Green as a Shade of Blue

political Rhetoric, the Democratic Party, and the Early
Fnoironmental Movement in the Upper Midwest

CAMDEN BURD

In 1963, Gaylord Nelson arrived in Washington, DC, with a goal to make
em'immnental concerns a cornerstone of the Democratic Party. The young
senator had made environmental legislation a key feature of his politi-
cal career in Wisconsin and intended to turn his local successes into na-
tional ones. So when President John F. Kennedy prepared to embark on
1 nationwide conservation tour in 1963, Nelson urged him to emphasize
the environmental issues that faced the nation. He believed the president
needed to “make a nation-wide appeal for the preservation of our vital
resources,” because as Nelson saw it, this was “America’s last chance.”
He urged Kennedy to stress the need to protect waterways, conserve re-
sources, and legislate against hazardous pollutions that affected wildlife
and human health. The Wisconsin senator considered these issues both
incredibly important and politically popular. “ Americans in all walks of
life are interested in natural resources,” he wrote to the president. “It cuts
across political party lines, economic classes and geographical barriers.”
“This is a political issue to be settled at the political level.” The Midwest-
ern politician’s message to the president was simple: it was time for the
Democratic Party to embrace the modern environmental movement.'
Nelson'’s insistence to the president signaled the rising concern for en-
vironmental issues in the early 1960s. The modern environmental move-
ment developed slowly during the 19408 and 1950s, a period of postwar
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industrialization and economic development that dramatically Chdng(.
the American landscape, The effects of suburban sprawl and Unpmq
edented material consumption inspired a wave of disparate c()mrmmi“:j
to advocate for the creation of suburban and urban parks, the rt’iilllati(,:
' d Con
servation practices. The publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent SP””X in
1962 served as a catalyzing force for the movement as it brought attenti,,
to the harmful effects of pesticides, in particular dichl()rodiphenyltrich]()_
roethane (DDT), on larger ecological systems. Removing the veneg, of
scientific jargon from her text, Carson presented a clear moral argumen,
against the indiscriminate use of DDT, which had boomed in post-Wy;
America. The book resonated with Americans, and onlookers began b
question the use of a variety of chemicals—not just DDT. The threat ap-
peared to be everywhere. Exhaust from cars and power plants, oj] spills,
laundry detergents, hazardous working environments—the hallmarks of
industrial society—all represented a potential threat to human health apg
cherished landscapes. By the mid-1960s, environmental concerns began
to shape national politics.?

Though environmentalism was a national movement, its presence
was especially pronounced in the Upper Midwest—a region defineq
by large industrial centers, sprawling suburban communities, and vag
agricultural landscapes. The visible and chemical evidence of the post-
war economic boom were evident in the exhaustive iron mines of the
Upper Midwest, the polluted waters of the St. Clair River near Detrojt,
the burning waters of the Cuyahoga River in 1969, the collapsing of the
Great Lakes fisheries, agricultural pollution, algae blooms throughout the
Great Lakes, and the toxic contamination of dairy cows with polybromi-
nated biphenyls (PBB). In the decades after World War II residents of the
Midwest witnessed or directly experienced some of the harshest reali-
ties of environmental pollution. Though concern for the environment was
wide-ranging, citizens who took up environmental causes did so for a
variety of reasons. The political energies that grew from the postwar era
were diverse and loosely aligned. The environmental movement brought
together a coalition of activists including housewives, conservationists,
students, labor unions, civil rights advocates, and intellectuals. Politicians
from both parties tried to respond to, and channel, those energies. Though
the early environmental movement was largely bipartisan, the ways in
which members of either party framed their environmental rhetoric var-
ied. Across the region, Democrats framed their environmental agenda in
familiar terms that often fit into preexisting political ideologies that grew
from the New Deal era. As a result, Democrats in the Upper Midwest

of pollution, the preservation of particular landscapes, and increage
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- environmental legislation in , | |
M')!”"d . f] jal e ’). ' in a language that demonstrated a
distrust of industrial power, a concern for American workers, a strong

Cmmmm“.nt to the notion of a puhlu' commons, and the need for a Htr()ng
ment to ensure the movement’s success.?

yovern
K Though the modern environmental movement developed over the
course of the 1960s, concerns about the natural world had been central
to the Democratic Party since the New Deal, The massive economic pro-
gram mnt.anwd.:sc\'vral S("'“'P("ants that explicitly focused on the envi-
conment, including the Civilian Conservation Corps, the Tennessee Valley
Authority, and the Soil Conservation Service. New Dealers saw a direct
connection between economic scarcity and environmental degradation.
By building dams, planting forests, and restoring exhausted soil, New
Ijeal Democrats harnessed the power of the government to raise incomes
and conserve resources. Economic stability, social uplift, and environmen-
tal conservation were all connected under the banner of New Deal liber-
Jlism. So, when Democrats encountered 1960s environmentalism, they
channeled a language and political vision that had been established dur-
ing preceding decades.?

Conservation rhetoric was hardly new to Midwesterners when the
New Dealers’ political descendants began discussing the environmental
harm of the postwar period. The region has long been home to promi-
nent conservationists interested in exploring the connection between
humans and the natural world. Writers such as Aldo Leopold and the
Jesser-known Paul Lester Herrington brought ecological writing and Mid-
west landscapes to mainstream audiences. Leopold’s Sand County Alma-
nac (1949), published shortly after his death, and Herrington’s Of Men and
Marshes (1957) challenged readers to question their own relationship with
the natural world by arguing for a land ethic that placed humans within
ecological settings.” Their writings spoke to a particular moment when
audiences found themselves in a whirlwind of economic development,
unprecedented consumption, and the resulting environmental change of
those factors. Channeling those sentiments, regional politicians spoke a
language that was cultivated from and directed toward the Midwest.

Take, for instance, the political rhetoric of Adlai E. Stevenson, who
regularly spoke on industrial greed, corporate overreach, the destruction
of the commons, and a concern for the health and financial security of
American workers. In speeches while governor of Nllinois, from 1949 to
1953, Stevenson supported the conservationist principles established dur-
ing the New Deal, including a call “to cooperate with the Federal Govern-
ment in control of floods and erosion” as a means to protect the livelihood
of Mlinois farmers, Such rhetoric is unsurprising for a politician whose

@ 65 %

Y



Camden Burd

career began working as a lawyer ftor the /\}"l'ik'ulllll'd' Adjustment A (.
mimslr\\ti\nn during the early years of FDR’s administration. As a New
Dealer, Stevenson maintained a healthy skepticism toward industry’s role
in society, arguing that “the plain, hard fact is that the industrial age hag
created }“roNvm.\ of health, housing, education, transportation fmd em-
ployment.” As such, he believed it was the role of government to improye
the material well-being of the nation’s citizens, articulating a connection
between economic and environmental health. This sentiment was clear in
his 1956 presidential nomination speech. “With leadership, Democratic
leadership, we can conserve our resources of land and forest and water,
We can develop them for the benefit of all of our citizens.”® The speeches,
though not specifically focused on the environment, demonstrate a politi-
cal ideology that could embrace a movement giving preference to work-
ers’ and farmers’” economic and physical well-being.”

Stevenson'’s tone more closely aligned with that of the environmental
movement in the later years of his political career. By 1960, while seeking a
third bid for the Democratic Party’s nomination for president, Stevenson
again harnessed language that would later be echoed more forcetfully by
environmental advocates. He stressed the common good as well as public
spaces and resources while criticizing the unprecedented consumerism
that had come to define the postwar period. “This year we will be mak-
ing a choice between two approaches,” he argued in the early days of his
campaign. “We shall have to decide whether to go on putting private con-
sumption first or shift the priority to our public needs.” Stevenson even
targeted what would eventually be a key issue of the early environmental
movement—phosphate-rich detergents. “We can no longer pretend that
the challenge of the twentieth century can be met with better detergents
and more toothpaste—with private opulence and public squalor. It can
only be met with better education and more attention to our public needs.”
It is important not to overstate Stevenson’s environmental agenda. Dur-
ing his brief 1960 campaign Stevenson did not articulate harsh regulations
on pollution or strict environmental legislation. However, it is clear that
he was familiar with the rising social and political tensions that would fo-
ment into a larger environmental movement just a few years later.*

In Michigan, Senator Philip Hart won his 1958 election with a platform
that focused on a range of social and economic platforms: establishing a
more active integration plan for desegregated schools, securing protec-
tions for organized labor, expanding social security to cover hospitaliza-
tion, increasing federal medical aid, and providing greater assistance for
lower-income and disabled Americans. It was not until he served on the
Senate Select Committee on National Water Resources that he began to
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o water.” At a 1900 interstate conference on water resources held in Chi-
L

cago, Hart argued that Flw “United States is shockingly in arrears in the
prudt‘m management of its water resources.” He expressed concern about
W asteful
decline 11
of society. Proper water-resource management, he argued, “critically af-
focts national security, public health, interstate commerce, and opportuni-
tes for full employment and economic prosperity.”

The Michigan senator made sure to note that water pollution wasa local
problem with national consequences. After all, lakes, rivers, and streams
Jonot concern themselves with political boundaries. For this reason, Hart
embraced a federal approach to water management. “Sewage poured into
3 stream travels down that stream and has no conscious awareness of
where the township or city or state boundary begins or ends,” he out-
lined to constituents as the Senate debated the Federal Water Pollution
Control Act Amendments of 1961. “No township is an island unto itself
in this matter of water pollution.” The bill, eventually signed into law,
provided the federal government more power to coordinate and oversee
water treatment plant construction across the country.”

In addition to his early work on water pollution, Hart became a loud
advocate for the protection of land for public use. In 1961 he proposed
legislation to create two National Recreation Areas: spaces that would
eventually become the Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore and the
Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore. His arguments expressed a concern
for a rapidly industrializing society as well as a need to preserve natural
spaces for the larger public. “There is handwriting on the wall for all to
see who will but open their eyes,” he noted while introducing the bills.
Due to foreseeable increases in the American population, Hart argued,
“more people will have more leisure and more money to spend than has
been available for previous generations.” While Hart envisioned this fu-
ture as sign of the economic progress of the region, it was still concern-
ing. “Simultaneous with this greater demand will be—and indeed already
there has been—a rapid and permanent destruction of our remaining

outdoor recreation sites through private development and acquisition for

Practices, lack of sewage treatment, industrial dumping, and a
y recreational opportunities. For Hart, water touched all aspects
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Perhaps no Midwestern politician embodied the cn\'lr(‘)mm-ntul MOy,
ment quite like Wisconsin Democrat Gaylord Nelson. Prior to his arriy,
on the national political scene, he made conservation a central cnmp(,m,m
of his governorship. In Wisconsin, market-oriented politicians hoped o
end a program where state funds supported county governmentsg that
placed forests into a broader system of conservation management, Oppo.
nents of the program wanted county governments to manage their own
forests and sell the land for private development. [f successful, thejr pro-
posal would have placed nearly two million acres of public land ontq the
marketplace. In 1961, Nelson vetoed the bill and spent the remaining ty,
vears of his term strengthening the original program by passing legis]a-
tion makin g the county system permanent. N elson learned that consery,.
tion and environmental legislation could be a winning political issye on
the local level."

Though many national Democrats were slow to adopt environmenta].
ism as a political priority, Nelson continued to make it a cornerstone of
his legislative agenda. In his very first year in the Senate, Nelson began to
craft legislation that would require that detergents be made with biode-
gradable products after it was discovered that phosphate-rich detergents
were contaminating water and causing algae blooms. He continued his
fight against harmful chemicals by taking direct aim at DDT. In 1966 he
introduced legislation that banned the sale of the chemical. After a long
legal battle with manufacturers, Nelson’s political movement proved suc-
cessful when a federal appeals court finally banned the use of the chemi-
cal in 1973. He also supported the creation of the Apostle Islands National
Lakeshore on the northern tip of Wisconsin, arguing that iconic land-
scapes belong to all Americans, especially those caught in the “cradle of
problems called the industrial Midwest.” In the midst of blight, pollution,
and landscapes scarred by industrialization, Nelson saw the Apostle Is-
lands National Lakeshore as public commons fit to meet the unique needs
of the Midwesterner. “This area must be saved for them and their children
and their children’s children.”!3

In 1969, Nelson began to envision a broader grassroots movement
around issues of environmentalism. Inspired by the 1969 oil spill near
Santa Barbara, California, he hoped to combine the style of antiwar
teach-ins with the political imperatives of environmentalism. By April

4 O8 o




Green as a .k\"hh!a' 0f “Im‘

» 3 \ ]
Nelson had establishe d an otfice, staff, and bipartisan collaboration

]kl‘l‘ | ‘ \\\I'll\l\"l‘
and suppt ore than ten thousand Farth Day events acr
¢ ( 4 { ACTOSS

< \“‘1.‘“'_
.y ' Y YW ; »
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\H!I\l-ﬂ'l\ of ciizens and industries that openly polluted the commons,

QOur /O
v he arpued while giving o o
peauty: he argits giving a speech in Ann Arbor, Michigan. “Our

ol is an environment of decency, quality, and mutual respect for all
;\tlwu'r' human beings and all other living creatures—an environment with-
out ugliness, without ghettoes, without discrimination, without hunger,
soverty or war.” The task was large and would require “along, sustained,
Polimal, moral, ethical, and financial commitment far beyond any effort
ever made.” But he was optimistic. With such a large signal of support,
Nelson hoped that the popularity of his environmental message might
age deeper societal change."

al is not just an environment of clean air and water and scenic
( L

encour
The rhetoric used by Midwestern Democrats was not lost on those

“oters who had traditionally supported the party. One example was the
support that Hart and Nelson received from labor unions. Flyers and
pamph]t’tS produced by the United Auto Workers (UAW) regularly called
for environmental action over the course of the 1960s and early 1970s. The
UAW had been a proponent for environmental issues since the mid-19508
and even established a Department of Conservation and Resource Devel-
opment in 1966. Organized and run by Olga Madar, the department ral-
lied support sround environmental issues that directly touched the lives
and communities of industrial workers. One 1970 flyer blended a concern
for the environment with a traditional pro-worker position. “The G.M.
worker must be assured that the environment in which he works is as free
of hazards to life and limb,” it read. “Moreover, he has a right to expect—
and insist—that the environment of the community is kept healthful and
pleasant to the extent that the company he works for can help make it
so.” The pamphlet called for strict federal guidelines for water and air
pollution, civilian action groups, and an active campaign of letter-writing
to politicians. The pamphlet also made sure to celebrate the Midwestern
politicians who championed this environmental ethic, including Nelson
and Hart. As the UAW leadership saw it, environmental and labor con-
cerns were two sides of the same coin.”

As the 1960s progressed, many Democrats attached environmental
rhetoric to the larger Great Society programs. “] want to talk to you about
the Great Society,” Hubert Humphrey proclaimed in one 1965 speech.
“You know here the pressing need of our cities and of the need for bet-
ter mass transit. You know the problems of the elder citizen who needs

& 69 oo



i :'i\'it:\"-‘\\"'"“*‘r‘“'.i"f‘ in |

, tonal ta l]rflra,nlli )
-:-.--‘.7-‘?!!"‘-'"{"" 3 [ -

v a long list of k gislative l"“”"“ S ,I‘““]"’rn V e

s that we maintain our heritage of nay,,, 1

ortant 1t o
1108 I l“”y}‘lul‘\ ‘]!}:\ll‘\l, were one \(””‘lq '[“‘fwb

. Fal 1%
\ { \ M " 1L AS

ject to improve the lives of all Americans—partjc,,_

o at the bottom of the economic spectrum.’®
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toric had become more pointed. At a symposium in CI“‘I“N,
esota, Humphrey laid out an ambitious agenda. He hoped to declare
Jde of the 1970’s as the decade of people, environment and peace
believing, “they’re all tied together.” This was to be the “Pgp
cade”—a pet ,;,li “ceot aside to concentrate on the battle of physical pol-
on and the environment . . . and dedicated to peace.” At the interna.
J level, Humphrey called for the creation of a United Nations Boarg
Favironmental Control “to establish enforceable standards for clean ajy

v T

nd clean water. .. to prevent contamination of international rivers and

oceans.” Humphrey believed state and local communities could establish

<ory boards where “industry, lay public, labor, young people and in-
terested citizens” would monitor pollution, coordinate efforts to clean up

the environment, and promote conservation and recreational activities,
His proposal included national standards for all forms of pollution so
states did not have to compete against one another. This was essential for
the then Senate-candidate from Minnesota. He believed in strong federal
oversight and pollution standards that “would prevent economic black-
mail where a major employer could cast aside the public’s interests and
puta gun to the community’s head by threatening to close a plant and put
thousands ot people of out of work.” He was resolute that “no business
has the right to say that to a community.” Like many Midwestern Demo-
crats, Humphrey maintained a tradition of skepticism toward industries
that used economic threats to dissuade local dissent or regulation."”

Humphrey further combined his vision for economic justice and envi-
ronmental restoration when he, along with Augustus Hawkins, crafted
the Humphrey-Hawkins Act—a bill that sought to lower inflation, ease
the economic concerns of the early 1970s, and provide well-paid jobs for
out-of-work Americans. The Minnesota senator argued that every Ameri-
can had “the right to productive and gainful employment” as well as “the
right to a clean and wholesome environment” and “the right to a clean
and decent neighborhood.” The authors of the bill sought to expand civil
rights, building on the 1960s movement while addressing the new eco-
nomic and environmental realities of the early 1970s.'%
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Though these political movements were ambitious, many Midwest-
ern Democrats saw them stall as the 1970s progressed. As scholars have
noted, early environmentalism was a bipartisan project. Both Democrats
and Republicans supported a variety of legislation that sought to reform
wasteful practices, protect human health, and regulate industrial activi-
ties. But as the 1960s closed, Republicans shifted their legislative priorities.
Consider, for instance, a GOP pamphlet from 1970 that sought to remind
voters about the difference between the two parties. The document was
not inherently anti-environmental, acknowledging that “we have allowed
a serious imbalance between man and nature.” “Republicans believe that
the most important element in renewal of our environment is people,”
it began. “There must be creative interplay between government at all
levels, private industry, individual citizens. Acting together, we can gain
control of our environment.” The pamphlet was vague as to what a GOP
environmental agenda might actually look like at the dawn of the 1970s.
President Nixon established the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
in 1970—a point of contention for many conservatives within the Repub-
lican Party who sought to limit the reach of federal agencies, not expand
them. What was clearer, however, were the ways in which the Republican
Party sought to critique the Democratic agenda. Its leadership condemned
the growth of the federal agencies, the regulatory state, and the dimin-
ished power of local government—a criticism that held double mean-
ing on the tail-end of the 1960s. Most significantly, the Republican Party
pamphlet criticized how their political rivals conceived of the American
population. “They assume that society is collectively responsible for each
of its members”—a philosophy at odds with free enterprise and individu-
alism. The pamphlet criticized how Democratic politicians framed many
of its political priorities, including environmentalism. By 1970, Republi-
cans had not fully embraced anti-environmentalism, just the rhetorical
tools that Democrats had used to support environmental reforms."

Conservative critiques of environmentalism became more pointed
over the course of the decade. Advisers within Gerald R. Ford’s presi-
dential administration worked to fit an anti-environmental agenda into
the political principles of New Federalism. They took aim at the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency, which, as they saw it, gave preference to
environmental concerns over “energy, economic, or social goals.” Believ-
ing that the EPA was too strict in its enforcement of the Clean Air Act and
actions against other pollutants, advisers hoped to diminish the power of
the agency that had been established by Ford’s predecessor. Such issues,
the advisers noted, should be left to the states and local governments—a
political philosophy that prioritized ideology over ecological realities.”
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As conservativism developed into a more realized anti-environment,|
political movement, the New Deal coalition that had enabled Midwester,
Democrats to propose their ambitious plans for environmental reforpmg
also began to fracture. A stagnant economy, inflation, rising unemploy.
ment rates, and energy crises, as well as pnliliml backlash against the Viet.
nam War, the civil rights movement, and the Watergate scandal, rocke(
the political landscape. In extractive communities in the Upper Midwest
environmentalism was soon seen as a burden that threatened the ec.
nomic livelihood of miners—often union members. In Michigan’s Upper
Peninsula, for example, a coalition of miners, antigovernment voters, and
Democratic political leaders led a secession movement throughout the
1970s in the hopes of combatting and repealing the environmental Jeg-
islation of the 1960s. Supporters of the new “State of Superior” explic-
itly denounced the Clean Air Act, the National Wilderness Preservation
S\;stenl, and the anti-economic development rhetoric of the more radical
x\;ings of the environmental movement. In other parts of the region, a
new public-interest movement embraced environmentalism but criticized
the role of government. Believing the government was impeding envi-
ronmental reforms, leftwing critics led by Ralph Nader undermined faith
in public institutions. As the 19708 progressed, an increasing number of
Americans lacked trust in the ability of the government to tackle pressing
environmental problems. The fractured New Deal order would give rise
to a neoliberal one in which free markets, free movement of people and
goods, and cosmopolitan ideas could improve the material lives of Ameri-
can citizens. For many liberals and conservatives, there was no place for
the pro-government environmentalism that politicians like Hart, Nelson,
and Humphrey had promoted throughout the 1960s and early 1970s.”

Revisiting the rhetoric of these Midwestern Democrats provides a lens
to understand the broader trajectory of the environmental movement since
its arrival in the 1960s. Though the proposals and rhetoric that politicians
like Hart, Humphrey, and Nelson brought forward throughout the 1960s
ultimately faded through the 1970s and 1980s, their encompassing envi-
ronmental vision seems remarkably relevant today. The most devastating
effects of climate change have shifted the political dialogue regarding the
role of government in solving the most pressing environmental issue in
human history. For many, climate change cannot alone be solved with in-
dividual responsibility, corporate benevolence, or nonprofit advocacy. An
example is the rhetoric and vision embodied in the Green New Deal. The
proponents of the resolution call on the power of the federal government
to enforce carbon emission standards while ensuring well-paying jobs, in-
vesting in infrastructure, addressing poverty, and guaranteeing clean and
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healthy env ironments—all while promoting justice and equity. The broad
vision of the resolution, a point of controversy a mong conservatives and
many centrist Democrats, would have been familiar rhetoric alongside
the 5}weches and proposals of these Midwestern Democrats, who also
pelieved that environmental legislation required a strong government to
enforce rules, corral unchecked capitalism, protect workers, and advance
pconoOMIcC equity.”
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