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Few would dispute that our planet is experiencing an environmental crisis. Popular and 

scientific authors lay out the problems of global warming and environmental depredation (Kellert, 

2009; Foreman, 2012; McKibben, 1989/2006; Gore, 1992/2000; Orr, 1991/1996). Bill McKibben 

wrote nearly 25 years ago about the “end of nature,” while conservation biologists speak of nature as 

being unalterably altered through a great mass extinction occurring now that rivals the end of 

dinosaurs (Foreman, 2012). Both have a sense of finality, arguing that we have moved on to another 

version of the planet. While the grim facts of the environmental crisis are evident to me and this 

audience, I want to discuss three interrelated problems I see with our current relationship to nature 

that have contributed to the crisis and that impede finding a possible way forward: scientific 

illiteracy, indifference borne of alienation, and a tired and spent epistemology. These problems set 

the context for proposing a way out based on a consideration of a Deweyan pragmatic naturalism 

wherein I situate the idea of “rewilding” from conservation biology (Foreman, 2012; Manning, 2009; 

Soulé & Noss, 1998, fall) and the idea of reverence in teaching (Rud & Garrison, 2012). 

The three problems I list above all stem from a disconnection from nature. The first, 

scientific illiteracy, hampers any widespread exercise of informed political will about the 

environmental crisis. Most of the general public, including myself, have little knowledge about 

scientific facts about the environment. There are a number of reasons for this. Science is a 

specialized field of study for many people, and they cannot see how basic scientific knowledge is 

connected to this specialization. Science advances quickly, and new specialties arise, such as 

molecular genetics and genomics, further complicating understanding.. But there is a deeper 

problem, what Suzanne Rice (2013, fall), writing in a different context, calls “willful ignorance.” We 
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may not want to make the effort to learn what even basic science tells us, because it is too upsetting 

or uncomfortable. We may be willfully ignorant about the suffering we bring to animals we slaughter 

for food. We do not ask questions about it because it may be too painful to consider our collusion, 

in addition to being inconvenient when we are prompted to think of how and what we eat. On many 

scientific matters, including the environmental crisis, many of us have abdicated science to the 

experts and rested comfortably in ignorance. For instance, when science brings to our view 

overwhelming evidence of animal sentience (Bekoff, 2013), many of us do not alter our views of 

animals, and when science shows that the earth is growing warmer, we do not want to confront 

what this would mean for our behavior. Science is discounted, or worse, the ideas are politicized and 

debated as if they are preferences or tastes that we choose to appreciate. Science becomes a choice 

among many options for what we believe about the world we inhabit. In their book on scientific 

illiteracy, Mooney and Kirshenbaum (2009) place the blame for scientific illiteracy on a number of 

factors such as these, but also upon the roles scientists take, and ask for redefining the role of the 

scientist to include public advocacy and education. 

Related to scientific illiteracy is the second reason that could be called indifference borne out 

of ignorance and lack of contact with nature. We live in what is largely a constructed and engineered 

world. Many humans can go for days without any meaningful contact with nature or natural 

processes. Our needs are satisfied with shrink-wrapped or boxed food, our air is conditioned, and 

though the weather is not controlled, it is moderated by engineered solutions and various forms of 

shelter. Into this modulated and engineered world we often may raise our children with scant 

knowledge of natural processes or sources of food. We pass on this nature deficit disorder (Louv, 

2009) to future generations and continue not to live with nature in any meaningful, sustained, or 

connected way. 
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Finally, the third reason is the change in the foundations of what is considered knowledge 

that has accompanied the disciplines since the philosopher Immanuel Kant, namely, that we 

construct the world through our own perception and cognition. Furthermore, this view states that 

we cannot know anything outside our own constructions, though Kant posited a “thing-in-itself” 

beyond human perception and cognition. An extreme view based on Kant’s insight leads us to 

where we may deny the existence of a world outside of our perceptions. If we accept Kant’s initial 

insight, then the world outside us is indeed a construction and there is no way to know any “thing in 

itself” beyond our perceptions. Logically one cannot but go down the road to what some natural 

scientists fear, “radical postmodern deconstructivism” (Soulé and Lease, 1995; Proctor, 1998). 

All three of these issues indicate a general alienation from nature. The reasons for this 

alienation are many, and I don’t propose to discuss them in any depth in this paper, other than to 

recognize they exist. I use three additional, interrelated concepts to propose a way out for us at this 

time of our environmental crisis. First I situate my response in the context of Deweyan naturalistic 

pragmatism. I examine a new scientific idea, as well as an ancient cardinal virtue. I consider the new 

practice of “rewilding,” discussing its roots in conservation biology. I set this discussion in the 

context of the idea of wilderness and assess how the practice of rewilding and the idea of wilderness 

have educational implications. I then look toward the ancient cardinal virtue of reverence, and how 

the beginning of its revival in teaching and learning is related to rewilding our educational thought 

and practice. Since this is the beginning sketch of a larger book-length project, I am very eager for 

comments and suggestions. 

Much comes of realizing we are part of nature rather than set against it. We can dispose of a 

tired and spent view of knowledge that has alienated us from nature, the artificial separation of 

knower and known that has been part of Western thinking since René Descartes. This separation is 

especially evident in the Kantian view that though reality is based upon one’s cognition, there still 
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lies behind this construction what Kant called the “thing in itself” that is unknowable but posited. 

This is only sensible if one believes that humans are subjects somehow connected, via cognition, to a 

“world” separate from them. Yet since we are trapped by our cognitions, we cannot really “know” 

that world, we only can know what we perceive and cognize. There is a great deal of philosophy 

written that assumes this separation.  

However, we can sidestep this epistemological dead end conundrum inherited from modern 

philosophy entirely if we turn to Deweyan pragmatism. Dewey considered the dualistic opposition 

of humans and nature a nonsensical and unproductive intellectualist fallacy detected by a simple 

reflection upon everyday life. We are not separate knowers, gazing upon a world outside our senses 

and deriving understanding through our senses and cognitive constructs. Dewey called this the 

“spectator theory of knowledge” that leads to many philosophical dead ends, such as doubting the 

external world and even one’s own self. We are part of this world, and defined by our relations 

within it. We always find ourselves in the middle of things, both a part of history and nature, and 

also conditioned by these factors. It makes no sense to talk of a separation, because nothing of the 

sort exists actually, but only as an intellectual creation. 

A Deweyan pragmatic naturalism helps to dissolve the disconnection with nature humans 

have created through a dualistic ontology and epistemology. Yet there is further work we need to do 

to recover from centuries of such thinking, and particularly in the face of the environmental crisis 

we now face. To that end, I turn to rewilding in conservation biology and extend it to educational 

philosophy, and I call for a revival of the ancient cardinal virtue of reverence. 

Rewilding is a relatively recent concept and practice in conservation biology. For our 

purposes, we can trace its theoretical beginning to a seminal paper by Michael Soulé and Reed Noss 

(1998, fall). The authors present two avenues to dealing with environmental restoration, biodiversity 

conservation as one and more readily accepted as protection of species, and a second, rewilding, the 
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newer concept that depends on restoration of large areas for top carnivores. The authors discuss the 

scientific and spiritual aspects of rewilding as a practice. First, by the restoration of large areas for 

top carnivores, rewilding reestablishes ecosystems that have been seriously damaged when these 

species have been removed. In my part of the country, wolves are being simultaneously reintroduced 

into the wild, where they were formerly extirpated as human habitation of their areas increased, 

though sadly too they continue to be ruthlessly hunted and killed. Soulé and Noss justify such a 

restoration on biological grounds, but also on its connection to a larger human project regarding our 

place on the planet: 

Wilderness is hardly “wild” when top carnivores such as cougars, jaguars, wolves, 

wolverines, grizzlies, or black bears, have been extirpated. Without these 

components, nature seems somehow incomplete, truncated, overly tame. Human 

opportunities to attain humility are reduced.” (1998, fall, p. 24, italics added) 

By restoring at least parts of the earth to its previous stage of wildness, we not only restore 

biological diversity and hierarchy, but we regain a stronger identification with wilderness in our own 

minds. While wilderness restoration is a conservation practice that reaps benefits for the planet, it 

also touches a deep human aspiration and identification. To understand this, we turn now to 

wilderness as an idea, and how the wild makes humble and aware of the provisional and finite 

character of our lives, and thus more human. 

Wilderness is a modern cultural construct that is necessary to excavate for my project. There 

have been large and important studies on history of the idea of wilderness (Nash, 2001; 

Oelschlaeger, 1991). Wilderness is an idea that develops in tandem with settlement and civilization. 

For purposes of this paper, I will only mention here that it a fascinating idea that developed from 

something to be feared to something that was almost totally lost to something worthy of regaining, 

if in a new form. The wild has been part of our imagination since early times. At one point in human 
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development, we feared the wild, as humans were relatively powerless to protect themselves from 

nature. Gradually, as human invention and technology took increased control over nature in the 

West, humans began to imaginatively construct wildness as that where we have evolved from, and 

contrasted human achievement with nature. As the world became more of a human construction, 

Western societies began to lose the capacity to appreciate nature and to live, if not in harmony with 

it, at least alongside of it. There have been efforts since the beginnings of the conservation 

movement with John Muir and the national parks to preserve wilderness, albeit as it turns out often 

in a themed and compartmentalized way. 

The idea and practice of rewilding has taken some hold in conservation biology and in land 

use practices. There are major restoration projects going on around the world (Frasier, 2010). It may 

be an open question whether it is possible to restore large areas in various parts of the world to their 

wild previous states, given human habitation. However, the ideas of rewilding and the wilderness can 

be imported and developed as concepts and practices in education. The physical restoration of the 

wild is but one part of a larger cultural and educational rewilding project that can begin to manifest 

itself in hearts and minds, and be just as deeply important to the planet as the practice of 

reintroducing large predators to their accustomed landscapes. 

We can appreciate a rewilding of the world, as well as ourselves, if we revive the ancient 

cardinal virtue of reverence, and as educators, teach with reverence. Jim Garrison and I have 

explored teaching and learning with reverence over a number of years (e. g. Rud, 2011; Rud & 

Garrison, 2012). We argue for the importance of teaching with reverence and that this lost or 

forgotten virtue has much to offer for today’s education. In short, we believe that practicing 

reverence allows us to be better teachers and learners, as it underscores what is important for human 

beings to realize, namely their place in the cosmos as limited beings that are part of and defined by 

an organic whole. As we consider our place in the cosmos, we are drawn to a different way of 
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thinking. Much has been made of instrumental rationality, which has brought us the products of the 

applied sciences. Reverence, and rewilding, points us to a different form of thinking, that kind of 

meditative dwelling within and thinking within nature as dependent finite beings, rather than 

through or against nature as the dominant species. We realize not only the human-animal continuum 

but what bonds us to all of nature. We become aware of limitations, humble, and reverent. 

In looking for a way forward out of the environmental crisis, there are opportunities and 

challenges. I have only begun to develop these ideas. Yet, as I work out the theoretical and logical 

implications and connections of these ideas, it will be important to see what practical and 

pedagogical implications are present. What does it mean to have a reverent and rewilded curriculum? 

One implication would be much more emphasis upon learning about nature, through experiential 

learning. Children might be introduced to ideas of fragility, transience, and extinction much earlier in 

their studies. Classrooms that host pet animals, which are born and die within the span of a school 

year, could teach children about life cycles in an immediate way (Rud & Beck, 2000). I am eager to 

learn from you in discussion about my bringing together of Deweyan naturalism, rewilding and 

conservation biology, and the ancient cardinal virtue of reverence. Thank you. 
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