THE NATIONAL PARKS:
A Forum on the “Worthless Lands’ Thesis
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NATIONAL PARKS: WORTHLESS LANDS
OR COMPETING LAND VALUES?

by Richard W. Sellars

Editors’ Note

When Richard W. Sellars submitted his critique of Alfred
Runte’s “worthless lands’’ thesis to JFH, we agreed to publish
it with the understanding that Runte would be invited to
respond in print and that both statements would be the basis
Sor comment by three scholars well known for their study and
appreciation of the national parks and their history. Hence, we
present a kind of forum on Runte’s “worthless lands’’ thesis;
readers arve invited to respond to any or all of the statements
with succinct letters that may be considered for publication in
a future issue.

can Experience (University of Nebraska Press,

1979), describes the evolution of the national

park idea. It discusses the various influences on the

early concept of public parks, the efforts to get the

park system on a firm political footing, the change

from preserving only monumental scenery to pre-

serving entire ecological systems, and the more

recent struggles over development versus preserva-
tion of parks or proposed park lands.

Of the several themes discussed, we are concerned
here with the idea that national parks are comprised
of “worthless lands”’—that is, lands without eco-
nomic value. The author claims that scenic lands
can be set aside as parks only if they are otherwise
worthless, and they continue as parks chiefly
because of their worthlessness. This idea, earlier
presented in article form in the Journal of Forest
History (April 1977), appears in detail in National
Parks, particularly in chapters 3 and 4. As early as
the preface, Runte states that “today the reserves
are not allowed to interfere with the material
progress of the nation” (p. xii). And throughout the
book he reiterates the theme:

There evolved in Congress a firm (if unwritten) policy

that only “worthless’ lands might be set aside as

national parks (p. 48).

q lIfred Runte’s book, National Parks: The Ameri-

But although Americans as a whole admit to the
“beauty’ of the national parks, rarely have percep-
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tions based on emotion overcome the urge to acquire
wealth (p. 49).

No qualification outweighed the precedent of “‘use-
less’’ scenery; only where scenic nationalism did not
conflict with materialism could the national park idea
further expand (p. 65).

In the quest for total preservation, no less than the

retention of significant natural wonders, the worth-

lessness of the area in question was still the only

guarantee of effecting a successful outcome (p. 109).
And in the book’s epilogue:

As for the United States, . . . national parks must
appear worthless, and remain worthless, to survive
(p. 183).

The many difficulties with this theory stem
chiefly from two fundamental definitional problems:
(1) Runte defines, or uses, the term national parks in
the most narrow construction possible; and (2) he
severely limits the definition of worthless lands.
These narrow definitions exclude many park areas
as well as a number of economic factors, which,
when considered, directly contradict the notion of
parks as worthless lands.

National Parks Narrowly Defined

The national park system is much more varied and
extensive than Runte would have us believe. The
author indeed limits his discussion of worthless
lands to those units that had, or were eventually to
have, actual national park designation. Today about
15 percent of the total number of units in the system
fall under such designation; about 13 percent were so
designated when Runte’s book was written. This
narrow focus—bound by the Park Service’s confus-
ing nomenclature—is presented as representative of
the “American experience” with national parks. It
ignores the broader composition and history of the
system’s evolution and therefore distorts the case for
parks as worthless lands.

In fact, the National Park Service Act of 1916
provided that the new agency administer what had
already become in effect a system of parks, which






