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SOME ErfHICAL CONSIDERATIONS WITH A 
VIEW TO MOUNTAINEERING IN NORWAY 

BY ARNE NAESS 

(Translated and edited from the original draft by Sigmund Kvaley) 

ORW AY is one of the few areas of Europe where unspoiled 
mountain regions still may be found. I feel that climbing in such 
areas should be regarded as a privilege. When industry and 

organised 'welfare tourism' are let loose on nature, visitors to the areas 
touched will be robbed of the special delights that only an original 
wilderness can offer. Those who are privileged through the chance of 
experiencing the unique qualities of a nature still bearing no marks of 
human activity are given a special obligation an obligation to those 
coming after them (who may be themselves on the next tour). If they 

. feel this privilege, their conduct should be coloured accordingly. 
I may be accu~ed of regarding the 'plain' rock masses of my country 

as precious gold. The accusation will be accepted. It is a view that for 
years some of us have been trying to impress on our politicians, power 
engineers, and promoters of commercial tourism as something other than 
absurd or hysterical. Most people, if asked, would even deny that gold
or electricity, or cars, were values in themselves to them, in contrast to the 
range of deep and personal experiences a visit to a wilderness area may 
call forth. 

It is not a good thing in itself that a peak is climbed rather the 
opposite, since the mountains belong to the last remains of nature not 
completely subjugated by man through exploration, charting, and 
utilisation. Unknown territory is a source of inspiration that I would be 
sorry to see completely lost. 

To protect mountain areas, then, is part of general wilderness pre
servation. From this follow such norms for the climber as that he should 
limit as much as possible the amount of gear and rubbish left behind 
during climbs and while camping, and even have it in his mind to 
minimise scars made on rock surfaces ('A void signs revealing your 
visit!' may serve as a slogan here). Speaking generally, we could say 
that his actions should be as little noticeable as possible. This for
mulation is here made to cover, in addition, the related ideal of minimising 
the use of 'artificial aid' (without loss of safety) at any moment of the 
climb ('Pursue simplicity of method!'), as well as the ideal of avoiding 
all unnecessary (unmusical!) sound while in the mountains ('Seek 
noiseless conduct!'). 

Behaviour observant of wilderness preservation may profitably be 
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viewed as aiming at protecting for the individual (the next visitor) his 
possibilities for freedom, solitude, and concentration on nature in its 
original form. 

In this perspective, the value of guides and publicity for new areas is 
limited. The delights in finding the way by oneself should not be 
destroyed through an unlimited and indiscriminate publication of 
detailed itinerary and communications information. Climbing guides 
circulated among those who already take a special interest in the sport 
and the areas described are an entirely different matter. To help one 
person get a full and personal experience of unspoiled mountain nature 
is more important ~han to open up new areas to a hundred looking ever 
for new excitements and stronger spice, or a new spectacular collection 
for their photo albums, or a boost in esteem among fellow men in 
short: people who lack the ability to linger to experience their visit as 
a value in itself. 

Let us at least write and publish our guides with this in mind. What 
we write, and how we publish, are factors open to great variation even if 
the subject on the surface appears to be the same, dependent on our 
different goals. And our goals and the consequences of what we do, 
should be made as clear as possible. 

Those whose intention it is to do climbs of value measured by the 
ideal standards of the sport, should feel a special responsibility to the 
sport's tradition and its future. The way guides are published is within 
this field of responsibility. A further point to remember, is that delight 
in e~periencing nature and in its exploration traditionally valued 
highly with mountaineers should entail an attitude keeping moun
taineering from being a competitive sport. This goes for competition 
among individuals as well as between nations. On a practical level, the 
impossibility of comparing achievements, on account of differences in 
weather conditions and in the use of technical aids, contributes to 
holding the competitive element in check. 

All the same, mountain climbing means a challenge to the physical 
condition, earnestness of purpose, arid perseverance, of the individual 
and the team. It is natural that the individual seeks to improve his 
physical achievements. Instead of competing with others, one may say 
that the climbing individual competes with himself, and the individual 
rope team with its earlier achievements. Further, since an achievement 
i_n climbing has so many dimensions, and many of these are unsuitable 
for _objective measuring, only the individual or the team will be in a 
position to judge what is progress and what is retrogression. 

I have mentioned responsibility in the area of publicity. Besides 
writing guides, climbers often tell the stories of particular eventful 
climbs. To hear what a certain person experienced during an ascent is 
often of interest to others. It should be kept in mind, however, that 
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neither the sport at its present phase nor the question of recruiting new 
climbers in the future are well served through distorted renderings of 
such experiences given in the interest of publicity effect or commercial 
tourism. Because climbing teams often get into great financial diffi
culties in planning severe and lengthy ascents, one has tolerated de
scriptions and publicity which are unworthy, measured by the ideals of 
the sport, and which are also at direct variance with the cause of wilder
ness preservation. As for Norway, however, we are in the lucky position 
that ventures leading to economic difficulties of this kind are among the 
rare exceptions. Besides, one does always have the possibility of 
borrowing equipment from the different mountaineering organisations. 

A major part of Norway consists of precipices and ridges. So far 
only a very small part of the population has realised how rich a source of 
physical and spiritual joy and rejuvenation is represented here. In the 
future there may be thousands introduced to the sport and, through 
that, to moments of a fuller inner life in co-action with nature. This 
development will be greatly retarded if what is said and done under the 
eyes of the public is not guided by responsibility towards the sport, the 
cause of nature preservation, and the individual. Alternatively, we may 
see an unhealthy concentration on goals consisting of doing difficult and 
risky things, keeping away those who have a genuine love for the high 
country but no motivation for cragsmanship of the most extreme sort. 
There is, however, nothing in the nature of mountaineering prohibitive 
to its developments along lines similar to those of the sport of skiing. 
By choosing equipment carefully and a slow progression in the degree 
of difficulty, none of the dangers need appear that would make it correct 
to label climbing as a very dangerous sport. Cross-country ski touring is 
comparable to touring on foot in the mountains where no special effort 
is made either to avoid or to seek out precipices or sharp ridges, and where 
climbing and glacier crossing at intervals is welcomed as part of the 
total experience. 

Through publicity around the objective and impersonal marks of 
achievements, i.e. reporting of particular peaks that have been climbed 
and routes that have been mastered, those who take up climbing are 
brought to overlook the most important factor in choosing climbs of a 
particular difficulty: one's own stamina, form, experience from earlier 
tours, the stamina of companions, their form and experience, and the 
climatic conditions at the time when the tour is to be undertaken. 
Efforts and performances and the quality level G>f the sport in general are 
intimately connected to a correct choice here. Only through a well
advised choice in these respects will there be a basis for satisfying what 
should be considered one of the first norms of climbing if responsibility 
is felt to the ethical standard and future development of the sport: that 
a margin of safety be kept up for the duration of any type of climb. 



• MOUNTAINEERING IN NORWAY 2 33 

Well, I am sorry for being so 'prophetical' in tone here. Dishing out 
do's and don'ts is a nuisance. In earlier climbing history, stern-faced 
erection of guide-posts would have been ill advised. But as wilderness 
areas diminish, the crowds gather, and as the publicity angle gains in 
accepted importance, something of this nature seems easier to defend. 
My concern, after all, is that future generations be given a chance to 
have experiences of the kind that have meant much to myself during 
years of nosing around on the more jagged features of Norway's rocky 
faces. 
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