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To many of the members of this Conference, it may seem a bit odd 
that a rural sociologist should appear on the program. Indeed I have 
sometimes been asked what a social scientist has to do with growing trees. 
My answer to th.at question is that both you and I know that forestry to
day consists of something more than merely growing trees. In addition 
to growing them, it is necessary to protect the trees, not only from Nature, 
but from the public-from the people who use the forests for recreation 
and other purposes, ~nd from the people who live in or near them. And 
therein lies a series of problems in human relations. The very question, 
itself, is indicative of the ignorance of the general public about the nature 
of modern forestry. 

I have been asked to discuss the social aspects of fire protection, but 
I should like to consider that subject as part of a larger whole, or complex, 
namely, forest conservation. And, I should like to approach this larger 
question from a cultural,2 and a human behavior point of view; because, 
insofar as the general public is involved, the problem is a cultural one. 

The Conservation movement in the United States is now about 50 
years old, but to date it has not been very successful, and never popular .. 
The immediate reason is that it has not been a "grass roots" movement. 
Rather, it has stemmed from the scientific intelligentsia-the experts and 
government ~mployees. At no time, generally speaking, has the man on 
the street, in the village, and on the farm been aware of a compelling need 
to conserve natural resources, including the forests. Perhaps the ~erm, 
"conservation," itself, has been a deterrent since it implies hoarding. 
Americans have been good spenders, but poor hoarders. 

Another difficulty in the case of forestry may be the very complexity 
of the conservation concept, making it difficult for the general public to 
grasp its essential features with clarity. The concept is simple when ap-

1 Address delivered before the Missouri Forestry Conference, Columbia, February 
15-16, 1951. 

• Culture may be regarded here as referring to ideas, attitudes,. opinionS and 
SCXlially conditioned behavior. 
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plied to minerals. The mineral is there, as provided by Nature, in limited 
supply. The supply cannot be increased, nor will it deteriorate with time. 
The only problem is the rate at which it shall be used. 

But it is not so with timber. If possible, the trees must be protected 
from diseases, from Nature-caused and man-caused fires, and yet when 
trees mature they must be harvested so as not to destroy the young stock. 
Further, new trees must be planted and cut-over areas must be restored to 
forest in order to prevent excessive erosion and to reduce floods. Thus, 
the concept of trees as a "crop," simple though it may be to the expert 
in this field, represents a complex of ideas and behavior patterns that the 
public grasps only slowly, if at all. It reminds one of the buck and doe 
problem in wild life conservation. It goes about as follows: 

In the course of several years, as a result of considerable effort and 
expense, the hunting public is convinced that does must not be killed if 
the deer population is to be maintained. But, in the course of some years 
thereafter, saving the does serves to increase the deer population to the 
point where it is desirable to reduce the total number lest a severe winter 
starve large numbers of them. Accordingly the word goes out that does 
are to be taken also. Immediately the public objects. Have the people 
not learned that doe conservation is necessary if the deer supply is to be 
maintained? And, who says there are too many deer anyhow? 

So, it takes several years of educational work,supplemented with 
deer counts and pictures of starved animals, to recondition the hunting 
public to kill does. But by that time Nature and man together have con
trived to reduce the deer population to the point where it is again advis
able to spare the does, and the educationa.l process must begin all over 
again. 

The public is difficult to educate. It is still more difficult to re-edu
cate. Those who would promote forest conservation are faced with the 
problem of re-educating the American public, because the traditional 
habits and attitudes of the American people have been definitely in oppo
sition to such conservation. 

~The explanation of the American attitude of indifference, or opposi
tion, to forest conservation must be sought in the history of land settle
ment and resource development in the United States. This country was 
settled chiefly by farmers, and by people who wanted to farm. In 1790, 
when the first federal census was taken, over 90 per cent of all gainful 
workers were employed in agriculture. Moreover, these people were 
convinced that the resources of this country were inexhaustible. They 
also believed, with the laissez faire economists, that the public good was 
served best by everyone serving his own interest; and they believed with 
Herbert Spencer that the best government is the least government. These 
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attitudes and beliefs set the pattern for the most astounding and destruc
tive exploitation of natural resources that the world has ever seen. 

But, while the traditional attitude of the American public is, to say 
the least, one of indifference toward forest conservation, some variation 
in this attitude may be distinguished as one moves from group to group. 
For example, the typical attitude of the farmer may be characterized about 
as follows: trees stand in the way of farming. All good arable land should 
be farmed, and therefore forest trees should be limited to waste land, or at 
most to non-crop land. Some trees are needed for firewood, for fencing 
materials, for repairs, as a shade for cattle, and for a habitat for squirrel 
and coon. Some good sized trees may even be needed for building ma
terials, but in the main, lumber will be bought rather than cut. He has 
little or no conception of timber as a crop, and never figures timber in 
his income except in terms of fuel used from the woodlot. He does not 
calculate the inventory value of timber growing on the "back forty," nor 
does he estimate the value of its annual growth. Most of those who do 
clearly grasp the value of a good stand of timber do not attempt to aug
ment what they have because of the length of the waiting period. The 
American farmer is not yet in the mood to do much building for the next 
generation. Mter all, his son may not wish to farm, or if he does, he may 
want to begin on someone else's farm. 

And so, the farmer pays little attention to a fire in the timber except 
as it endangers buildings, fences, livestock and people. It's just a fire in 
the woods and can do little harm. It will destroy ticks and varmints, 
clear out the underbrush and make the grass grow greener afterward. 

Somewhat in contrast is the attitude of the non-farmer, urban group 
of people who make occasional trips to forest areas. These people are 
commonly both ignorant of the significance of the forests they visit and 
indifferent to their welfare. To them the forest is a place to go-to hunt, 
to fish, to camp out, to hike with camera and bird glasses. It's a place 
where one gets wood ticks, poison ivy, mosquito bites and other annoying 
acquisitions. These people are thoroughly habituated to life in modern 
houses and on city sidewalks, and they go into the timber with their habits 
in good working order. They light their pipes and cigarettes, toss aside 
lighted matches and cigarette stubs wherever they may be, empty their 
pipes, start campfires and leave them burning. They have no vested inter
est in the timber; why should they be concerned about a little fire unless 
the smoke annoys them or unless the fire may, perchance, endanger them 
getting out.s These people like to climb the fire tower, view the land-

• They remind one of the renter who rents a furnished dwelling and proceeds to 
destroy the furnishings. Charging a higher rent only causes him to make the de$truc
tion more complete. It is the sense of responsibility that is lacking. 
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scape and watch the ranger triangulate an area. But they feel no respon
sibility for the problem he faces; only admiration for the skill of an expert. 

I might go on in this manner delineating the approximate attitudes of 
the various groups of people who come in contact with the forests. But 
perhaps I have gone far enough to make my point, namely, that we must 
face the fact that no major segment of the American public now regards 
the forest as essential to their survival and welfare, except the lumbermen 
and .their business is to cut timber rather than to grow and protect 
trees. Their attitudes are essentially destructive rather than creative, so 
far as the fo~est is concerned.4 Barring the conservation experts, and the 
nature lovers who want no trees cut, no group rises up to defend the for
est and fight consistently and effectively for their permanent development 
and sensible use. The forest fire problem is a part of this historic cultural 
complex and cannot be fully understood apart from it. 

The People Must Be Made Responsible 
All peoples, whether their system of social organization be simple 

or complex, possess certain behavior compulsives which are called mores. 
These mores consist of inflexible rules of behavior concerning certain 
things which are thought to be essential to their survival, or welfare. 
They are not primarily statutory laws enforced by police power, although 
many statutory laws are based upon them. Rather they are informal, 
unwritten laws which have come to possess the force of custom. They are 
enforced by the people and form the basis of the "common law." Chil
dren are brought up to obey and respect these mores and, hence, everyone 
in the society becomes a "policeman," checking and reporting on all of 
his associates and members of his group to see that the mores are obeyed. 
Violators are summarily and severely punished. 

Among preliterate peoples, who possess a relatively Siimple social or
ganization, a high proportion of all rules of behavior fall in this class of 
traditional mores. In our society, however, the intellectual sophistication 

. that has come from mobility, from secular education, and from the cult of 
science, has effectively dissipated our earlier faith in the traditional mores, 
and has gradually generated an attitude of contempt for the older beliefs 
not thoroughly verified by science. Yet fragments still remain. The age
old rule that brother and sister may not marry is still enforced with a high 
degree of effectiveness without benefit of the police. Every child is so 
schooled as he grows up, by his parents, playmates and teachers, that he 
does not even consider marrying a brother or sister. Violations of the 
rule are rare. 

• The fact that a few of them are now gradually getting interested in rebuilding 
the forests they lay waste, only serves, to highlight the truth of my statement. 
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With respect to natural resources, whatever behavior compulsives 
toward conservation our European forefathers may have had, were lost 
in the course of their migration from Europe and settlement in this land 
of abundant resources. Generation after generation, knowing no such 
compulsives toward conservation, has become thoroughly accustomed to 
wasteful exploitation of resources in the belief that, if and when exhaus
tion occurs, science will find a way to save us. It is with this persistent 
social and psychological barrier that the ardent conservationist must deal. 
But how? 

Protecting the forest and promoting forest conservation by police 
methods will not do. The paid policeman is effective only when he knows , 
that the people stand by him and support his action. Lack of public sup-
port eventually ends in police corruption. In forest protection, as else
where, police protection is necessary, but it exists to control the minority, 
the occasional laggard and offender, never the majority. When majorities 
revolt, police become impotent. 

It is clear to the social scientist, therefore, that the general problem 
is that of changing the attitudes of our people who come in contact with, 
or who hold influence over, soU and forest resources. This is by no means 
a simple task. Results come slowly, and only with the expenditure of 
much carefully planned effort, but the alternative is to wait for the grind
ing necessity and disillusion that comes with resource exhaustion. For
tunately, enough has already been dene so that we may glimpse the possi
bilities of the educational approach. 

The mere we know about human behavior and the attitudes behind it, 
the more we realize that attitudes hold the key to the situation. But it 
also becomes apparent that basic attitudes are not easily changed. Atti
tudes can, and do, change, but in the main such change apparently comes 
as a result of a deeply significant experience in the life of the person con
cerned. That is why so much propaganda and so-called educatienalma
terial is .of neconsequencej it produces no transferming experience in the 
life of the people exposed te it. 

But although the general problem is clearly that of cenverting the 
destructive and n;.different attitudes of those peeple who come in centact 
with the forests te attitudes mere favorable to forest conservation, it must 
not be supposed that in its details the problem is everywhere the same. 
Actually, the specific nature of the problem varies from area to area, and 
from group to group within the same area. In the highly explosive conifer 
areas, the lumber supperted villages know that their existence depends 
upen the ferest; that, if the forest is consumed in .one .of these disastrous 
drought-season burns, the village will be consumed with it. The people 
are ferest censcieus and everyene is· taught te be careful. In such places, 
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the problem tends to be one of preventing accidental fires, controlling a 
few incendiarists, and the development of orderly plans and techniques 
for harvesting the timber so that the forest resources will sustain the vil
lage indefinitely. 

It is not so in the hardwood areas, however. Here, the people are 
much less fearful of forest fires, for hardwoods burn slower than conifers 
and are much less explosive. They may fail to report important fires, and 
may even have some part in starting them. Open hardwood forests, 
usually on land not fitted for cropping, are commonly used for pasturing 
livestock. In such areas, brush, the enemy of grass, may customarily be 
held in check by means of an annual burn. Such folk practices, long 
established, are difficult to curb; they persist as a source of antagonism. 

Also, here as elsewhere, situations arising out of social change, and 
changes in social policies, may become a source of local antagonism. Dis
satisfaction with governmental policies with respect to reforestation, or 
misunderstanding of same, may bring active opposition. Enclosure of 
open ranges, or the sudden stoppage of timber cutting without permission 
on public lands, may be regarded locally as in opposition to the best in
terests of the people. With little fear from fire damage, such conflicts be
tween custom and ideology may sometimes manifest themselves in 
incendiarism. 5 

So we may distinguish different groups who burn the woods, and they 
may be classified different. ways. One classification shows three major 
groups: (1) People who live in the. forest and are closely identified 
with it. This relatively small group is likely to be most sensitive to forest 
welfare. (2) Farmers who live nearby the forest. These people have 
little respect for the forest and are commonly indifferent to its bene
fits. (3) People outside forest areas, chiefly townspeople, who come 
to the forest for recreation and diversion. They are mostly ignorant and 
thoughtless as far as forest welfare is concerned. 

Another classification based on motivation gives us (1) Deliberate 
woods burners. These people deliberately set fires for one reason or an
other, as indicated above. Common motives are vengeance, diversion, and 
amusement, and to kill varmints. (2) Accidental burners. These people 
have no deliberate intent, they are merely careless with fire. They let a 
trash fire get out of control, they neglect to put out a campfire, they 
thoughtlessly throw down a lighted match. 

Other classifications are possible, and would be feasible if we had 
more complete statistics on forest fires. If we knew more about the indi-

• cf. Kaufman, Harold F., "A Psycho-Social Study of the Cause and Prevention 
of Forest Fires in the Clark National Forest," in Man-Caused Forest Fires, Edited by 
John:e. Shea, U. S. Forest Service,1939. 
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viduals who start fires, where they come from, what their habits of life 
and work are, what they were doing when they started the fire, and just 
how they started the blaze, it would help greatly in distinguishing those 
groups and segments of society that harbor the chief offenders. Educa
tional programs could then be made more specific. However, such statis
tics, if not impossible, are extremely difficult to obtain. 

What To Do 
Time and social change are admittedly the supreme factors in chang

ing the attitudes and values of men. Here, however, we are concerned 
with the development of man-made programs that will not only shorten the 
time factor but will with some degree of certainty produce attitudes more 
favorable to forest conservation. Only a few of those that appear most 
promising can be listed here, but they may serve to suggest many others to 
the reader.6 
I. Suggestions relating to mass education. 

1. Test all posters, movies, etc., before releasing them to see that 
they produce the desired effect. The devastating results of a 
fire are no doubt more effective for this purpose than a picture of 
the fire itself. 

2. Stress action, things to do, rather than merely ideas. 
3. Don't overload the subject matter. Attempt to convey only one 

idea at a time. 
4. Vary educational materials for different areas and groups in terms 

of their particular interests and problems. 
5. Prepare special materials for the public schools. These should 

embody art, dramatics, geography and social studies. 
6. Give wide publicity to forest fires and link them with national 

defense. 
7. Stimulate local "grass roots" movements adapted to the area, such 

as the "Keep Oregon Green" movement. 
8. Promote Youth clubs in forestry and nature study similar to the 

4~H Clubs. 
9. Search out the local leaders in strategic and dangerous areas, and 

hold short courses for them; not in fire fighting, but in the mean
ingand value of the forest to them and their neighbors. 

10. Give particular attention to cultivating and educating sportsmen's 
groups. Their magazines are effective; use them. 

• The suggestions given here are not original with me. Most of them were de
veloped by the National Advisory Council on Human Relations (a creation of the 
American Association for Advancement of Science) in conference with the personnel 
of the U. S. Forest Service during the years, 1939-45. As a member of the Council 
during that time, I served as its Secretary. 



8 MISSOURI AGRICULTURAL EXPERIMENT STATION 

11. Join hands with the Agricultural Extension Service and develop 
effective programs of farm forestry. It will payoff. 

II. Suggestions relating to the forest service personnel and to research. 
1. Induct a limited number of trained social scientists into the U. S. 

Forest Service at both the national and regional levels. Provide 
for research in human relations with respect to forestry and the 
use of forest areas. 

2. Make studies of human behavior in forest areas, and of the inci
dence of man-caused forest fires, particularly in troublesome 
places. Make studies in areas where marked change for better 
or worse has occurred with a view to c;letermining what has ef
fected the change. 

3. Introduce more social science into the training of foresters, both 
as a part of the curricula in the Schools of Forestry, and by means 
of short courses for field personnel. 
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