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Reconstruction and Analysis of Leopold’s Argument for the Land Ethic.  

1. Why focus on Aldo Leopold? 

To this day, Aldo Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac is arguably the most influential work of 

environmental writing. Published posthumously in 1949, it is a collection of essays about the 

beauty of wilderness, the limits of economic thinking, and the need for an ethically grounded 

relationship with nature. For all its popularity this book is challenging to interpret 

philosophically. Leopold’s phrasing is often terse and metaphorical. His arguments are difficult 

to present in clear and simple terms. Despite this shortcoming, one cannot deny the eloquence of 

his prose. Take Leopold’s comments on the extinction of the carrier pigeon, which he portrayed 

as a casualty of society’s unquestioning pursuit of economic growth.  

Our grandfathers were less well-housed, well-fed, well-clothed than we are. The strivings 

by which they bettered their lot are also those which deprived us of pigeons. Perhaps we 

now grieve because we are not sure, in our hearts, that we have gained by the exchange. 

The gadgets of industry bring us more comforts than the pigeons did, but do they add as 

much to the glory of the spring?’’ (Leopold 1968, p. 109).  

  

Another reason that Leopold’s writings continue to resonate with contemporary thinkers is 

because he confronted a familiar problem. Leopold did not possess the phrase “tragedy of the 

commons.” However, it is clear from his writings that he understood the cold logic of rational 

depletion. For example, in discussing the impacts of cattle farming on the American southwest, 

Leopold comments on the effects of unregulated grazing:  

This region, when grazed by livestock, reverted through a series of more and more 

worthless grasses, shrubs, and weeds to a condition of unstable equilibrium. Each 

recession of plant types bred erosion; each increment to erosion bred a further recession 

of plants. The result today is a progressive and mutual deterioration, not only of plants 

and soils, but of the animal community residing thereon” (p. 165) 

 

Leopold was also skeptical of private ownership as strategy for avoiding such outcomes. In class, 

we noted that it is often not in the long term self-interest of a landowner to use land sustainably. 

Leopold was entirely familiar with this situation:  

The owners of forests quickly get what they can by indiscriminate cutting and then cede 

the land back to the government to avoid taxes. The government holds today hundreds of 

thousands of square miles of such land, rendered a desert for years to come’’ (Leopold 

1991 [1904], p. 38–39).  
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Recall that Free Market Environmentalism also assumed that landowners tend to pursue long 

term self-interest in their decisions.  If this is already too much to expect of individual humans, 

what are we to make of the fact that land is often owned not by people but by corporations?  Is 

there any reason to expect a corporation to behave more rationally than a person? Leopold was 

justifiably skeptical: 

One is apt to make the error of assuming that a corporation possesses the attributes of a 

prudent person. It may not. It is a new species of animal, created by mutation, with a 

morphology of its own and a behavior pattern which will unfold with time. One can only 

say that its behavior pattern as an owner of forests is so far not very prudent’’ (Leopold 

1991 [1942], p. 294).  

Leopold identified a third reason for rejecting private ownership as a conservation 

strategy: “one basic weakness in a conservation system based wholly on economic motives is 

that most members of the land community have no economic value” (p.166). Leopold seems to 

be describing a general problem with economic thinking.  The market economy often neglects to 

put a price on the things that we value the most. This can sometimes lead to a desperate effort 

where the economic value of a species is exaggerated or even fabricated. As Leopold observes,  

When one of these non-economic categories is threatened, and if we happen to love it, we 

invent subterfuges to give it economic importance. At the beginning of the century 

songbirds were supposed to be disappearing. Ornithologists jumped to the rescue with 

some distinctly shaky evidence to the effect that insects would eat us up if birds failed to 

control them. The evidence had to be economic in order to be valid.  

The problem with this sort of move, of course, is that it rests on a fiction.  Critics of 

environmentalism are bound to see through such ‘subterfuges.’ Over time, this results in a los of 

credibility. To avoid this scenario, environmentalists require a framework for valuing nature that 

is not entirely grounded in economic valuation.  

What about government regulation as an alternate strategy?  In previous lectures, I 

pointed to a few general practical problems confronting this approach. It is noteworthy that 

Leopold seems to have adopted a similar position. However, his views on this topic were fairly 

complex and appear to have transformed over his career. In 1923, after he had spent years 

managing a National Forest in Arizona. Leopold notes that, 

Erosion eats into our hills like a contagion, and floods bring down the loosened soil upon 

our valleys like a scourge. Water, soil, animals, and plants—the very fabric of 

prosperity—react to destroy each other and us’’ (Leopold 1991 [1923], p. 93).  
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Unsure at the time of what was causing erosion, Leopold proposed that this was a problem for 

government authorities to remedy:  

Science can and must unravel those reactions, and government must enforce the findings 

of science. This is the economic bearing of conservation on the future of the southwest’’ 

(1991[1923]  p. 93).  

 

However, later in his life, Leopold seems to have lost faith in the effectiveness of government. 

Partly, this attitude was grounded in a more tempered assessment of ecological science. As 

Leopold famously remarked,  

The ordinary citizen today assumes that science knows what makes the community clock 

tick; the scientist is equally sure that he does not. He knows that the biotic mechanism is 

so complex that its workings may never be fully understood. (p. 164) 

Leopold also bore no illusions about the effectiveness of government regulation:  

Most of the growth in governmental conservation is proper and logical, some of it is 

inevitable… Nevertheless the question arises: what is the ultimate magnitude of the 

enterprise?.. At what point will governmental conservation, like the mastodon, become 

handicapped by its own dimensions? The answer, if there is any, seems to be in a land 

ethic, or some other force which assigns more obligation to the private owner. (1968 167)  

This brings us to the point in Leopold’s thinking where the need for some alternative 

conservation strategy becomes apparent. Given the inadequacies of economic self-interest and 

government regulation, Leopold turned to an inner source of regulation: the human moral 

conscience. He realized that society’s existing moral framework fell short of recognizing the 

majority of plants and animals as morally significant. This made it necessary, he thought, for 

society to undertake a radical expansion of its moral horizons. Leopold would propose that entire 

ecosystems deserve the same sort of moral consideration as individual human beings.  

Philosophy, then, suggests one reason why we cannot destroy the earth with moral impunity; 

namely, that the ‘dead’ earth is an organism possessing a certain kind and degree of life, 

which we intuitively respect as such. Possibly, to most men of affairs, this reason is too 

intangible to either accept or reject as a guide to human conduct. But philosophy also offers 

another and more easily debatable question: was the earth made for man’s use, or has man 

merely the privilege of temporarily possessing an earth made for other and inscrutable 

purposes? The question of what he can properly do with it must necessarily be affected by 

this question’’ (Leopold 1991 [1923], p. 95). 

It is one thing to identify the need for an ethical revolution of this sort; quite something else to 

present as rationally compelling justification for doing so. Let us now consider the argument that 

Leopold offered for why readers should expand their sense of moral obligation.  
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Leopold’s argument for the Land Ethic 

We can think of ethics as a hierarchical system of principles. At its foundation are a set of 

widely shared convictions or core values which most people consider self-evident. These core 

values are usually not up for negotiation. They provide the basic axioms from which more 

specific principles are derived. For example, most people recognize that it is obviously wrong to 

physically harm an innocent person if the action can be avoided. This core value gives rise to all 

sorts of more specific duties. To take a familiar example, it is often considered morally 

objectionable to smoke tobacco in the workplace. This attitude was entirely absent just a few 

decades ago. The change came about rapidly, which is remarkable when we consider that 

tobacco corporations did their best to convince people that public smoking is a personal right. 

How then did anti-smoking advocates achieve this shift in popular moral sentiment? They did so 

by demonstrating that second-hand tobacco causes serious harm to innocent people. That is, they 

were able to show that workplace smoking is in conflict with a core moral conviction. 

 Turning to Leopold, a similar strategy is required if we are to develop an ethical solution 

to the problem of rational depletion. People will refrain from harming the environment, he 

thought, if such actions are in conflict with society’s core values. But here is the unique 

challenge that Leopold faced: most of our core convictions are directed at fellow humans. It is 

wrong to harm people, wrong to cheat people, wrong to lie to people. These core convictions 

appear to be silent about when it comes to most plants and animals. So, to which core conviction 

can Leopld appeal in order to expand our moral horizons?  

 Before looking at his strategy, allow me to draw an important distinction. I have been 

suggesting that society’s core convictions are mostly silent when it comes to our treatment of 

plants and most animals. Some students might be familiar with the idea that nature should be 

preserved for future generations. This is a kind of moral consideration that applies to our 

treatment of non-human plants and animals. However, notice that this argument rests on a core 

value that is anthropocentric. Species and ecological processes are not seen as having moral 

standing in their own right. On this view, people should refrain from treating nature in certain 

ways only because future humans might be negatively impacted. Leopold had something very 

different in mind. He argued that the ecosystem itself deserves the same (if not greater) moral 

consideration as a person. Philosophers sometimes refer to this as an “eco-centric” perspective, 

since it places the ecosystem at the center of moral valuation.   
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1.1 Identify and Rephrase Leopold’s Conclusion 

Leopold’s argument is presented in a short essay called The Land Ethic, which appears as a 

chapter in his Sand County book. This chapter contains one the most frequently cited passages in 

all of environmental philosophy, Leopold’s famous statement of the Land Ethic:  

A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic 

community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise. (1968, 172)  

I interpret this passage as the conclusion of an argument. That is, I take the Land Ethic to be a 

claim which Leopold is attempting to rationally defend by showing that it follows from some 

core ethical conviction.  Ultimately, I will present a reconstruction of how I think the argument I 

supposed to go. Before doing so, however, it is important to ensure that we understand the claim 

that Leopold is attempting to establish. This requires us to state his conclusion in our own words.  

As appealing as the Land Ethic might sound, it poses a number of interpretive challenges. 

What does it mean for an ecosystem to remain integral or stable? How are these properties 

related to beauty? And what exactly is a biotic community in the first place?   

 Let’s begin with beauty and its relationship to the other two properties. It might strike 

some students as a bit odd that beauty is being lumped together here with stability and integrity. 

We tend to think of beauty as a response-dependent property. Something is beautiful only to the 

extent that it can be judged as such by some observer. This would seem to conflict with 

Leopold’s call for a non- anthropocentric reason for valuing nature. By contrast, stability and 

integrity are not observer dependent properties. Hence they seem more like viable candidates for 

something that an ecosystem might possess in its own right.   

There are additional reasons for pulling apart beauty from the other two properties. Like 

many ecologists of his day, Leopold thought that stability and integrity were causally linked. 

Specifically, he thought that an integral community tends to also be stable. However, it is far 

from clear that these two properties are reliably associated with beauty. Imagine a compost heap 

or the biological filter in a sewage treatment facility. These ecosystems contain diverse 

communities of micro-organisms that are as integral or stable as any other biotic community. 

However, you won’t see them on a postcard or billboard any time soon.  
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If I am correct that stability and integrity are very different properties from beauty, then 

this point should be reflected in our reconstruction of Leopold’s argument. Specifically, I 

propose to set aside beauty and focus on just the other two properties. To be clear, I am not 

proposing to ignore beauty altogether in this course. Instead, my strategy is to treat beauty as an 

independent factor in assessing the moral standing of a biotic community. Let me explain my 

rationale here.  Suppose it turns out that there are compelling reasons for preserving biotic 

communities just based on their integrity and stability alone. In that case, we will have 

discovered that beauty is somewhat superfluous. This would be a useful thing to know, if only 

because it might allow us to sidestep the potential minefield of arguments over which ecosystems 

are truly beautiful and why. On the other hand, suppose that we discover that integrity and 

stability alone do not provide a compelling reason for preserving biotic communities. This would 

reveal that considerations of beauty cannot be so easily ignored.  

Let’s turn then to stability and integrity. What exactly are these properties? Unfortunately 

there is no simple answer. “Ecological stability” is one of the least precise terms in ecology. 

Ecologists Volker Grimm and Christian Wissel (1997) claim to identify over 140 different 

definitions associated with this term. For current purposes, at least three types of ecological 

stability are worth noting.  

One form of stability is the tendency for some ecological property (e.g. species richness) 

to fluctuate within some range over time. For example, a compost heap might contain between 

2,000 and 3,000 species of bacteria over time without ever falling above or below these 

thresholds. A second sense of “stable” refers to the resilience of a biotic community, that is, to its 

capacity to rebound after a perturbation. Suppose that a compost heap happened to suffer a 

dramatic loss of 1,500 species of bacteria. How long would it take for this community to return 

to previous levels of species richness?  A third respect in which a biotic community can be 

regarded as stable concerns the particular species that it contains. Perhaps a compost heap 

undergoes a constant turnover of bacterial species, with old species being replaced by new 

migrants all time. Such as system is potentially stable in the first two senses, but unstable in the 

third sense. I doubt that Leopold was committed to a particular understanding of stability. He 

seems to have used this term to describe an ecosystem that retains a certain level of productivity 

indefinitely into the future. All three notions of stability fall under this general idea.  
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The term “integrity” is typically used synonymously with “natural” to describe the 

undisturbed state of an ecosystem. In particular, an ecosystem is considered to have remained 

integral or undisturbed if it is relatively unaffected by humans.  

Now, to place moral value on ecological integrity is to expose oneself to an obvious 

criticism.  Is Leopold to be suggesting that human impact is inherently immoral?  That claim 

would have some rather serious implications. Humans cannot plausibly survive as a species 

without some degree of ecological impact. Hence, perfect ecosystem integrity would require the 

eradication of humans. I seriously doubt that this position would attract many followers, and it is 

not in line with Leopold’s thinking more generally.  

A more charitable interpretation is that a moderate degree of human impact is acceptable. 

As I understand him, Leopold wanted avoid only large scale or irreversible changes to the 

environment –the sort of thing that can result from unconstrained use of a valued and limited 

resource. Hence, we can summarize the conclusion of Leopold’s argument as follows: 

C) Humans should not perform any action that contributes to the large scale  

      disruption to the biotic community.  

Note that I have removed “beauty” from this statement (to be dealt with later) and I have 

attempted to clarify “stability” and “integrity” by replacing them with the notion of large scale 

disruption.  I think that these changes help to clarify the Land Ethic without departing too much 

from Leopold’s original intention. One might object, perhaps, that my phrase “large scale 

disruption” is no less vague than “stability” or “integrity.” Admittedly, I see no way to provide a 

sharp definition here. However, I do think that most people can recognize large scale disruption 

when they see it. For example, on hillsides of Businga, or on the prairies and forests that were 

disappearing before Leopold’s eyes.  

` Something else to note about this conclusion is that I am using “should” in the moral 

sense, as opposed to the prudential sense.  Sometimes we say things like, “you should eat 

vegetables,” or “you should smoke less pot.”  These are prudential claims. The proper way to 

understand them is, assuming that you have some goal X, then you should perform behaviour Y. 

For example, if you want to remain healthy, then you should eat vegetables. If you want to 

remain focused and cognitively sharp, then don’t smoke too much weed. The important thing to 

note here is that these claims apply conditionally, depending on your personal goals. Suppose, 
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for example, that you don’t care about your health. In that case the prudential “should” no longer 

applies – go ahead and avoid vegetables. Likewise for pot smokers who couldn’t care less about 

cognitive performance.  

Moral or ethical claims are different. They apply universally, regardless of a person’s 

individual goals. For example, it doesn’t matter how much you want the latest i-phone, it is still 

wrong to cheat, steal, or s harm someone to obtain it. It seems clear that Leopold intends for the 

Land Ethic to be understood as moral, not a prudential claim. As we have seen, he thinks that 

appeals to self-interest alone provide inadequate motivation to conserve biotic communities.  

 At this point I suspect that some students will regard the Land Ethic as self-evident and, 

therefore, in need of no further defense. You might be thinking, “of course it is morally wrong to 

cause large scale disruption to biotic communities. Why are we wasting our time even debating 

this issue?” Well, I actually think that this isn’t so obvious. Consider the following examples of 

large scale disruption and ask yourself whether it is obvious that they are morally wrong.  

1. Rice fields in Indonesia involve the introduction of a domesticated species of plant and the removal of 

considerable forest diversity, not to mention the physical reshaping of the landscape. But are these beautiful 

and bountiful landscapes immoral?  

          

2. Industrial Agriculture in North America and Europe involves an even larger impact on the land, with the 

introduction of a monoculture that is maintained by fertilizer and (often) pesticides. But such environments 

provide nutrition to the majority of people on earth, and are arguably essential for the eradication of hunger. 

Are they immoral?  
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3. The entire country of the Netherlands is built on land that was reclaimed from the ocean. It is now 

supported by a system of man-made dykes. It is hard to imagine a larger-scale impact on the environment. 

But is the very existence of the Netherlands immoral? 

 

 

My point in raising these examples is just that it isn’t obvious or self-evident that such large 

scale modifications to biotic communities are morally wrong. Maybe they are, maybe not.  In 

order to convince us that such disruptions are generally a bad thing, Leopold must provide a 

rationally compelling argument for his conclusion.  

2.2 Premise 1: Moral horizons have expanded in the past.  
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So far, we have identified and reformulated Leopold’s conclusion. The next step is to identify the 

individual premises of his argument. This requires careful reading (and re-reading) in an effort to 

put together a sensible picture of Leopold’s position. Note that the order in which statements 

appear in the text can be misleading: sometimes a conclusion is stated before the premises. Other 

times the premises are only partially or implicitly, leaving it to us to figure out what they are.

 Turning, then, to the text.  Leopold opens his discussion of the Land Ethic with a 

discussion of Odysseus’ attitudes towards his slaves. Upon returning from wars in Troy, and 

suspecting infidelity, he ordered his slaves hanged. To modern ears Odysseus sounds like an evil 

monster. But for the average person living in Ancient Athens –Homer’s intended audience for 

The Odyssey –this detail would not have struck a moral chord. Slaves were not, at the time, 

recognized as fellow members of the moral community.  Leopold continues,  

During the three thousand years which have since elapsed, ethical criteria have been 

extended to many fields of conduct, with corresponding shrinkages in those judged by 

expediency only (1968, 163)  

Undoubtedly this is correct. There has been an expansion of humanity’s moral horizons.  You 

might note that this expansion has not been universal across the globe. In some corners of the 

earth people cling to objectionable views about certain casts, races, genders, etc. Leopold was 

certainly no moral relativist – he would have seen these cultures as morally less evolved.  In this 

course, it would take us too far afield to debate whether some moral principles apply universally 

to all people. For the sake of argument I’ll be following Leopold in assuming that this is the case.  

Why does Leopold mention the fact that, historically, human moral horizons have 

expanded? There seem to be at least two reasons for doing so. First, to make the point that, our 

current moral attitudes might be similarly undeveloped to those of Odysseus. Just as he didn’t 

think twice about murdering slaves, we callously neglect the land. Second, Leopold seems to be 

suggesting that the further expansion of our moral horizons is a form of moral progress. In other 

words, the fact that they have expanded in the past suggests that they are likely to continue doing 

so in the future.  This idea creates the expectation that, eventually, our society will recognize 

even biotic communities as morally significant. We can state this idea, in our own words, as his 

first premise: 
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P1) Moral progress has historically involved the expansion of society’s moral  

       horizons to include a broader range of individuals. 

So far, so good. But notice that, logically, this premise alone does not entail Leopold’s 

conclusion. This is an important point to emphasize: that the mere fact that society’s moral 

horizons have expanded in the past does not, on its own, entail that they should continue to 

expand.  I attempted to make this point in lecture by showing the Ikea video of the lamp. It is 

easy for us to be duped into empathizing with an old lamp that has been discarded on the street. 

But as the man says at the end of the commercial, “Many of you feel bad for this lamp. That is 

because you are crazy. It has no feelings, and the new one is much better.”  

I take this commercial to hold an important lesson: emotional tendencies are not an adequate 

guide, on their own, for determining which entities deserve moral consideration. Rather, we must 

temper these tendencies with reason. Any proposed expansion of our moral horizons to include 

some fundamentally new type of entity must be supported with a rationally compelling 

argument.  

We can imagine presenting such an argument to Odysseus. Presumably, he would have 

understood what it means to enjoy life or to suffer. He probably would have considered it unjust 

to be personally subject to unnecessary suffering.  The shortfall in his thinking seems to have 

been the failure to recognize that every human being is psychologically similar in this respect. 

We all share roughly the capacity for enjoyment or suffering. So, if it is wrong for Odysseus to 

needlessly suffer, and if he is no different from anyone else, then (on pain of logical consistency) 

he would have to admit that it is therefore wrong to make others suffer needlessly.  

This argument serves as a benchmark for what a rationally compelling argument for the 

expansion of our moral horizons ought to look like. It follows from a core value (the wrongness 

of unnecessary suffering) which most people hold as a personal conviction. The question is 

whether a similarly compelling argument can be supplied for the land Ethic. That is, for the 

further expansion of society’s moral horizons to include biotic communities as a whole.  
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2.3 Premise 2: community membership bestows moral standing.  

 Reading further in the text, we find a revealing clue about Leopold’s argument.  He 

claims that the concept of a community serves as a sort of fulcrum for the extension of our moral 

horizons:  

All ethics so far evolved rest upon a single premise: that the individual is a member of a 

community of interdependent parts. His instincts prompt him to compete for his place in 

the community, but his ethics prompt him also to cooperate (perhaps in order for that 

there may be a place to compete for). The land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of 

the community to include soils, waters, plants, and animals, or collectively: the land. 

(1968, 164). 

Leopold seems to be providing his own brief analysis for why, historically, people expanded 

their moral horizons to include all humans. A moment ago, I proposed that the fulcrum for 

extending our moral horizons to all humans was the realization of our shared capacity for 

suffering/enjoyment. Leopold might have something similar in mind with this idea of a shared 

community. There will be more to say on this point in a moment, when we turn to an analysis of 

this premise. In the meantime, we can summarize this idea as follows:  

P2) Society’s moral horizons should expand to include any type of individual that is a 

member of the social community.  

 With these two premises in place, let’s take a step back and consider whether Leopold’s 

argument is complete. According to P1, moral horizons have a capacity to expand. According to 

P2, they should expand to include entities that belong to the same community. Does it follow 

from these two premises that people ought extend moral consideration to all members of the 

biotic community?  Drawing that conclusion requires one more premise which, by now, will be 

very obvious to you. Leopold proposed that humans belong to a broader “biotic community” that 

includes water, soil, plants, and animals. Most people, he thought, failed to recognize that they 

are “biotic citizens” of an ecological community. This is why, he thought, people often fail to 

treat the land with due respect. We can interpret him to be proposing that,  

P3) Humans belong to a “biotic” community that includes soils, water, plants, and 

animals. 
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Leopold defended this idea by appealing to the ecological science of his day. At a later stage in 

this course, there will be more to say about the idea of the biotic community as a kind of super-

organism. For now, we have a complete reconstruction of Leopold’s argument on the table. We 

can summarize it as follows. Take a look and see if it all fits together into a coherent package:  

P1) Moral progress has historically involved the expansion of society’s moral horizons to  

       include a broader range of individuals. 

P2) Moral horizons should expand whenever we recognize that some new type of  

      individual belongs to our community.  

P3) Humans belong to a “biotic” community that includes soils, water, plants, and  

       animals. 

___________ 

C) Humans should not perform any action that contributes to the large scale disruption to  

     the biotic community. 

 

    Some students might notice a slight “wobble” in the argument as I have reconstructed it. 

Notice that P2 states simply that our moral horizons should expand to include fellow community 

members. This makes no mention any specific sort of behaviour that one should perform (or 

avoid) with respect to fellow community members. The conclusion, however, does mention a 

specific behaviour : avoid large scale disruption. So, strictly speaking, the conclusion goes 

slightly beyond the premises. I do not think that this is something to worry about. We understand 

that the extension of moral consideration to some individual implies, at the very least, that it is 

wrong to indiscriminately harm that individual. And as far as biotic communities are concerned, 

large scale disruption describes a kind of harm or destruction. With all of this in mind, we can 

now begin analyzing the individual premises.  

3. Social versus biotic communities.    

 We have already discussed P1 and it should be fairly clear that this premise isn’t doing 

most of the “heavy lifting” in Leopold’s argument anyhow. More central to his argument is this 

notion of a community. In P2, Leopold claims that community membership bestows moral 

significance on an individual. Earlier, I suggested that certain psychological capacities play this 

role. If you discover that something is capable of suffering/enjoyment, then you are obligated to 

take its welfare into account when making decisions.  I’ll admit that I have a hard time 
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understanding this suggestion. Perhaps Leopold associates community membership with a 

certain degree of psychological sophistication.  The thinking here might be that, if some 

organism is capable of being a member in some community, then it must be capable of 

communicating. It must be capable of participating in certain cooperative activities, and so on. 

Such behaviours, arguably, require a certain degree of cognitive sophistication. It would seem 

that in order for an organism to communicate or cooperate, it must be capable of forming goals. 

Perhaps social engagement at this level even requires a certain capacity for enjoyment or 

suffering. I am quite tempted by this reading of Leopold’s second premise (p2), because it helps 

to make sense of the proposal that community membership is a morally relevant property.  

 But notice that if we interpret Leopold in this way, then it is hard to see how biological 

interactions qualify as sufficient grounds for community membership. In P3, Leopold speaks of 

the “biotic” community as if it were the same kind of thing as a social community. Closer 

reflection reveals that in fact these are two very different things.  

 Whereas members of a social community are tied together by bonds of cooperation and 

communication, members of a biotic community are tied together largely by trophic relationships 

–all organisms kill and consume other organisms to survive.  By the same token, species that 

exist at the same trophic level are often in fierce competition for resources.  Of course, there are 

examples of mutualism among members of a biotic community.  For example, certain fungi 

provide nutrients for trees which, in turn, provide a substrate on which to live. Such relations 

might resemble the cooperative relations that we find among fellow members of the same social 

community. But it would be a rosy coloured view of nature to suggest that the majority of biotic 

interactions are mutually beneficial.   

 I suspect that Leopold might respond to this objection in one of two ways. One option is 

to argue that there is some “deep” level of cooperation that underlies even the trophic and 

competitive relations that we seem to find in nature. One can find a hint of this idea in his 

writing, for example, in a previously quoted statement where Leopold states that:  

[Man’s] instincts prompt him to compete for his place in the community, but his ethics 

prompt him also to cooperate (perhaps in order for that there may be a place to compete 

for). (italics added).  
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In this statement Leopold is alluding to the notion that an organism must interest to limit its 

impact on other species in order to persist. This is an old idea in ecology which has not survived 

the test of time.  Generally, most organisms lack foresight about the consequences of their 

actions. A trait was thought to evolve it if it benefits the long term survival of the species. So, 

they inferred that species would have evolved the tendency to limit their rate of resource 

extraction in order to prevent resources from becoming depleted, at which point the species 

would crash.  The flaw in this argument becomes apparent when we see that selection acts 

primarily at the level of individuals, occasionally at the level of groups, but only rarely (if ever) 

at the level of species.  To see this, just consider the different rates at which these processes 

typically occur.  Selection among individuals occurs on the order of generations. By contrast, it 

takes many generations for a species to deplete its resources and go extinct as a result. So how 

could a trait that limits resource extraction evolve by natural selection? Any such trait would be 

selected against at the individual level. Hence we now recognize, contra Leopold, that there is no 

plausible evolutionary mechanism that could favour such restraint.  

 A second possible option for Leopold is to view the biotic community in its entirety as a 

social individual.  As we shall discuss in a future lecture, this notion was fairly popular at the 

time that Leopold was writing. The basic idea is that although individual species might be mostly 

consuming or competing with one another, there is a higher level of individuality that emerges 

out of these interactions. Leopold might be suggesting that humans stand in some kind of 

communal relationship with this super-organism which renders it morally significant.  

 There will be more to say about the rise and fall of the super-organism concept in ecology 

in a future lecture. Let me simply point out that, if this is what Leopold has in mind, the idea 

faces a fairly serious conceptual problem. Consider first the claim that you have certain moral 

obligations to your community.  This idea seems perfectly acceptable provided that we 

understand it as a claim about inter-individual responsibility, and not a claim about some duty 

that we supposedly have to the collective. In other words, I can easily accept the idea that I have 

moral obligations to respect the welfare of individual members of my social community. I cannot 

easily accept the idea that it is morally acceptable to sacrifice some of those individuals for the 

benefit of some abstract holistic entity that we might call “the community.”  Indeed, I would 

propose that some of the worst moral atrocities in human history involved placing collective 

interests over those of the individual.  
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 Turning to P2 in Leopold’s argument, if the idea that community members have moral 

standing is to be seen as even remotely acceptable, we must understand this as a duty that holds 

among individuals.  Not as a duty between an individual (you, for instance) and the collective.  

 But now consider the proposal that I mentioned earlier. One of the only ways to make 

sense of P4 is by supposing that people have moral duties to a collective entity- namely, the 

biotic community. This should cause some concern right away, since the wellbeing of that 

collective entity might demand the removal of not only humans, but all sorts of other sentient 

organisms (more on this in our discussion of Sagoff, next week). But aside of that, it seems that 

Leopold is talking about two very different kinds of community membership. In P2, he is 

describing a relationship among individuals who belong to a community. In P3, he seems to be 

talking about a relationship between individuals and some larger collective.  

 With all of this in mind, I am inclined to argue that Leopold is guilty of the error that is 

known in philosophy as the fallacy of equivocation. Here is a definition:  

The fallacy of equivocation occurs when a key term or phrase in an argument is used in 

an ambiguous way, with one meaning in one portion of the argument and then another 

meaning in another portion of the argument. 

To be clear, it seems that in P2, Leopold is using “community” in a social sense, where it refers 

to a kind of moral bond that unites organisms that share a similar psychological or social 

makeup. But in P3, he uses “community” in a very different sense. Here, he is either talking 

about the energetic relationships that exist among species, or, he is talking about a relationship 

between an individual organism and some super-organism.  The latter two conceptions of a 

“biotic” community are very different from the concept of a social or moral community.  

Although Leopold is using the same word, he is talking about very different things. Hence, his 

argument is guilty of the fallacy of equivocation and we should not consider it to be rationally 

compelling.  

4. A Darwinian spin on Leopold’s argument.  

The philosopher Baird Callicott is one of the most outspoken defenders of Leopold’s land Ethic. 

He argues that Leopold does in fact provide a rationally compelling argument for his conclusion. 

As students will have noticed, Callicott is also fairly difficult to interpret. In a moment, I want to 
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provide a simple reconstruction of Callicott’s defense of Leopold. But before doing so, it is 

perhaps helpful to say a few things about the structure of ethical arguments in general.  

4.1 Normative versus descriptive premises.  

In philosophy it is standard practice to distinguish normative claims that propose to describe how 

people should act, from descriptive claims that propose to describe some feature of the world. 

Here are some examples:  

Normative claims: 

People ought to tell the truth.  

  No one should base important decisions on incomplete information.  

 Everyone should question authority. 

 We should all view the USA as an ideal society.     

 

 

Descriptive claims:  

Octopuses have three hearts.  

All species on earth have a common ancestor. 

The universe is constantly expanding.  

Apples are blue. 

Notice that either type of claim can potentially be true or false. The difference is that when 

normative claims are true, they make a certain kind of demand upon us. They express a norm or 

principle describing how people ought to behave. The easy way to tell the difference is to look 

for “must,” “ought,” “should,” or other clues that usually (but not always) suggest that a claim is 

normative.  

 With this distinction in mind, we can now say something very general and very useful 

about all ethical arguments. That is, about every argument that attempts to support a claim 

(conclusion) about what to be Every such argument can be represented as having the following 

general form: 
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Normative premise: making some ethical claim that some general category of behaviour C                                    

                                  ought be judged  morally right/wrong.  

 

Descriptive premise(s): stating that a particular behaviour  P belongs to category C. 

________  

Normative conclusion: stating that P therefore ought to be judged morally right/wrong.  

 

 In other words, it is possible to take any moral argument (an argument that attempts to 

establish a claim about how people ought to behave) and fit it into the above format. I now 

propose to do this using Callicott’s argument, as a way of simplifying and clarifying his position.  

 Callicott is interested in defending Leopold’s claim that people should care, morally, 

about fellow members of the biotic community. This was the sticking point that arose in the 

previous section: that although we might have a good reason to extend moral consideration to 

individuals with which we identify psychologically, it is far from clear that we should extend the 

same consideration to a broader range of individuals (soils, streams, plants, etc.). Callicott wants 

to defend the idea that we found so challenging in the previous section: that these different kinds 

of entity all belong to a single moral community. Hence, we can interpret Callicott as attempting 

to establish the following conclusion:  

Cc) Humans should extend to members of their biotic community the same  

       sort of moral consideration that is usually extended to members of their social  

      community.  

How you might ask did I arrive at this conclusion. I chose it because our previous analysis 

revealed that Leopold’s argument for the Land Ethic requires something along these lines to go 

through. You might notice that this premise essentially provides a logical bridge between P2 and 

P3 of Leopold’s original argument.  Insofar as Callicott claims to provide a rational defense of 

the Land Ethic, he owes us an argument in support of this conclusion (Cc).   

 So let’s can look to Callicott’s article and see what he offers. What line of reasoning is 

presented in defense of this conclusion? Without going into detail here, what we find is a fairly 
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complicated story about how ancestral human beings (supposedly) evolved a psychological 

tendency to cooperate with fellow members of their social group. Here is a key sentence: 

Here in outline, then, are the conceptual and logical foundations of the land ethic... Its 

logic is that natural selection has endowed human beings with an affective moral 

response to perceived bonds of kinship and community membership and identity; that 

today the natural environment – the land- is represented as a community, the biotic 

community; and that, therefore, an environmental or land ethic is both possible –the 

biopsychological and cognitive conditions are in place—and necessary, since human 

beings have acquired the power to destroy the integrity, diversity and stability of the 

environing and supporting economy of nature. (Callicott 1987, 178) 

 As I understand him, Callicott is making a descriptive claim about human evolution. The claim 

seems to be that humans were selected to empathize with anyone whom they regarded as 

belonging to the same generic group or community. We can state this premise as follows: 

P1c) Humans possess an evolved psychological disposition to cooperate with fellow  

community members.           

             

But how, you might ask, is this claim about our evolutionary past supposed to support the 

conclusion that we identified earlier?  It seems that Callicott  is making the same questionable 

assumption as Leopold – that people should adopt the same attitude toward biotic communities 

as they do towards social communities. The only notable difference, it seems, is that Callicott 

frames his discussion in Darwinian terms.  But notice that Callicott does not provide any further 

details about how this Darwinian consideration is supposed to add logical support to his 

conclusion. How then, as philosophers, are we supposed to complete our argument 

reconstruction? 

At this stage we can cut through some of the fog by deploying the philosophical tool that 

I outlined earlier. We know that (as a matter of logical necessity) all moral arguments contain at 

least one normative and one descriptive premise. As we have seen, the first premise (P1c), is a 

descriptive premise. It outlines how our psychological capacities might have evolved. We also 

know that Callicott hopes to derive a normative conclusion (Cc) from this premise. So, we can 

infer that he needs a second, normative premise in order to derive his conclusion.  

We can even figure out what sort of assumption Callicott would have to make in order to 

derive this conclusion from that premise.  Looking at the parts of his argument that we have 
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filled in so far, we can infer that Callicott MUST be assuming something like this (again, 

whether he explicitly says so or not): 

P2c)   If humans possess an evolved psychological disposition to cooperate with  

           fellow community members, then they should extend to members of their  

           biotic community the same sort of moral consideration that is usually  

           extended to members of their social community. 

 

Let me try to clarify what I have just done. We were presented with a fairly confusing 

suggestion: that our evolved tendency to cooperate with fellow community members provides 

“the conceptual and logical foundation” for Leopold’s Land Ethic. I interpreted this, charitably I 

think, as as a descriptive claim about human evolution. It then became apparent that, if Callicott 

hopes to derive his desired conclusion, he must assume something like P2c. So, I went ahead and 

ascribed P2c to Callicott. Even if he doesn’t state this premise explicitly in his own writing, we 

can be confident that he is logically committed to something very close to this.  Otherwise, how 

else could he derive Cc from P1c? Let us now analyze each premise in his argument.  

4.2 Were humans naturally selected to cooperate?  

This is a fascinating question that I lack the time to discuss in adequate detail.  In a nutshell, 

evidence for the evolution of human cooperation is drawn primarily from three different 

disciplines: archaeology, anthropology, and primatology. Let me offer some very brief remarks 

about what each of these fields seems to be telling us about human cooperation  

  The archaeological record reveals that at approximately 40,000 years ago, human culture 

underwent an abrupt explosion. At around this time one sees a massive expansion in human 

technology. One also sees the appearance of cave paintings and other culturally significant 

artefacts. Some thinkers argue that such cultural developments could not have accumulated 

without a cooperative social structure (Sterelny, 2003).  The thinking here is that it would be 

seriously disadvantageous (biologically speaking) for you to share hunting or other useful 

technologies with your competitors. So, in order for these technologies to become shared, 

humans had to first exist in a cooperative alliance of some sort. One could potentially raise 

questions about this proposal, but that would take us too far afield.  
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 Anthropology offers a second source of evidence that is of potential significance here. 

Some anthropologists point to extant hunter-gatherers as a model for how our distant ancestors 

were socially organized (Bohem, 2012). Such evidence is controversial, since extant hunter-

gatherers are often socially and economically marginalized. They might not provide a faithful 

glimpse into human ancestry -not to mention the fact that they have continued to evolved, 

culturally, along with the rest of us. However, a convergent pattern among these societies is a 

high degree of cooperation, especially when it comes to hunting and food sharing.  

 Primatology is a third field that stands to provide insights into human evolutionary 

psychology. Chimps, Orangs, Bonobos and Baboons all engage in certain forms of cooperation. 

This suggest that some proto-cooperative tendencies might have evolved in a very distinct 

common ancestor.  

 I would suggest that all three lines of evidence tend to support Callicotts first premise, 

that humans possess an evolved psychological disposition to cooperate with fellow group 

members. But I would also like to add an important qualification: that we probably also evolved 

a tendency to be nasty to non-group members. All three source of evidence mentioned earlier 

describe serious cases of inter-group conflict. We are all too familiar with this phenomenon in 

humans. Bone damage that must have been caused by stone weapons suggests that human 

warefare is not a recent invention. Chimpanzees are likewise reported to hunt and kill in a group-

on-group context. Following Callicott, we must ask what sort of psychological mechanism is 

likely to have evolved in an environment where competition was fierce among groups of 

ancestral humans? One plausible outcome is a flexible tendency to expand or contract one’s 

capacity for empathy, depending on where you happen to draw the group boundary. Just consider 

how inclined people are to act violently towards those whom they perceive as belonging to a 

violent or hostile group. The point here is simply that human psychology has the capacity to 

withdraw moral horizons as easily as it can expand them. This underscores the importance of 

using reason when evaluating whether some individual truly deserves moral consideration. 

4.3 Does it even matter, morally, whether humans were naturally selected to cooperate?  

We have arrived at the crux of Callicott’s argument.  By framing community cooperation as a 

behaviour that was favoured in ancestral environments, Callicott seems to be suggesting that we 

therefore have a good reason to cooperate with community members in contemporary 



 

22 
 

environments. I now want to present a very simple argument in opposition to this idea. That is, I 

shall argue that no matter what our ancestral environment might have been like, nothing follows 

about how we ought to behave (morally speaking). Here’s the argument: 

 

P1) The list of behaviours that are likely to have been selected for in human  

      ancestral environments includes infanticide, warfare, and forced copulation  

      (among other nasty things).  

 

P2) These behaviours are obviously morally wrong.   

____ 

c) Therefore, the fact that some behaviour promoted human survival &  

     reproduction says nothing about its moral status.  

 

Note that the same lines of evidence that were used to support the evolution of cooperation 

(archaeology, anthropology, and primatology) also report infanticide, warfare, or forced 

copulation. We can also see quite easily how each of these behaviours would have promoted 

survival and reproduction. Infanticide, for example, tends to be advantageous in any species with 

an extended period of parental care and where males are competing for reproductive access. In 

Langur monkeys, for example, when a new male takes over dominance from his successor, he 

often begins by exterminating all the infants in his troop. As horrifying as this seems to us, it 

serves as an effective strategy for bringing females into estrus, thus enhancing his reproductive 

success.  This disposition is an evolved feature of Vervet monkey psychology, in the same way 

that a cooperative disposition is (supposedly) an evolved feature of the human mind. But no one 

with even the slightest moral sensitivity would think that it is okay to kill infants, just because it 

might be fitness-enhancing to do so. By the same reasoning, the fact that community cooperation 

promoted human survival does not on its own make this behaviour morally laudable. Human 

psychological evolution is one thing. Morality is something else.  

Conclusion 

I began with Leopold’s motivation for the Land Ethic. He recognized the limits of economic 

thinking and government regulation as strategies for avoiding resource depletion. What we seem 
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to require is an “internal” reason that motivates us to behave in the collective interest, and refrain 

from exhausting our common, valued, and limited resources.  

 Developing a rationally compelling argument in defence of the land Ethic turns out to be 

more difficult than it perhaps sounds. Leopold attempted to draw on the widely shared sentiment 

that fellow members of our social community demand moral consideration. He hoped that the 

fact that humans belong to a broader “biotic” community would provide a rationally compelling 

reason for us to extend moral consideration to a broader spectrum of organisms.  

 However, this line of argument is vulnerable to a fairly simple objection: social 

communities are bound by a very different sort of tie than biotic communities. The reason we 

extend moral consideration to members of the social community, it seems, is because they have a 

certain level of psychological sophistication. It is this cognitive capacity that we identify with 

and regard as morally significant. By contrast, members of a biotic community typically kill or 

compete with one another in order to survive. The recognition that humans belong to this sort of 

community hardly motivates us to view other specie as morally significant. Perhaps Leopold 

intended for us to see the ecosystem as a whole as the morally relevant individual. Killing and 

competition could then be seen as a necessary “evil” required to maintain the super-organism. 

This holistic view of ecosystems is (as we shall see) questionable on scientific ground alone. As 

a moral thesis it is extremely dubious, seeming to recommend sacrifice of people in the name of 

“the common good.” History teaches us to be suspicious of any such suggestion.  

 Finally, there have been prominent attempts to defend the Land Ethic by appealing to a 

sort of Darwinian logic, where something is morally good if it promoted human survival. This 

assumption admits of too many blatant counter examples to be taken seriously.  

 So where does this leave us?  In the next set of lectures we will consider a further 

objection to the claim that biotic communities as a whole deserve moral standing. We will also 

investigate in greater detail the reasons why scientists reject extreme forms of eco-holism. This 

will leave the defender of the Land Ethic with few conventional options, ultimately setting the 

stage for Deep Ecology as a highly unconventional perspective.  
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