
The Park Idea as Catalyst and Conscience

George B. Hartzog III

In the early years of the 21st century, the issues that face (and jeopardize) the world’s
parks and protected areas are enormous and urgent. Often they exceed the boundaries of the
parks and are beyond the conventional scope of park management—whether it be environ-
mental degradation and climate change, economic disparity and poverty, globalization and
ethnic strife, or terrorism and war. All of these—and more—affect parks, park administration,
park programs, and the park experience.

While the park as idea has helped to inspire visitation, promote patriotism, encourage
recreation, educate about nature and history, and instill a pride in democracy,1 now is the
time to place parks and protected areas as idea within the larger context of the great issues
which confront us. 

Indeed, this is a “kairos” moment in history and the park movement—“kairos” being the
ancient Greek term for a special moment which is ripe for action. As David Harmon has writ-
ten, “Events during the next few decades will determine whether we will cross over into a
fundamentally changed or diminished world.”2 The US National Park Service’s Second
Century Commission was prescient as it admonished that “an expanded national park idea
is first priority.” To do so, the park idea must be linked with the great ideas which form our
common life: the ideas we live by—liberty, justice and equality; the ideas by which we
judge—truth, goodness and beauty.3

As we come to a deeper understanding of these dimensions, it is then that the park idea
can be persuasive, compelling, and generative for a new century and its enormous challenges.
A new and more comprehensive understanding of the park idea can open new opportunities
for the establishment and management of parks, their stewardship, and ways by which to
serve persons and communities more effectively.

Toward a new definition and framework
The Organic Act of 1916 ordered the newly formed US National Park Service (USNPS) “to
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conserve the scenery and the natural and historical objects” and “to provide for the enjoy-
ment of the same in such manner as will leave them unimpaired for future generations.” Since
March 1, 1872, when the first national park was established, the park idea has continued to
change—from initially preserving natural wonders and historic sites to establishing cultural
parks and international biosphere reserves. 

It is recognized by many that the park idea is one of the finest contributions to world
culture. In moving toward a new definition and framework, may I suggest for your consider-
ation that parks are all of those natural, historical, cultural, and recreational places, sites and
areas owned and managed by governments (federal, tribal, state, regional, or municipal),
indigenous peoples, charitable organizations, private enterprise, or partnerships as well as
those managed by communities through traditional and customary means.4

Throughout the centuries, places set aside for special purposes, such as parks, have
evolved and expanded: from Nebuchadnezzar’s Hanging Gardens of Babylon to New York
City’s Central Park, from regional forest preserves to the Washington, D.C.’s National Mall
of monuments and museums, from Yellowstone National Park to amusement parks, from
backyards to international biosphere reserves. As national and international nomenclatures
now attest, parks are many different types and sizes (e.g., those of the US national park sys-
tem and the International Union for the Conservation of Nature’s protected area categories).

As disconcerting as it may seem to link Yellowstone with amusement parks5—or as
incongruous as it may seem to link natural, historical, recreational, sacred, and cultural
sites—this international and interrelated network of parks and protected areas serves as:

• Expressions of local, regional, tribal, and national self-understanding and the values of
a people;

• The “miner’s canary,” giving forewarning of the changes in the natural and human con-
dition; and,

• “Bridges” for mutual understanding among the world’s diverse communities.

Significantly, the world’s parks and protected areas share a common “language” that
gives expression to the diversity of identity and interest among the peoples of the world and,
also, expresses their shared heritage in the world community. As a whole, these parks and
protected areas are more than physical resources. They are a living, changing legacy —a cos-
morama—for exploring the dimensions essential for developing an ethic for personal and
corporate behavior.6

The centennial of the US National Park Service offers an opportunity to reassess the
meaning of parks and their significance for society. Indeed, the challenge of a threatened bio -
sphere, growing economic disparity, the degradation of cultural landscapes and historic
sites, the disappearance of flora and fauna and the world’s languages, the pandemics of
human illness and hunger, political upheaval, widespread corruption, and unprecedented
immigration make vivid the urgency posed to conscience. Amid these “sea-changes,” are
parks and protected areas relevant to the human experience and the quality of life? Does the
park experience provide only a transitory escape and respite, or is the park experience re-cre-
ative, personally and collectively, for humankind?



I suggest that the park, parks as a whole, and the park experience can only be under-
stood fully in the context of feeding the hungry, housing the homeless, restoring the land,
releasing the oppressed, and caring for the ill and the aged and the young. As Freeman
Tilden, the preeminent park interpreter wrote, parks are about the question, “Who am I?”
In a very real way, parks and the park experience are mandated to be a strategic fulcrum for
re-creating a quality of life for all humankind and the Creation.

To do so, a meaningful and sustained discourse of the park idea with the great ideas of
our common life—liberty, justice and equality; truth, goodness and beauty—and the interface
with the pressing and urgent issues of society must take place. It is then that an expanded
park idea can be developed, which, in turn, can provide our several vocations—park profes-
sionals, educators and researchers, public activists, policy leaders—with new vistas for effec-
tive management, stewardship, and relevance.

The park idea in practice and the common good
During the last several years, scholarly treatises have been developed about the relationship
of research and management, rethinking nature, the role of conservation, reassessing history,
civic engagement, and understanding the values (both tangible and intangible) of parks.7

These efforts have made significant contributions to the park movement. An expanded park
idea can be a part of this renaissance. To illustrate, I offer the following suggestions using one
of the six foundational ideas: justice.

In the United States, our common creed is “liberty and justice for all” and it is fitting to
begin with the idea of justice in order to expand the park idea. One of the most visited parks,
the Statue of Liberty in New York City’s harbor, gives eloquent testimony to three interrelat-
ed philosophical–ethical concepts: liberty, justice, and equality.

Naturally, when we remember the Statue of Liberty, our thoughts turn to liberty and all
that that has meant and still means for our nation and the peoples of the world as well as for
each one of us. The Statue of Liberty, as a literal landmark of welcome to millions of immi-
grants, also speaks of the idea of equality and the promise of equal opportunity. Yet, this
internationally recognized symbol of freedom and democracy is, also, about justice. 

In recognition of the friendship established during the American Revolution, “Liberty
Enlightening the World” was a centennial gift to the United States from France. However, the
United States, in order to receive and display the gift, was to build the pedestal upon which
“Liberty” was to stand. For months, the United States had difficulty in deciding upon the
design of the pedestal and even more difficulty in raising sufficient funds to build it—and
“Liberty,” in pieces, sat in the shipping crates on the dock. With fundraising efforts stalled,
Joseph Pulitzer, publisher of The World, decided to use his newspaper to push Americans to
donate. A sonnet was written in 1883 as a donation to an auction of art and literary works
that, then, raised the money to build the pedestal. “Liberty” was assembled and finally erect-
ed. The poem, entitled “The New Colossus,” was written by a young Jewish immigrant,
Emma Lazarus. In 1903, the final lines of the poem were inscribed on a bronze plaque and
placed inside the pedestal. 
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“Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp,” cries she
With silent lips. “Give me your tired, your poor,
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.
Send these, the tempest-tost to me,
I lift my lamp beside the golden door.”

Justice in its most ancient understanding, that of the Sophists of ancient Greece, was
obedience to the law. Plato and Aristotle qualified that understanding because a more pow-
erful people could impose their law and customs upon another people. Thus, they said jus-
tice is served when there is also non-interference. While obedience to law and non-interfer-
ence have been predominant, the Judeo-Christian tradition has understood justice to be the
care of the least and most vulnerable, e.g., the widow, the orphan, those in want, the newcom-
er, the refugee. This Judeo-Christian tradition of justice has deep similarities in the
Gandhian and Hindu tradition, Antyodaya (the well-being of the poorest individual) is the
pathway to Sarvodaya (the welfare of the entire human society). Today, we starkly realize,
whether in our cities or among nations, injustice anywhere is a threat to liberty everywhere.
Indeed, liberty, justice, and equality are inextricably linked and, if separated, their individual
meanings and their moral imperative are severely misunderstood and diminished.

Profoundly, the very foundation of liberty is always justice. Like the original pedestal of
the Statue of Liberty, justice is, at times, difficult to design and often there is deep resistance
to invest in its construction. But justice is the hallmark of a people and a civilization. Justice
is linked with participation—the aspiration and access of all peoples as well as all the crea-
tures and elements of the Creation. Justice, as one of six foundational ideas, can expand the
park idea. 

At times, assuredly, it will be difficult to design, to build, and to implement such an
expanded park idea as a part of a 21st-century park movement. Yet, in our intensely inter-
connective world, liberty, justice, and equality as well as the other great ideas—truth, good-
ness, and beauty—have taken on a new urgency. With an expanded park idea, park manage-
ment and programs as well as the park experience can become more deeply fulfilling, gener-
ative, compelling, and persuasive as we move into a new century. 

To continue the illustration, I will pair three critical functions—management, steward-
ship, and relevance—with justice. (One can continue to expand the park idea by pairing,
again, these functions with all the great ideas—the ones we live by and the ones by which we
judge.)

Management and justice
Most recently, the National Parks Conservation Association (NPCA) in partnership with
USNPS has convened a consortium of universities to provide leadership development pro-
grams called “Leadership for Public Lands and Cultural Heritage.” This effort takes its place
in a long-standing tradition of management consulting, leadership development, and organi-
zational effectiveness programs with public, private, and non-profit institutions.



In 1914, upon graduating from Northwestern University (Chicago), Edwin G. Booz
began to develop an idea that organizations could be more successful if they could call upon
someone outside their own organization for expert, impartial advice. His theory, new at the
time, evolved into a new firm and a new profession: management consulting. During the 20th
century, the firm Booz, Allen and Hamilton became the leading provider of management
consulting services to the US government with services in human capital, operational
improvement, communication and information technology, organizational change efforts,
and program innovation.8

Building upon this success, on May 9, 1968, President Lyndon B. Johnson opened the
Federal Executive Institute (FEI) to improve the quality of government and better serve the
American people. The first director of the FEI was Frank P. Sherwood, professor of public
administration at the University of Southern California. Among the FEI’s initial participat-
ing agencies was the US National Park Service. Since that time, other efforts also have been
created such as the Washington, D.C.-based Center for Government Leadership. Its Leader -
ship for Public Service programs connect experts from America’s top corporations with fed-
eral leaders to confront government’s key management challenges on an operational level.9

Within this tradition, the new NPCA–NPS leadership program offers courses and cer-
tificates in a variety of areas for park and conservation leaders. It is guided by the NPCA Cen -
ter for Park Management Advisory Council10 and the program’s faculty comprises faculty
members of six universities with expertise in park and public administration. The program’s
overall purpose is “to produce park, public land management, cultural resources manage-
ment, and conservation leaders who are forward-thinking, proactive, and strategic with a
keen ability to think holistically about the challenges facing their organizations in an increas-
ingly interconnected world of the 21st century.”11

With this purpose in mind, what would happen if one thought more expansively using
the concept of justice? For instance, what would happen if the faculty of this new initiative
were multidisciplinary and multicultural? Sometimes, as in the case of parks and public
lands, it is easy to focus, as qualifications for teaching and program design, on faculty whose
experience and expertise are only in administration and/or parks. What would happen if the
faculty of this consortium effort included other disciplines, such as urban studies, anthropol-
ogy, critical theory, etc.? What would happen if the advisory council and the faculty includ-
ed a school teacher from Harlem or a migrant worker from California or a Native American
from Wisconsin or a young person from Cincinnati? Perhaps, then, the questions of rele-
vance and effectiveness and leadership for parks would take on new meaning, significance,
and a much-needed depth.12

Stewardship and justice
In the 1960s, USNPS, along with the National Education Association and the Association
of Classroom Teachers, developed the first environmental education program. This is when
the word “environment” was not yet in the everyday lexicon. Today, the word is most readi-
ly associated with the natural world. However, the original and more complete understand-
ing of “environment” included both natural and cultural dimensions. The original NEED
(National Environmental Education Development program)13 included all the academic dis-
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ciplines and USNPS designated certain natural and historical areas as special NEED sites.
These parks were like “prisms” used to refract the newly developed “five-strand” interdisci-
plinary pedagogy. But the real focus of NEED was to help students understand the environ-
ment through understanding their neighborhood in all of its natural/”built,” social, histori-
cal, economic, and ethnic complexities—for this constitutes “environment” in its compre-
hensive definition. The motto of the program was:

There is one web of life.
You are a part of it.
The web is in trouble.
And you can do something about it.

Today, elementary and secondary environmental education principally consists of sci-
ence-based programs14 and often national parks are used as outdoor classrooms and labora-
tories. At times, the programs include stewardship activities such as restoring natural habi-
tats in national parks or local communities—and these are important contributions to educa-
tion and parks. However, expanding the role of parks and its education mission through the
concept of justice, again, could make parks more relevant and compelling (as well as build
important community and political support). 

For instance, what if young people from St. Louis traveled to Diamond Grove, Missouri,
the birthplace of George Washington Carver, and Tuskegee University (Alabama), the place
where he taught.15 George Washington Carver, born in obscurity as a slave, became one of
the world’s most renowned scientists. With the small peanut, Carver developed new prod-
ucts and nutritious foods, bringing new hope to people and lifting the South from over-
whelming poverty to a new quality of life.16 With head and heart and hand—and the small
peanut—Carver changed the course of history! 

What would happen if USNPS and the National Park Foundation, in the spirit of the
original NEED program, enlarged their focus to partner with a school in St. Louis, with the
teachers and the young people and neighborhood residents? In their conversations and
assessment of the neighborhood,17 they, perhaps, would discern, among the many needs, the
pressing priority was for healthy, affordable food—and jobs. Subsequently, UNSPS person-
nel, retirees,18 and volunteers, working alongside the teachers and students and residents,
could create a “George Washington Carver Community Garden” to grow nutritious food for
the neighborhood residents as well as supply local grocery stores, restaurants, and schools
with affordable, fresh foods. They could even teach new culinary arts and/or build a farmer’s
market. Working with the neighborhood in such a manner could create, over the long term,
healthier family lifestyles and school lunches and, perhaps, new jobs for the unemployed.
Linking parks and the park experience with this form of community development is using
justice to enlarge the park idea and make the park experience have new relevance for persons
who might never have an opportunity nor an interest to visit a national park.

Naturally, efforts like the suggested St. Louis initiative would necessitate that park and
foundation personnel to have knowledge about community organizing and economic devel-
opment. What if USNPS or a foundation partnered with universities to restructure present



park administration programs? Presently, many university programs are structured, from the
early years of the park movement, within departments organized around recreation and
tourism. Today, the issues facing parks require knowledge of many fields, e.g., anthropology,
economics, education, history and cultural studies, psychology, sociology, jurisprudence,
communication and information technology, the natural sciences and the humanities, etc. An
expanded park idea could be a catalyst to re-tool universities to broaden their curriculum in
order to diversify leadership specialties and equip future park leaders for the challenges of
the 21st century. 

Relevance and justice
Lastly, along these lines of justice and relevance, an expanded park idea has the potential to
address conceptually some of the most pressing needs of society and parks which, then,
would have implications for public policy, park priorities, and programs—thus, setting a new
agenda and direction for society and for parks. One such issue is poverty and the growing
economic disparity within and among communities and nations. Poverty (and its twin, glob-
al warming), are overwhelming issues facing the human family—and the press of both is jeop-
ardizing the integrity of parks, particularly poverty in the Third World and economic devel-
opment/global warming worldwide. 

In the 1950s, Freeman Tilden wrote about the linkage between ecology and economics
(both rooted in the Latin word, oikos, meaning “household management”) —a truth, he said,
we reluctantly acknowledge or dismiss at our peril.19 Should not poverty and its effects20 on
parks, park programs, and park policy warrant attention as a comprehensive research proj-
ect within the park movement and its cooperating agencies and universities? Like the Leo -
pold Report, such a research project should be comprehensive, interdisciplinary, and inter-
agency in its scope. 

The Leopold Report, officially known as “Wildlife Management in the National Parks,”
was a series of recommendations presented to United States Secretary of Interior Stewart
Udall in 1963. It was named for the advisory board chair and principal author, zoologist and
conservationist A. Starker Leopold. The Leopold Report became the basis for “science-
based” management by the US National Park Service; it was the first plan to manage park vis-
itors and ecosystems under unified principles. The report was reprinted in several publica-
tions and had far-reaching effects beyond national parks. (A. Starker Leopold was the son of
Aldo Leopold, noted scientist and professor at the University of Wisconsin who was influ-
ential in the modern development of environmental ethics; cf. “the land ethic” in A Sand
County Almanac, 1949.) 

Presently, the secretary of the interior’s Advisory Board on National Parks, with the lead
of the US National Park Service, is reexamining the original Leopold Report in terms of cli-
mate change and its affect on national parks and their management. An expanded park idea
would direct this effort to include the whole cluster of issues related to climate change, such
as poverty and economics. An expanded park idea could be a catalyst to implement a broad
research effort regarding climate change/poverty, economics, and parks—and engaging sev-
eral universities, cooperative ecosystem study units, other park agencies, and related organi-
zations to address the philosophical–ethical, cultural, scientific, political, and governance
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aspects. Utilizing some preliminary works by Elinor Ostrom, Jane Jacobs, William R. Lowry,
Paul Shackel, Peter Harnik, and David N. Cole and Laurie Yung,21 for example, such an
effort could build upon the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Develop -
ment (UNCED) and its subsequent studies and work, e.g., Convention on Biological Diver -
sity, Framework Convention on Climate Change, Kyoto Protocol, Declaration on the Rights
of Indigenous Peoples, etc. As widely acknowledged, climate change can only be understood
and effectively addressed when poverty, economics, ethnic traditions, and ethics become
integral to the discussion and decision-making. This is all the more true regarding parks and
protected areas.22

Conclusion
As many know, the great devotion of my father (George B. Hartzog, Jr., USNPS Director
1964–1973) was to the parks and park people. But many do not know his first calling was to
the Methodist ministry. His favorite sermon subject was the prophet Amos, a busy layman, a
farmer, who took time for God. This calling informed my father’s character and inspired the
priorities of his park administration that became so generative and creative.23

Perhaps the reason the prophet Amos was an inspiration to my father was that his own
youthful years, spent in South Carolina, were during the Great Depression when his family
lost their farm—an experience that indelibly etched his character and shaped his vision for a
greater society and the ultimate purpose of parks. As he took the pulpit at age 16, he read the
Scripture to the people:

Be prepared to meet your God … for I take no delight
in your assemblies and offerings of well-being,

but let justice roll down like waters
and righteousness like an everflowing stream.

For it is then I will restore the fortunes of my people
and they shall rebuild their ruined cities and flourish

in the land I gave them, says the Lord.
— Amos, ch. 6–9

I am sure, today, he would remind us: The great moral, ethical, and philosophical issues
of our day and their relation to parks form the raison d’être of the park movement. Woe unto
us, as Amos proclaimed, if we forget the grave injustice in social dealings, the abhorrent
immorality in the public and private spheres, and rely on shallow, meaningless piety, military
might, or economic superiority. If parks are to be relevant, if parks are to maintain their
integrity, the park movement must come to terms with the most critical issues facing our
common life. It is with such an expanded park idea as catalyst and conscience that the park
movement will have a lasting impact and eternal significance.
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