every
fifty years from 1776 to 1950 to be in-
cluded in the interpretive program
of the MRNRA (USFS 1978). While
this proposal does not target specific
locations, Whitetop Mountain would
likely be a prime candidate for such
an interpretation. Period farms are
reminiscent of Whitetop’s earlier
days when the grassy bald served as a
commons area for summer pasture
and a mink farm occupied a small
clearing within the spruce forest.

Local community festivals fur-
ther contribute to the American pas-
toral image in the Whitetop land-
scape. One example of this is the
Whitetop Sugar Maple Syrup Festival,
a springtime event celebrating the
harvest of Whitetop’s “Sugar trees.”
In addition to producing a supply of
maple syrup, the festival provided an
opportunity to display related aspects
of the local traditional agriculture,
including arts and crafts, mountain
music, and draft horse exhibitions.20

Pastoralism and the Rural
America theme, as aesthetic expecta-
tions for nature, are “basic factors
underlying a host of land-use deci-
sions and controversies” (Schauman
1998, p. 188). The pastoral qualities
found at Whitetop Mountain are as
much the result of a highly refined
aesthetic ideal as they are the reflec-
tion of authentic cultural practices
and traditional local livelihood.
Therefore, while promoters of the
Rural America theme see it as a way
to preserve the pastoral qualities of
the landscape (albeit enhancing the
local economy by attracting visitors),
others perceive it as a form of devel-
opment which makes a patronizing
sideshow of local life (thereby ex-
ploiting both the natural and cul-
tural heritage of the mountain)
(Sarvis 1994, pp. 50–1; Weaver 1996). 

Environmental quality under
the pastoral vision of nature is de-
fined as small-scale human modifica-
tions of the environment through
limited use of technology. Pastoral
management allows and promotes
small farming activities using primi-

tive technologies (e.g., grazing), ren-
ovates and maintains some “appro-
priate” structures for tourists, pro-
motes and facilitates community
festivals, and supports programs that
interpret local cultural history at
least as much as they interpret natu-
ral history.

Ecologism and Global
Biodiversity Hotspots

Whitetop Mountain . . . is of excep-
tional biological interest because of
the number of organisms which oc-
cur nowhere else in the state, most
of them associated with elevations
above 4,000 feet. Some represent
northern forms which extend
southward along the higher parts
of the Appalachians but the major-
ity are species endemic to the
southern Appalachians which ex-
tend no further north.
Dr. Richard Hoffman, Virginia Mu-
seum of Natural History21

In 1995, the USFS produced a
document titled the Whitetop Op-
portunity Area Analysis (WOAA)
(USFS 1995a). This document was in-
tended to describe the current and
desired future conditions at White-
top Mountain. The WOAA character-
izes Whitetop as a place of “excep-
tional biological interest,” and
devotes the majority of its more than
100 pages to describe the mountain
as a unique natural phenomenon.
Unlike earlier USFS plans for the
MRNRA, the WOAA emphasizes the
biophysical and ecological qualities
of the mountain and all but ignores
the economic development potential
and the local cultural heritage (past,
present, and future) of Whitetop.
This oversight may not be intentional
so much as it is typical. Public land
management agencies, such as the
USFS, are attuned to the conditions
of the biophysical resource and
much less critically aware of the hu-
man dimensions of nature. Addition-
ally, contemporary natural resource
professionals are awash in a rising
tide of global environmentalism and
ever more predisposed to see the
places they manage through an eco-
logical lens where the value of biodi-
versity tends to eclipse cultural his-
tory (e.g., Redford and Stearman

Robertson, Hull 181

by
 g

ue
st

 o
n 

A
pr

il 
16

, 2
02

4.
 C

op
yr

ig
ht

 2
00

1
D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 



1993; Worster 1994; Takacs 1996; Sel-
lars 1997).

Despite the extensive resource
extraction and repeated clear cutting
that has occurred throughout Ap-
palachia, the region is considered by
conservation biologists to be a glob-
ally significant biodiversity reserve.
This is particularly true for places
like the summit of Whitetop Moun-
tain, which has remained relatively
undisturbed by intensive human ma-
nipulation. The grassy bald and the
spruce forest which co-exist at the
summit of Whitetop Mountain are
relict, old-growth landscapes valued
by biological conservationists as a
unique ecosystem and a truly un-
usual specimen of nature. 

Any number of more-or-less sci-
entific reasons have been used to ar-
gue for the protection of biodiversity
at Whitetop. Both the grassy bald and
the spruce forest, like many of their
attendant species, are rare and there-
fore classified as endangered, threat-
ened, or sensitive.22 The bald, spruce
forest, and associated species are en-
demic and “range restricted,” which
means that not only do they exist in
few other places, but also there are
few other places where they are even
able to exist (White and Sutter 1999;
Pyle and Schafale 1988). Conserva-
tion biologists have identified the
spruce forest as a “critically endan-
gered” ecosystem, and a forest type
that is in rapid decline (Noss et al.
1995; Noss and Scott 1997; Nicholas
et al. 1999). Other scientists claim
that the Appalachian region sur-
rounding Whitetop Mountain is but
one of only twelve remaining areas in
the lower forty-eight states that is
large enough and intact enough to
maintain viable populations of large
vertebrates (Salwasser et al. 1987; Sal-
wasser 1988) and the area is being
considered as a setting for elk rein-
troduction. 

In response to such concerns,
citizen activists, ecological scientists,
and natural resource professionals
have joined in a campaign to pro-
mote and protect the biodiversity
and ecological integrity of the Ap-
palachian region and its special
places like Whitetop Mountain. The
Appalachian Restoration Campaign
(ARC) “cites the failure of traditional

efforts to conserve biological in-
tegrity through piecemeal and reac-
tionary attempts at conservation and
responds with landscape approaches
to protect biological diversity and
natural evolutionary processes”
(ARC 1998). This desire on the part
of the ARC for systematic “ecosystem
management” is an increasingly pop-
ular approach to conservation, one
that encourages environmental deci-
sion makers to consider their actions
within the context of ever larger
scales of ecological space and evolu-
tionary time.23

When a specific place, such as
Whitetop Mountain, is conceptual-
ized within larger scales of space and
time, its unique particulars (includ-
ing the humans who call it home)
necessarily become increasingly ab-
stract as they are simplified and cate-
gorized to fit within a theoretical
model of the larger region. The set-
ting, in general, and environmental
quality, in particular, get defined in
terms of the biological and ecologi-
cal elements almost to the exclusion
of human culture. For example, de-
scriptions of the place emphasize “bi-
ologically diverse flora and fauna,”
“remnants of old-growth forest,”
“rare and endangered species,” “air
and water quality” rather than pas-
toral culture or romantic recreation
experiences. Management priorities
within this discourse of biodiversity
emphasize the impact of human visi-
tation and economic development
on these environmental elements, es-
pecially the rare and threatened ele-
ments. The emphasis of manage-
ment shifts from mitigating impacts
on the human experience of nature
(e.g., solitude) to mitigating impacts
on the ecology (e.g., wildlife habitat). 

Conclusion
Whitetop Mountain is one ex-

ample of a “natural” landscape that is
known and valued in different ways
by the many people who care about
it. Over a relatively short period of
time, this one place has been con-
strued in at least four different ways
to produce four dramatically differ-

ent definitions of environmental
quality and four dramatically differ-
ent approaches to landscape design,
planning, and management. Eco-
tourism, Romanticism, Pastoralism, and
Ecologism are distinct but closely re-
lated discourses of nature. Each can
be used to justify and explain a differ-
ent set of environmental conditions.
What counts as an acceptable natural
landscape differs according to each
view of nature. For example, Eco-
tourism will tolerate environmental
change to the extent that it increases
access and recreational opportunities
without degrading the aesthetic ex-
perience of nature that tourists seek;
Romanticism emphasizes little man-
agement, little evidence of humans,
and finds acceptable changes that
are natural or naturally-appearing;
Pastoralism encourages small-scale
management that uses primitive
technologies and emphasizes tradi-
tional, rural communities; and, Ecolo-
gism finds active management accept-
able when it mitigates impacts from
humans or invasive species, protects
ecological integrity, and meets eco-
logical restoration goals. Alone, each
of these discourses provides a limited
view of the landscape. Taken to-
gether, these four discourses of na-
ture provide a broader perspective
that helps to explain the diverse
public understandings of nature and
conflicting management preferences
for places like Whitetop Mountain. It
is in this sense that nature and natu-
ral landscapes are as much socially
constructed as they are biophysical.

Which nature? is a contested and
controversial topic. In order for land-
scape design, planning, and manage-
ment to be effective and successful, it
must embrace a vision of nature that
is socially acceptable to the people
who are involved and who care about
the specific place in question. A dis-
agreement regarding the appropri-
ate role of humans in the natural
landscape is one of the key factors
polarizing discussions about nature
(Ingerson 1994; Dizard 1994;
Senecah 1996; Callicott et al. 1999).
Romanticism and Ecologism create a
vision of nature that de-emphasizes
or removes people from the natural
landscape. Pastoralism and Eco-
tourism, in contrast, place more em-
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phasis on the human benefits from
and human relationships to nature.
The tension imposed by this human-
nature dichotomy complicates deci-
sions regarding the future of places
like Whitetop Mountain.24

In conclusion, we offer a fifth
discourse of nature—Bioculturalism—
as a way to transcend the polarizing
human-nature dichotomy. Biocultur-
alism is a view of the natural land-
scape that encourages stakeholders
to recognize human society as an in-
tegral component of ecological sys-
tems and find ways for people to in-
teract with and live sustainably in
nature. Bioculturalism is increasingly
accepted by the international conser-
vation community, which has long
recognized the limited effectiveness
of conservation strategies that privi-
lege biological diversity over cultural
diversity (West and Brechin 1991;
Droste et al. 1995; Ghimire and Pim-
bert 1997; Zimmerer and Young
1998). For Bioculturalism to be an
effective conservation strategy at
Whitetop Mountain and related
places, stakeholders representing lo-
cal, regional, and global interests
must first recognize the conceptual
limitations imposed by the human-
nature dichotomy and accept hu-
mans as an integral, functional, and
adaptive aspect of the natural land-
scape (Allen 1988; Redford and
Stearman 1993; Haverkort and Millar
1994; Phillips 1998). Most simply, Bio-
culturalism is a view of nature that em-
braces humans as active and integral
components of the ecosystem.

Toward this end, one place to
look for inspiration and direction is
the innovative ideas of contemporary
Bioculturalists such as William Jor-
dan, Frederick Turner, and Michael
Pollan.25 These three thought-
provoking writers are among a grow-
ing contingent of Biocultural activists
who are designing creative ap-
proaches to the human-nature rela-
tionship based on the belief that
humans can be artful agents of
landscape change. “Sunflower for-
ests,” the Biocolonization of neigh-
boring planets, and “the cultivation
of a new American garden” are
among Bioculturalists’ ideas for a
better, more democratic, sustainable,
and desirable future.26

We have seen some evidence of
Bioculturalism at Whitetop Moun-
tain. Discussions with local residents
(Hull et al. 2001), the literature of re-
gional organizations (e.g., ARC 1998,
Peine 1999), and the recent policy of
national-level institutions (e.g., USFS
2000) reveal the seeds of a Biocul-
tural discourse of nature at Whitetop
Mountain, the Southern Appala-
chian region, and related natural land-
scapes. Each of the stakeholders and
the interests they represent have an im-
portant role to play in establishing Bio-
culturalism as a valid and powerful
new discourse in negotiations of Which
Nature?
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Notes
1. In recent years, Whitetop Road, which leads
to the mountain’s summit, has been a point of
much contention. In the early 1990s, the USFS
recognized “damages” due to vehicular use of
the mountain and decided to temporarily and
seasonally close Whitetop Road. The ensuing
controversy has embroiled and polarized a
community of people all of whom care about
the mountain. The Whitetop Road controversy
(see MRNRA Project Files) provides the impe-
tus and much of the data for this case study. 
2. USFS 1995a, p. 3. 
3. There are many versions of these Native
American stories, many of which are con-
tested. Considering the dynamic aspect of the
oral tradition, the degree to which these sto-
ries predate European influence is debatable.
For more of these stories and an explanation
of their problematic interpretations, see, in
particular, Gersmehl (1970, pp. 45–69) and
also Smathers (1981). 
4. Summaries of earlier scientific theories can
be found in: Gersmehl (1970), White and Sut-
ter (1999), Peterson (1981), and Smathers
(1981). Other stories include the legends told
by European settlers and the narratives posed
by local authors. These stories contribute to an

on-going debate concerning the origin of the
Appalachian balds, much of which is focused
on whether the balds are “natural,” due to Na-
tive American influences, or caused by early
European settlement. It is increasingly evident
that the balds must be studied as both individ-
ual occurrences and as a collective type of
landscape feature. Based on historical docu-
mentary evidence, the USFS assumes White-
top Bald to predate European settlement.
While there is limited consensus as to the ori-
gin of the Appalachian grassy balds (either on
an individual or collective basis), there is wide
agreement that active management is required
to arrest forest succession of these clearings.
The balds will not remain bald unless they are
actively managed. Management options in-
clude: prescribed burning, livestock or wildlife
grazing, herbicides, and mechanical or man-
ual mowing. The Whitetop bald is currently
maintained through prescribed burns, but
prior to the 1970s livestock grazed the area.
White and Sutter (1999) provide a thorough
discussion of the balds as a regional manage-
ment issue.
5. Letters to USFS dated 1/27/95 and 2/1/95
in MRNRA Project Files.
6. Personal communication with one USFS
line officer.
7. Freeman (1966, p. 5) in a letter advocating
congressional designation of the area.
8. National level initiatives to modernize Ap-
palachia are a topic of much historic and cur-
rent debate. The media has a long and dark
history of portraying the region in a negative
light and public perception has followed ac-
cordingly. (Sarvis 1994; USFS 1981). 
9. Highway 58, providing access to Whitetop
Mountain, is earmarked for upgrading and, in
1998, more than $1 million of federal money
was appropriated for improvements to a Rails-
to-Trails project adjacent to the mountain
(Boucher 1998). 
10. The Eastern Wilderness Act (1975) is a
more practical expectation of the pristineness
of wilderness conditions. This Act of Congress
provides for the restoration of wilderness con-
ditions in anthropogenically disturbed areas
and thereby recognizes both the creative and
destructive potential of humans in the natural
landscape (Hendee et al. 1990).
11. Letter to USFS dated 8/12/93 in MRNRA
Project Files.
12. Public comments made in October 26,
1999 citizens workshop on “Roadless/Wilder-
ness” areas, during the revision of the Jeffer-
son National Forest Plan.
13. MRNRA Project Files.
14. Letter to USFS (undated) in MRNRA Proj-
ect Files. 
15. Planning documents published on the Jef-
ferson National Forest web page (http://www.
fs.fed.us/outernet/gwjnf/lac_nra_welcome.
html) from the 7/27/99 and 8/17/99 Limits
of Acceptable Change planning process in the
High Country area where Whitetop is located.
16. The intention to remove evidence of prior
human activity is made explicit in the USFS
(1980) plan: “[A]ll unnecessary roads will be
obliterated, filled with native vegetation, and
returned to the original contour of the moun-
tain.” For photographic evidence of actual re-
movals see Price (1970). As another example
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of the effort to hide human management, the
USFS vegetative management plan for the
bald says that the spruce forest will be “stag-
gered” and “unevenly spaced to give a soft
feathered natural appearance” to the edge of
the bald (USFS 1995a, appendix C).
17. As quoted in Sarvis (1994, pp. 50–1).
18. This quotation, attributed to the USFS, ap-
peared in Basgall (1973). 
19. Schauman (1986) is careful to point out
that contemporary countryside ideals involve
at least three dimensions: agrarianism, rural-
ism, and pastoralism; which she identifies as
distinct conceptual categories. Along similar
lines, Tuan (1974, p. 112) writes that apprecia-
tion of the countryside reflects three distinct
images: “shepherds in a bucolic landscape; the
squire in his country estate reading a book un-
der an elm; and the yeoman in his farm.”
20. The Plow March 4, 1978 (p. 26); Blanton, B.
1978. Maple Festival is Success. The Plow April,
1978.
21. USFS (1995a, p. 3).
22. USFS (1995a; 1995b); VDCR (1994; 1996).
23. This conservation strategy is closely
aligned with the Wildlands Project proposals
for the Appalachian region (Mann and Plum-
mer 1993) and the Southern Appalachian
Man and the Biosphere (SAMAB) project
(Peine 1999). 
24. “The nature-culture dichotomy . . . is so
deeply ingrained in our everyday language
that anyone trying to work around that di-
chotomy sounds at best idiosyncratic and a
worst mystical” (Ingerson 1994, 44). Ingerson
(1994), Bird (1987), Raglon and Scholtmeijer
(1996), Shrader-Frechette and McCoy (1993),
Norton (1998) and other environmental re-
searchers are calling for studies of specific situ-
ations that exist along rather than at the ex-
tremes of the human-nature continuum. They
argue that case studies are needed to help de-
velop referents to work our way through the
dichotomy towards a more sophisticated, less
polarized, understanding of the environment.
25. Jordan (1994); Turner (1994); Pollan
(1991).
26. Bioculturalism is offered as a distinct dis-
course of nature. It should not be confused
with the concept of bioregionalism or other
conservation strategies that are heavily steeped
in the Romantic and Ecologistic traditions.
Bioculturalism draws on and privileges Eco-
tourism and Pastoralism at least as much as 
it supports the values of Romanticism and
Ecologism. 
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