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The land ethic

J. BAIRD CALLICOTT

The Darwinian roots of the land ethic

Of all the environmental ethics so far devised, the land ethic, first sketched by Aldo
Leopold {1887—-1948), is most popular among professional conservationists and least
popular among professional philosophers. Conservationists are preoccupied with such
things as the anthropogenic pollution of air and water by industrial and municipal
wastes, the anthropogenic reduction in numbers of species populations, the outright
anthropogenic extinction of species, and the invasive anthropogenic introduction of
other species into places not their places of evolutionary origin (see LAND AND WATER
and BIODIVERSITY). Conservationists as such are not concerned about the injury, pain,
or death of non-human specimens - that is, of individual animals and plants — except
in those rare cases in which a species’ populations are so reduced in number that the
conservation of every specimen is vital to the conservation of the species. On the other
hand. professional philosophers. most of them schooled in and intellectually com-
mitted to the modern classical theories of ethics, are ill-prepared to comprehend
morally such “holistic’’ concerns. Professional philosophers are inclined to dismiss
holistic concerns as non-moral or to reduce them to concerns about either human
welfare or the welfare of non-human organisms severally (see NORMATIVE ETHICS).
And they are mystified by the land cthic, unable to grasp its philosophical foundations
and pedigree.

Without a grasp of its philosophical foundations and pedigree, however. it is
difficult to know how the land ethic might be related to the more familiar moral
concerns that loom large in the modern era (roughly the seventeenth through
the twentieth centuries) — such as human happiness, human dignity, and human
rights — and how it might be applied to and illuminate cases other than those Leopold
himself considers in his brief sketch of it in A Sand County Almanac (1949). In
this chapter, I outline the philosophical foundations and pedigree of the land ethic
and indicate how it might be related to more familiar modern moral concerns
and how it might be applied to a range of novel environmental concerns, some of
which Leopold himself does not consider. In addition, 1 also address some of the
theoretical and practical challenges to the land ethic raised by professional philo-
sophers.

To discover its philosophical foundations and pedigree, we may begin by looking for
clues in the text of Leopold’s **The land ethic,” the capstone essay of his A Sand County
Almanac. Leopold provides the most important clue in the second section of the essay,
entitled “The cthical sequence.” Having observed that ethics have grown consider-







THE LAND ETHIC 211

human diebacks would be good. It is our duty to cause them. It is our species’ duty,
relative to the whole, to eliminate 90 per cent of our numbers” (1984, p. 269). Its
requirement that individual organisms, apparently also including individual human
organisms, be sacrificed for the good of the whole, makes the land ethic, according to
Tom Regan, a kind of “environmental fascism’’ (1983, p. 262). Frederick Ferré
echoes and amplifies Aiken’s and Regan’s indictment of the land ethic:

Anything we could do to exterminate excess people . . . would be morally “right”! To
refrain from such extermination would be “wrong''!...Taken as a guide for human
culture, the land ethic - despite the best intentions of its supporters — would lead
toward classical lascism, the submergence of the individual person in the glorifica-
tion of the collectivity, race, tribe, or nation. (1996, p. 18)

Finally. Kristin Shrader-Frechette adds her voice to those expressing moral outrage at
the land “cthic”: “In subordinating the welfare of all creatures to the integrity,
stability. and beauty, of the biotic community, then one subordinates individual
human weclfare, in all cases, to the welfare of the biotic community”’ (1996, p. 63).

If the land ethic implics what Aiken, Regan, Ferré, and Shrader-Frechette allege
that it does, it must be rejected as monstrous. Happily, it does not. To think that it
does, one must assume that Leopold proffered the land ethic as a substitute for, not an
addition to. our venerable and familiar human ethics. But he did not. Leopold refers to
the various stages of ethical development — from tribal mores to universal human
rights and, finally, to the land ethic — as “accretions.” “Accretion” means an
“increase by external addition or accumulation.” The land ethic is an accretion —
that is, an addition — to our several accumulated social ethics, not something that is
supposed to replace them. If, as I here explain, Leopold is building the land ethic on
theoretical foundations that he finds in Darwin, then it is obvious that with the
advent of cach new stage in the accreting development of ethics, the old stages are
not erased or replaced. but added to. I, for example, am a citizen of a republic, but [
also remain a member of an extended family, and a resident of a municipality. And it
is quite evident to us all, from our own moral experience, that the duties attendant on
citizenship in a republic (to pay taxes, to serve in the armed forces or in the Peace
Corps, for example) do not cancel or replace the duties attendant on membership in a
family (to honor parents, to love and educate children, for example) or residence in a
municipality (to support public schools, to attend town meetings). Similarly, it is
equally evident — at least to Leopold and his exponents, if not to his critics — that the
duties attendant upon citizenship in the biotic community (to preserve its integrity,
stability, and beauty) do not cancel or replace the duties attendant on membership in
the human global village (to respect human rights).

Prioritizing the duties generated by membership in
multiple communities

The land ethic involves a limited pluralism (multiple moral maxims, multiple sets of
duties, or multiple principles and precepts) not a thoroughgoing pluralism of moral
philosophies sensu Stone (1987) — Aristotelian ethics for this quandary, Kantian
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ethics for that, utilitarianism here, social-contract theory there. Thus, as Shrader-
Frechette points out, the land ethic must provide *‘second-order ethical principles and
a priority ranking system that specifies the respective conditions under which [first-
order| holistic and individualistic ethical principles ought to be recognized” (1996, p.
63). Leopold provides no such second-order principles for prioritizing among first-
order principles. but they can be easily derived from the communitarian foundations
of the land cthic. By combining two second-order principles we can achieve a priority
ranking among first-order principles, when, in a given quandary, they conflict. The
first second-order principle (SOP-1) is that obligations generated by membership in
more venerable and intimate communities take precedence over those generated in
more recently emerged and impersonal communities. I think that most of us, for
example, feel that our family duties (to care for aged parents, say, to educate minor
children) take precedence over our civic duties (to contribute to United Way charities,
say. to vote for higher municipal taxes to better support more indigent persons on the
dole). when, because of limited means, we are unable to perform both family and civic
duties. The second second-order principle (SOP-2) is that stronger interests (for lack of
a better word) generate duties that take precedence over duties generated by weaker
interests. For example, while duties to one’s own children, all things being equal,
properly take precedence over duties toward unrelated children in one’s municipality.,
one would be remiss to shower one's own children with luxuries while unrelated
children in one’s municipality lacked the bare necessities (food, shelter, clothing,
education) for a decent life. Having the bare necessities for a decent life is a stronger
interest than is the enjoyment of luxuries, and our duties to help supply proximate
unrelated children with the former take precedence over our duties to supply our own
children with the latter.

These second-order principles apply as well in quandaries in which duties to
individuals conflict with duties to communities per se. [n a case made famous by
Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-80) in L’Existentialisme est un Hunanisme (1960), a young
man is caught in the dilemma of leaving his mother and going off to join the French
Free Forces in England, during the Nazi occupation of France in World War II. Sartre,
of course. is interested in the existential choice that this forces on the young man and
in pursuing the thesis that his decision in some way makes a moral principle, not that
it should be algorithmically determined by the application of various moral principles.
But the second-order principles here set out apply to the young man’s dilemma quite
directly and, one might argue, decisively — existential freedom notwithstanding. SOP-
1 requires the young man to give priority to the first-order principle, “Honor Thy
FFather and Thy Mother”, over the other first-order principle at play, “‘Serve Thy
Country.” But SOP-2 reverses the priority dictated by SOP-1. The very existence of
France as a transorganismic entity is threatened. The young man's mother has a
weaker interest at stake, for, as Sartre reports, his going off — and maybe getting killed
—would plunge her into “despair.”” His mother being plunged into despair would be
terrible, but not nearly as terrible as the destruction of France would be if not enough
young men fought on her behalf. So the resolution of this young man’s dilemma is
clear; he should give priority to the first-order principle, “'Serve Thy Country.” Had
the young man been an American and had the time been the early 1970s and had the
dilemma been stay home with his mother or join the Peace Corps and go to Africa,
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then he should give priority to the first-order principle “‘Honor Thy Father and Thy
Mother” und stay home. Had the young man been the same person as Sartre
constructs, but had his mother been a Jew whom the Nazis would have sent to a
horrible death in a concentration camp if her son does not stay home and help her
hide, then again, he should give priority to the first-order principle, “Honor Thy
Father and Thy Mother and stay home.

The priority (second-order) principles applied to the
old-growth forest quandary

Let me consider now those kinds of quandaries in which our duties to human beings
conflict with our duties to biotic communities as such. Varner supplies a case in point:

Suppose that an environmentalist enamored with the Leopold land ethic is consider-
ing how to vote on a national referendum to preserve the spotted owl by restricting
logging in Northwest forests. ... He or she would be required to vote, not according
to the land ethic, but according to whatever ethic governs closer ties to a human
family and/or larger human community. Therefore, if a relative is one of 10,000
loggers who will lose jobs if the referendum passes, the environmentalist is obligated
to vote against it. Even if none of the loggers is a family member, the voter is still
obligated to vote against the referendum. (1991, p. 176)

The flaw in Varner's reasoning is that he applies only SOP-1 — that obligations
generaied by membership in more venerable and intimate communities take preced-
ence over those generated in more recently emerged and impersonal communities. 1f
that were the only second-order communitarian principle then he would be right. But
SOP-2 - that stronger interests generate duties that take precedence over duties
generated by weaker interests — reverses the priority determined by applying SOP-1,
in this case. The spotted owl is threatened with preventable anthropogenic extinction
- threatened with biocide. in a word - and the old growth forest biotic communities of
the Pacific Northwest are threatened with destruction. These threats are the environ-
mental-ethical equivalent of genocide and holocaust. The loggers, on the other hand,
are threatened with economic losses. for which they can be compensated dollar for
dollar. More important to the loggers, I am told, their lifestyle is threatened. But
livelihood and lifestyle. for both of which adequate substitutes can be found, is a lesser
interest than life itsell. If we faced the choice of cutting down millions of 400-year-old
trees or cutting down thousands of 40-year-old loggers, our duties to the loggers
would take precedence by SOP-1, nor would SOP-1 be countermanded by SOP-2. But
that is not the choice we face. The choice is between cutting down 400-year-old trees,
rendering the spotted owl extinct, and destroying the old growth forest biotic com-
munity. on the one hand, and displacing forest workers in an economy which is
already displacing them through automation and raw-log exports to Japan and other
forcign markets. And the old growth logging lifestyle is doomed, in any case, to self-
destruct. for it will come to an end with the ““final solution” to the old growth forest
question. if the jack-booted timber barons (who disingenuously blame the spotted owl
for the economic insecurity of loggers and other workers in the timber industry)

/
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continue to have their way. With SOP-2 supplementing SOP-1, the indication of the
land cthic is crystal clear in the exemplary quandary posed by Varner. and it is
opposite to the one Varner, applying only SOP-1, claims it indicates.

The land ethic in the time of a shifting science of
ecology

Leopold penned the land ethic at mid-century. vcorocy then represented nature as
tending toward a static equilibrium, and portrayed disturbance and perturbation.
especially those caused by Homo sapiens, to be abnormal and destructive. In view of
the shift in contemporary ecology to a more dynamic paradigm (Botkin 1990), and in
recognition of the incorporation of natural disturbance to patch- and landscape-scale
ceological dynamics (Pickett and Ostleld, 1995), we might wonder whether the land
cthic has become obsolete. Has the paradigm shift from “the balance of nature™ to the
“flux of nature™ in ecology invalidated the land ethic? T think not. but recent devel-
opments in ccology may require revising the land ethic.

Leopold was aware of and sensitive to natural change. He knew that conservation
must aim at a moving target. How can we conserve a biota that is dynamic, ever
changing, when the very words “conserve’ and “preserve’” — especially when linked
1o “integrity” and “stability” — connote arresting change? The key to solving that
conundrum is the concept of scale. Scale is a general ecological concept that includes
rate as well as scope; that is, the concept of scale is both temporal and spatial. And a
review of Leopold’s “"The Land Ethic” reveals that he had the key, though he may not
have been aware of just how multiscalar change in nature actually is.

Lcopold writes: “"Evolutionary changes. .. are usually slow and local. Man's inven-
tion of tools has enabled him to make changes of unprecedented violence, rapidity,
and scope’” (1949, p. 217). As noted, Leopold was keenly aware that nature is
dynamic, but, under the sway of mid-century equilibrium ecology. he conceived of
natural change primarily in evolutionary, not in ecological terms. Nevertheless, scule
is cqually normative when ecological change is added to evolutionary change, that is,
when normal climatic oscillations and patch dynamics are added to normal rates of
extinction, hybridization, and speciation.

Homo sapiens is, in Leopold's opinion, a part of nature, “‘a plain member and
citizen” of the “land-community.” Hence, anthropogenic changes imposed on nature
are no less natural than any other. Nevertheless, because Homo sapiens is a moral
species, capable of ethical deliberation and conscientious choice, and evolutionary
kinship and biotic community membership add a land ethic to our familiar social
ethics, anthropogenic changes may be land-ethically evaluated. But by what norms
'The norm of appropriate scale.

Let me first, as a model, recount Leopold’s use of the temporal scale of evolutionary
change as « norm for evaluating anthropogenic change. Consider the current episode
of abrupt. anthropogenic, mass species extinction, which many people, 1 included.
intuitively regard as the most morally reprehensible environmental thing going on
today. Episodes of mass extinction have occurred in the past. though none of those
has been attributed to a biological agent. Such events are, however, abnormal.
Normally, speciation out-paces extinction — which is the reason why biological
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diversity has increased over time. So, what is land-ethically wrong with current
anthropogenic species extinction? Species extinction is not unnatural, On the con-
trary, species extinction — anthropogenic or otherwise — is perfectly natural. But the
current rate of extinction is wildly abnormal. Does being the first biological agent of a
geologically significant mass extinction event in the 3.5-billion-year tenure of life on
planet earth morally become us Homo sapiens? Doesn’t that make a mockery of the
self-congratulatory species epithet: the sapient, the wise species of the genus Homos

Now let us apply this model to a quandary that Leopold himself never considered.
Earth’s cLiMATE has warmed up and cooled off in the past. So, what's land-ethically
wrong with the present episode of anthropogenic global warming? We are a part of
nature, so our recent habit of recycling sequestered carbon may be biologically
unique, but it is not unnatural. A land-ethical evaluation of the current episode of
anthropogenic climate change can, however, be made on the basis of temporal scale
and magnitude. We may be causing a big increase of temperature at an unpreced-
ented rate. That's what's land-ethically wrong with anthropogenic global warming.

Temporal and spatial scale in combination are key to the evaluation of direct
human ecological impact. Long before Homo sapiens evolved, violent disturbances
regularly occurred in nature. And they still occur, quite independently of human
agency. Volcanoes bury the biota of whole mountains with lava and ash. Tornadoes
rip through forests, leveling trees. Hurricanes erode beaches. Lightning-set fires sweep
through forests and savannas. Rivers drown flood plains. Droughts dry up lakes and
streams. Why, therefore, are analogous anthropogenic disturbances — clear cuts,
beach developments, hydroelectric impoundments, and the like — environmentally
unethical? As such, they are not. Once again, it's a question of scale. In general,
frequent, intense disturbances, such as tornadoes, occur at small, widely distributed
spatial scales, while spatially more extensive disturbances, such as droughts, occur
less frequently. And most disturbances at whatever level of intensity and scale are
stochastic (random) and chaotic {unpredictable). The problem with anthropogenic
disturbances — such as industrial forestry and agriculture, exurban development, drift
net fishing - is that they are far more frequent, widespread, and regularly occurring
than are non-anthropogenic disturbances; they are well out of the spatial and
temporal range of disturbances experienced by ecosystems over evolutionary time.

Proponents of the new “flux of nature” paradigm in ecology agree that appropriate
scale is the operative norm for ethically appraising anthropogenic ecological pertur-
bations. For example, Pickett and Ostfeld note that

the flux of nature is a dangerous metaphor. The metaphor and the underlying
ecological paradigm may suggest to the thoughtless and greedy that since flux is a
fundamental part of the natural world, any human-caused flux is justifiable. Such
an inference is wrong because the {lux in the natural world has severe limits. ... Two
characteristics of human-induced flux would suggest that it would be excessive: fast
rate and large spatial extent. {1995, p. 273)

\
Among the abnormally frequent and widespread anthropogenic perturbations that
Leopold himself censures in “The Land Ethic” are the continent-wide elimination of
large predators from biotic communities in North America; the ubiquitous
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substitution of domestic species for wild ones; the ecological homogenization of the
planet resulting from the anthropogenic *‘world-wide pooling of faunas and floras’:
the ubiquitous *“‘polluting of waters or obstructing them with dams” (1949, p. 217).

The summary moral maxim of the land ethic, however, must be dynamized in light
ol developments in ecology over the past quarter-century. Leopold acknowledges the
existence and land-ethical significance of natural environmental change, but seems to
have thought of it primarily on a very slow evolutionary temporal scale. Even so, he
thereby incorporates the concept of inherent environmental change and the crucial
norm of scale into the land ethic. In light of more recent developments in ecology, we
can add norms of scale to the land ethic for both climatic and ecological dynamics in
land-ethically evaluating anthropogenic changes in nature. One hesitates to edit
Leopold’s elegant prose, but as a stab at formulating a dynamized summary moral
maxim for the land ethic, [ will hazard the following: A thing is right when it tends to
disturb the biotic community only at normal spatial and temporal scales. It is wrong
when it tends otherwise.
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