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Summary 
 
A seemingly recent activity, environmental clean up and restoration is a pursuit with a 
long and complicated past. Efforts to return environmental conditions to a normal or 
healthy state are much like any human endeavor meant to improve or meliorate one's 
natural surroundings considered to be unsatisfactory or depleted. Environmental 
managers have aimed to convert damaged systems into better, often earlier states. A 
historical perspective of clean up and restoration, centers on understanding changing 
notions about environmental damage as well as changing assumptions about 
environmental recovery. 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Environmental clean up and restoration is a pursuit with a long and complicated past. 
Efforts to return environmental conditions to a normal or healthy state are much like 
any human endeavor meant to improve or meliorate one's natural surroundings 
considered to be unsatisfactory. Thus, technicians neutralizing a dioxin spill or 
engineers removing particulates from factory smoke are comparable to a farmer 
fertilizing impoverished soil or a forester reseeding a burned forest. All these 
environmental managers, now and in the past, aim to convert damaged systems into 
better, often earlier states. The Society for Ecological Restoration International defines 
ecological restoration as the process of assisting the recovery of an ecosystem that has 
been degraded, damaged, or destroyed. A historical perspective of clean up and 
restoration therefore centers on understanding changing notions about environmental 
damage as well as changing assumptions about environmental recovery. How does one 
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know when a landscape or natural system is damaged and, following human remedies, 
how does one deem this system sufficiently repaired? This has been a recurring 
question for all societies seeking to live sustainably on the earth.  
 
The endeavor of improvement is thus a key concept to consider when thinking about 
clean up, repair, and restoration. If considered broadly, "improvement" can mean all 
sorts of ways by which humans shape the natural world for their own immediate 
needs—from straightening rivers for curtailing floods, to irrigating deserts for growing 
orchards, to selectively breeding animals for enhancing their desirable traits. 
Improvement can be viewed as any form of management that makes a natural system 
more productive, healthy, safe, and generally more useful to people, whether that 
system is pristine or degraded. As improvers, environmental restorationists aim to 
identify ecosystems that are inadequate, impoverished or damaged, and then set about 
righting or repairing those systems. This goal of manipulating the environment for 
human advantage is a very old project, gaining formal expression in Europe with 
theorists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Diderot and fellow Encyclopédie 
authors saw humanity as needing to tame, improve, and garden a raw earth in order to 
produce worth. European settlers and immigrants to new lands likewise viewed 
themselves as struggling against wild and worthless natures so as to produce useful 
states and conditions. 
 
One can now understand that creating and restoring beneficial environmental traits like 
productivity or stability is central to many human practices. Because farmers and 
gardeners work to restore advantageous qualities to their land everyday, they were the 
first restorationists, broadly construed. 250 years ago, the French natural philosopher, 
Comte de Buffon, taught that humanity's highest goal on the land was to garden and 
improve it: "Wild nature is hideous and dying;" he said, "it is I, I alone who can make it 
agreeable and living." In this classic Enlightenment statement, not only is it presumed 
that raw nature requires human input in order to gain worth, but the resulting 
improvements continually degenerate on their own. Spontaneous, entropic, natural 
forces (animate or inanimate) serve to debilitate, dissociate, and degenerate the 
improvements created by humans. Farms and gardens erode and fill up with weeds to 
become hideous and dying, said Buffon, unless people counteract these degenerative 
forces. Fruit trees must be pruned or they become less productive, soils must be 
replenished or they loose their fertility, pastures must be properly grazed or they 
become weedy. This first and most basic style of restoration is therefore the process of 
improving degenerated gardens, what might be called maintenance gardening. 
 
The second style of restoration can be called reparative gardening and is the type of 
restoration promoted by those who assumed that humanity's forces, not nature's forces, 
were the main source of environmental damage. By the mid-nineteenth century, 
theorists such as George Perkins Marsh believed that people could not only make nature 
agreeable and living, they could also harm and degrade it. His crucial message was that 
humans and their activities often upset natural processes through indirect and unknown 
ways, as by cutting forests that promoted river flooding and tilling soils that silted up 
harbors, or digging mine tunnels that dried up nearby springs. All of these activities, 
said Marsh, disrupted the "harmonies of nature." Marsh's reference nature was an 
untouched wildland that could either be improved or else degraded. He taught in Man 
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and Nature (1864) that threats to the Earth were not just degeneration, but also 
degradation, or the damage that results from human action. After Marsh's day, some 
restorationists continued improving degenerated environments in the style of Buffon, 
while others began repairing degraded environments. A new view of damage had 
provided a new way to restore. 
 
Just as the ocean shift from Enlightenment to Romantic ways-of-thinking pushed Homo 
sapiens off its pedestal of confidence, placing in question the human ability to properly 
manage natural systems, various post-Romantic thinkers further challenged the 
assumption that people always benefit these systems. Buffon taught that enlightened 
humans brought beneficial changes to the natural world, with Marsh qualifying a 
century later that enlightened humans could also bring detrimental changes; but by the 
twentieth-century, some environmental theorists were saying that not humans, but 
nature brought the best changes to the natural world. For this growing fraction of 
enthusiasts, wild, untrammeled nature was becoming the measure of normal, healthy 
land. This widening belief in benevolent wilderness meant that some land managers 
began to practice a third style of restoration that can be called reparative naturalizing. In 
North America, Aldo Leopold may have been the best known advocate of reparative 
naturalizing, which can also be termed rewilding, the process of repairing degraded 
wildlands. By imploring land managers "to think like a mountain" so as to simulate and 
recreate nature's own processes, Leopold advocated a restorative style that is now 
today's most popular notion of restoration, but it has by no means completely replaced 
the other two earlier styles still being practiced: while Buffon saw culture as the main 
source of redemption, with Marsh seeing culture as the main source of damage, Leopold 
considered nature to be the main source of redemption. Each man worked solidly within 
his forerunners' paradigm, and then added to it. This article aims to clarify and 
distinguish these three different restorative views, showing how their conflation can 
lead to misunderstandings in the policy room and on the ground. 
 
- 
- 
- 
 

 
TO ACCESS ALL THE 19 PAGES OF THIS CHAPTER,  
Visit: http://www.eolss.net/Eolss-sampleAllChapter.aspx 

 
 
Bibliography 
 
Allavena S. (1978). Circeo National Park: Reclaiming a Rich Heritage, Parks 3, 3. p.3-5. [A short article 
about management issues of Italy's third national park]. 

Bradshaw A. (1988). Alternative Endpoints for Reclamation, in: Rehabilitating Damaged Ecosystems. v. 
II, John Cairns, Jr., ed., p.69-75, Boca Raton, FL: CRC Press. [An informative article in an early classic 
about the methods and practices of environmental restoration]. 

Bradshaw A., Chadwick M.J. (1980). The Restoration of Land: The Ecology and Reclamation of Derelict 
and Degraded Land. p.10-26. Berkeley: University of California Press. [Another classic about practical 

https://www.eolss.net/ebooklib/sc_cart.aspx?File=E6-156-19-00


UNESCO – 
EOLS

S

SAMPLE
 C

HAPTERS

WORLD ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORY - History of Environmental Clean up and Restoration - Marcus Hall 

 

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) 

issues of environmental restoration]. 

Buffon, G.-L. Leclerc, Comte de (1739). Sur la Conservation & le Rétablissement des Forêts. In : 
Histoire de l’Académie Royale des Sciences, Mémoires, p.140-56. [One of Buffon's statements about 
forestry management]. 

Buffon, G.-L. Leclerc, Comte de (1764). De la Nature, Première Vue. in Histoire Naturelle v.12, Paris : 
Imprimerie Royale. [A volume from Buffon's classic most famous, multi-volume work].  

Egan D., Anderson M.K. eds. (2003). Special issue: Native American Land Management Practices in 
National Parks, Ecological Restoration, 21:4 (December), p.1-358. [A pioneering issue about the 
restorative practices carried out by Native Americans]. 

Elliot R. (1997). Faking Nature: The Ethics of Environmental Restoration. London: Routledge. [An 
often-cited critique of restoration authored by a philosopher who maintains that, as an inherently artificial 
pursuit, restoration can only produce non natural, artificial conditions]. 

Evelyn J. (1661). Fumifugium: or, The Inconvenience of the Aer, and Smoake of London Dissipated. 
Together With Some Remedies humbly proposed. Godbid W. et al., 19, p.35-49, London. [One of the 
earliest statements in English discussing the problems and possible solutions of the smoke nuisance]. 

Evelyn J. (1664). Sylva: or, A discourse of Forest-Trees and the Propagation of Timber. Martyn J., 
Allestry J., Scolar Press, 2 (1972). Menston, England. [Another English-language classic about forests 
and forest management]. 

Foreman D. (2004). Rewilding North America: A Vision for Conservation in the 21st Century. 
Washington D.C.: Island Press. [Written by a leading wilderness advocate, this book promotes rewilding 
as the next logical step in the evolving wilderness movement]. 

France R.L. (2008). Healing Natures, Repairing Relationships: New Perspectives on Restoring 
Ecological Spaces and Consciousness. Sheffield, VT : Green Frigate Books. [Proceedings from a 
conference on restoration written from the perspective of landscape architecture and design]. 

Grove R. (1995). Green Imperialism: Colonial Expansion, Tropical Island Edens and the Origins of 
Environmentalism, 1600-1860. p.182-184, 474. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. [An innovative 
work that helped to internationalize the field of environmental history by claiming that some of the first 
environmental concerns stemmed from European colonizers of tropical lands, especially of islands]. 

Guicciardini F. in: Braudel F. (1949). The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of 
Philip II. Trans. by Siân Reynolds (1966). 2 v., I, 66. New York: Harper & Row. [This is an excerpt 
taken from perhaps the most famous work of the Annales School of history]. 

Hall M. (2004). "The Provincial Nature of George Perkins Marsh." p.191-204. In M Hall, ed., "The 
Nature of G. P. Marsh: Tradition and Historical Judgment," special issue of Environment and History 
10(2). [Suggests that Marsh's novel view of environmental damage, which blamed culture rather than 
nature, stemmed from his assumption that wilderness was beneficial rather than harmful]. 

Hall M. (2005). Earth Repair: A Transatlantic History of Environmental Restoration. Charlottesville: 
University of Virginia Press. [This book offers a fuller history of environmental restoration by relying on 
comparisons between restorative management in the United States and Italy]. 

Hall M., ed. (2010). Restoration and History: The Search for a Usable Environmental Past. London: 
Routledge. [A compendium of papers representing several disciplines about ways to identify proper 
inputs and outputs of restoration, while clarifying that restoration is an inherently historical activity that 
utilizes historical thinking, methods, and limits]. 

Hughes J.D. (1994). Pan’s Travail: Environmental Problems of the Ancient Greeks and Romans. p.169-
180. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press. [The only book-length treatment of classical 
environments and their management]. 

Janzen D. (1998). Gardenification of Wildland Nature and the Human Footprint, Science 279:5355 (27 
Feb), p.1312-3. [Short article about how restorationists act as gardeners of the wild]. 

Katz E. (1992). The Big Lie: Human Restoration of Nature, Research in Philosophy and Technology n. 
12, p.231-41. [Deems the pursuit of restoration as morally troubling because it offers the illusion that 



UNESCO – 
EOLS

S

SAMPLE
 C

HAPTERS

WORLD ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORY - History of Environmental Clean up and Restoration - Marcus Hall 

 

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) 

ecosystems can be recreated]. 

Kern K. (1992). Rehabilitation of Streams in South-west Germany. in: River Conservation and 
Management edited by Boon P.J., Calow P., Petts G.E. p.321-335. Chichester: John Wiley and Sons. 
[Details the pragmatic methods by which river courses can be rehabilitated]. 

Leopold A. (1949). Thinking Like a Mountain, in: A Sand County Almanac. New York: Oxford 
University Press. [A classic statement in a classic book by one of the leading U.S. voices of biocentric 
land management]. 

Lowenthal D. (1990). Awareness of Human Impacts: Changing Attitudes and Emphases. In The Earth as 
Transformed by Human Action: Global and Regional Changes in the Biosphere over the Past 300 Years, 
edited by Turner B.L. et al. p.121. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. [A survey of changing 
human attitudes about land management by a leading cultural geographer]. 

Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, edited by W.H.D., Heinemann, (1937) pp. 167-9. London: Rouse. [A 
classical statement about human understandings of the natural world]. 

Luken J. (1990). Directing Ecological Succession. London: Chapman and Hall. [Suggests that 
restorationists cannot directly recreate pristine systems, but instead must selectively favor certain natural 
processes]. 

MacCullum B.N. (1992). Mountain Restoration: Soil and Surface Wildlife Habitat, GeoJournal 27:1 
(May), p.23-46. [Focuses on the special challenges of restoring alpine systems]. 

Marsh G.P. (1864). Man and Nature; or, Physical geography as modified by human action. New York: 
Scribner. [This work is one of the West's conservation classics, being described as the 'fountainhead' of 
the conservation movement, and is frequently cited as an authoritative source in nineteenth-century 
debates over forest and water management. It was written while Marsh served as the U.S. ambassador to 
Italy]. 

McCune B., Allen T.F.H.. (1985). Will similar forests develop on similar sites?. Canadian Journal of 
Botany 63, p.367-376. [Demonstrates that two similar landscapes can produce strikingly dissimilar 
vegetation covers]. 

Nicolson M.H. (1959). Mountain Gloom and Mountain Glory: The Development of the Aesthetics of the 
Infinite. Ithaca: Cornell University Press; reprinted in (1977) Seattle: University of Washington Press. [A 
well-known intellectual history showing how Western attitudes toward mountains changed from gloom to 
glory between the 17th and 19th centuries]. 

Pickett S.T.A., White P.S. (1992). The New Paradigm in Ecology: Implications for conservation biology 
above the species level. in: Conservation Biology, edited by Fiedler P.L., Jain S. K., p.65-88. New York: 
Chapman and Hall. [Argues that ecological systems can no longer be viewed as traveling through 
predictable successional trajectories to create predictable climax states]. 

Plato on Eroded Attica, in: Wall D. (1994). Green History. pp. 36-7. London: Routledge. [Plato's best 
statement about the nature of damaged landscapes, which he suggests arise from human neglect rather 
than human abuse]. 

Reclus É. (1872). The Ocean Atmosphere and Life: A Descriptive History of the Phenomena of the Life of 
the Globe. trans. and edited by Keane A.H. (1887). pp. 490-4. London: J. S. Virtue. [A French 
intellectual, anarchist, and leading geographer, Reclus believed in the human ability to manipulate nature 
for good as well as evil]. 

Sarzi Braga G.G. (1982). Creazione di un Parco Naturale in un’Area Degradata, Genio Rurale n. 45, 
p.69-74. [Details how a nature preserve can be created from a degraded area]. 

Schiechtl H. (1973). Sicherheitsarbeiten im Landschaftsbau, Munich. trans. as Callway D.W. (1980). 
Bioengineering for Land Conservation. Edmonton, Canada: The University of Alberta Press. [A classic 
manual for civil engineers looking for guidance on how to control erosion and revegetate construction 
sites]. 

Sprugel D.G. (1991). Disturbance, Equilibrium, and Environmental Variability: What is ‘Natural’ 
Vegetation in a Changing Environment?. Biological Conservation 58, p.1-18. [Explores the difficulty of 



UNESCO – 
EOLS

S

SAMPLE
 C

HAPTERS

WORLD ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORY - History of Environmental Clean up and Restoration - Marcus Hall 

 

©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS) 

identifying natural conditions]. 

Tapsell M.S. (1995). River Restoration: What Are We Restoring To? A Case Study of the Ravensbourne 
River, London. Landscape Research 20:3, p.98-111. [Shows how public surveys can answer the question 
about identifying optimal natural states]. 

Teale E., in: Quinn M.L. (1992). Should All Degraded Landscapes Be Restored? A Look at the 
Appalachian Copper Basin, Land Degradation & Rehabilitation, n.3, p.115-34. [Suggests that 
degradation is a human construct, and can vary in severity according to observer]. 

Teale E., in: Thorson R., Harris S. (1991). How ‘Natural’ Are Inland Wetlands? An example from the 
Trail Wood Audubon Sanctuary in Connecticut, USA. Environmental Management 15:5, p.675-87. [This 
article demonstrates that human-created environments can appear to be completely natural]. 

Vasari Y. (1990). The Ecological Background of the Livelihood of Peasants in Kuusamo (NE Finland) 
During the Period (1670-1970). in: The Silent Countdown: Essays in European Environmental History, 
edited by Peter Brimblecombe and Christian Pfister, p.125-134. Berlin: Springer-Verlag. [Shows that 
seasonal wetlands can be crucial for perpetuating meadows in boreal forests]. 

Wali M.K., ed. (1992). Ecosystem Rehabilitation: Preamble to Sustainable Development. pp. 7-8. The 
Hague: SPB Academic Publishing. [A classic text on the theory and practice of rehabilitating damaged 
natural systems].  
 
Biographical Sketch 
 
Marcus Hall is Senior Lecturer of Environmental History at the University of Zurich. Before moving to 
Switzerland, he has held fellowships in Italy and the United States, and was Environmental Humanities 
Research Professor at the University of Utah. He is editor of Restoration and History: The Search for a 
Usable Environmental Past (2010), Nature and History in Modern Italy (2010, with Marco Armiero), 
and author of Earth Repair: A Transatlantic History of Environmental Restoration (2005), winner of the 
Downing Book Award from the Society of Architectural Historians. 


