Animal Liberation: A Triangular Affair

Environmental Ethics and Animal Liberation

Partly because it is so new to Western philosophy (or at least
heretofore only scarcely represented) environmental ethics has no
precisely fixed conventional definition in glossaries of philosophical
terminology. Aldo Leopold, however, is universally recognized as the
father or founding genius of recent environmental ethics. His “land
ethic” has become a modern classic and may be treated as the standard
example, the paradigm case, as it were, of what an environmental ethic
is. Environmental ethics then can be defined ostensively by using
Leopold’s land ethic as the exemplary type. I do not mean to suggest
that all environmental ethics should necessarily conform to Leopold’s
paradigm, but the extent to which an ethical system resembles
Leopold’s land ethic might be used, for want of anything better, as a
criterion to measure the extent to which it is or is not of the
environmental sort.

It is Leopold’s opinion, and certainly an overall review of the
prevailing traditions of Western ethics, both popular and philosoph-
ical, generally confirms it, that traditional Western systems of ethics
have not accorded moral standing to nonhuman beings.! Animals and
plants, soils and waters, which Leopold includes in his community of
ethical beneficiaries, have traditionally enjoyed no moral standing, no
rights, no respect, in sharp contrast to human persons whose rights
and interests ideally must be fairly and equally considered if our
actions are to be considered “ethical” or “moral.” One fundamental
and novel feature of the Leopold land ethic, therefore, is the extension
of direct ethical considerability from people to nonhuman natural
entities.

At first glance, the recent ethical movement usually labeled
“animal liberation” or “animal rights” seems to be squarely and
centrally a kind of environmental ethics.? The more uncompromising
among the animal liberationists have demanded equal moral consider-
ation on behalf of cows, pigs, chickens, and other apparently enslaved
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16 IN DEFENSE OF THE LAND ETHIC

and oppressed nonhuman animals.3 The theoreticians of this new
hyper-egalitarianism have coined such terms as speciesism (on analogy
with racism and sexism) and human chauvinism (on analogy with male
chauvinism), and have made animal liberation seem, perhaps not
improperly, the next and most daring development of political
liberalism.* Aldo Leopold also draws upon metaphors of political
liberalism when he tells us that his land ethic “changes the role of Homo
sapiens from conqueror of the land community to plain member and
citizen of it.”> For animal liberationists it is as if the ideological battles
for equal rights and equal consideration for women and for racial
minorities have been all but won, and the next and greatest challenge is
to purchase equality, first theoretically and then practically, for all
(actually only some) animals, regardless of species. This more rhetori-
cally implied than fully articulated historical progression of moral
rights from fewer to greater numbers of “persons” (allowing that
animals may also be persons) as advocated by animal liberationists,
also parallels Leopold’s scenario in “The Land Ethic” of the historical
extension of “ethical criteria” to more and more “fields of conduct” and
tolarger and larger groups of people during the past three thousand or
so years.5 As Leopold develops it, the land ethic is a cultural “evolu-
tionary possibility,” the next “step in a sequence.”” For Leopold,
however, the next step is much more sweeping, much more inclusive
than the animal liberationists envision, since it “enlarges the bound-
aries of the [moral] community to include soils, waters, [and] plants....”
as well as animals.2 Thus, the animal liberation movement could be
construed as partitioning Leopold’s perhaps undigestable and totally
inclusive environmental ethic into a series of more assimilable stages:
today animal rights, tomorrow equal rights for plants, and after that full
moral standing for rocks, soil, and other earthy compounds, and
perhaps sometime in the still more remote future, liberty and equality
for water and other elemental bodies.

Put just this way, however, there is something jarring about such a
graduated progression in the exfoliation of a more inclusive environ-
mental ethic, something that seems absurd. A more or less reasonable
case might be made for rights for some animals, but when we come to
plants, soils, and waters, the frontier between plausibility and absurd-
ity appears to have been crossed. Yet, there is no doubt that Leopold
sincerely proposes that land (in his inclusive sense) be ethically
regarded. The beech and chestnut, for example, have in his view as
much “biotic right” to life as the wolf and the deer, and the effects of
human actions on mountains and streams for Leopold is an ethical
concern as genuine and serious as the comfort and longevity of battery
hens.? In fact, Leopold to all appearances never considered the treat-
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Animal Liberation 17

ment of battery hens on a factory farm or steers in a feed lot to be a
pressing moral issue. He seems much more concerned about the
integrity of the farm woodlot and the effects of clear-cutting steep
slopes on neighboring streams.

Animal liberationists put their ethic into practice (and display
their devotion to it) by becoming vegetarians, and the moral complex-
ites of vegetarianism have been thoroughly debated in the recent
literature as an adjunct issue to animal rights.’? (No one, however, has
yet expressed, as among Butler’s Erewhonians, qualms about eating
plants, though such sentiments might be expected to be latently
present if the rights of plants are next to be defended.) Aldo Leopold, by
contrast, did not even condemn hunting animals, let alone eating them,
nor did he personally abandon hunting, for which he had had an
enthusiasm since boyhood, upon becoming convinced that his ethical
responsibilities extended beyond the human sphere.!! There are several
interpretations for this behavioral peculiarity. One is that Leopold did
not see that his land ethic actually ought to prohibit hunting, cruelly
killing, and eating animals. A corollary of this interpretation is that
Leopold was so unperspicacious as deservedly to be thought stupid—a
conclusion hardly comporting with the intellectual subtlety he usually
evinces in most other respects. If not stupid, then perhaps Leopold was
hypocritical. But if a hypocrite, we should expect him to conceal his
proclivity for blood sports and flesh eating and to treat them as
shameful vices to be indulged secretively. As it is, bound together
between the same covers with “The Land Ethic” are his unabashed
reminiscences of killing and consuming game.’2 This term (like stock)
when used of animals, moreover, appears to be morally equivalent to
referring to a sexually appealing young woman as a “piece” or to a
strong, young black man as a “buck”—if animal rights, that is, are to
considered as on a par with women'’s rights and the rights of formerly
enslaved races. A third interpretation of Leopold’s approba-
tion of regulated and disciplined sport hunting (and a fortiori meat
eating) is that it is a form of human and animal behavior not inconsis-
tent with the land ethic as he conceived it. A corollary of this interpreta-
tion is that Leopold’s land ethic and the environmental ethic of the
animal liberation movement rest upon very different theoretical foun-
dations, and that they are thus two very different forms of environ-
mental ethics.

The urgent concern of animal liberationists for the suffering of
domestic animals, toward which Leopold manifests an attitude which
can only be described as indifference, and the urgent concern of
Leopold, on the other hand, for the disappearance of species of plants
as well as animals and for soil erosion and stream pollution, appear to
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18 IN DEFENSE OF THE LAND ETHIC

be symptoms not only of very different ethical perspectives, but of
profoundly different cosmic visions as well. The neat similarities, noted
at the beginning of this discussion, between the environmental ethic of
the animal liberation movement and the classical Leopold land ethic
appear in light of these observations to be rather superficial and to
conceal substrata of thought and value which are not at all similar. The
theoretical foundations of the animal liberation movement and those of
the Leopold land ethic may even turn out not to be companionable,
complementary, or mutually consistent. The animal liberationists may
thus find themselves not only engaged in controversy with the many
conservative philosophers upholding apartheid between man and
“beast,” but also faced with an unexpected dissent from another, very
different, system of environmental ethics.!* Animal liberation and
animal rights may well prove to be a triangular rather than, as it has so
far been represented in the philosophical community, a polar con-
troversy.

Ethical Humanism and Humane Moralism

The orthodox response of “ethical humanism” (as this philosophi-
cal perspective may be styled) to the suggestion that nonhuman ani-
mals should be accorded moral standing is that such animals are not
worthy of this high perquisite. Only human beings are rational, or
capable of having interests, or possess self-awareness, or have linguistic
abilities, or can represent the future, it is variously argued." These
essential attributes taken singly or in various combinations make
people somehow exclusively deserving of moral consideration. The
so-called “lower animals,” it is insisted, lack the crucial qualification for
ethical considerability and so may be treated (albeit humanely, accord-
ing to some, so as not to brutalize man) as things or means, not as
persons or as ends.!®

The theoreticians of the animal liberation movement (“humane
moralists” as they may be called) typically reply as follows.1¢ Not all
human beings qualify as worthy of moral regard, according to the
various criteria specified. Therefore, by parity of reasoning, human
persons who do not so qualify as moral patients may be treated, as
animals often are, as mere things or means (for example, used in
vivisection experiments, disposed of if their existence is inconvenient,
eaten, hunted, and so forth). But the ethical humanists would be
morally outraged if irrational and inarticulate infants, for example,
were used in painful or lethal medical experiments, or if severely
retarded people were hunted for pleasure. Thus, the double-dealing,
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the hypocrisy, of ethical humanism appears to be exposed.”” Ethical
humanism, though claiming to discriminate between worthy and
unworthy ethical patients on the basis of objective criteria impartially
applied, turns out after all, it seems, to be speciesism, a philosophically
indefensible prejudice (analogous to racial prejudice) against animals.
The tails side of this argument is that some animals, usually the
“higher” lower animals (cetaceans, other primates and so forth), as
ethological studies seem to indicate, may meet the criteria specified for
moral worth, although the ethical humanists, even so, are not prepared
to grant them full dignity and the rights of persons. In short, the ethical
humanists’ various criteria for moral standing do not include all or only
human beings, humane moralists argue, although in practice ethical
humanism wishes to make the class of morally considerable beings
coextensive with the class of human beings.

The humane moralists, for their part, insist upon sentience as the
only relevant capacity a being need possess to enjoy full moral
standing. If animals, they argue, are conscious entities who, though
deprived of reason, speech, forethought or even self-awareness (how-
ever that may be judged), are capable of suffering, then their suffering
should be as much a matter of ethical concern as that of our fellow
human beings, or strictly speaking, as our very own. What, after all, has
rationality or any of the other allegedly uniquely human capacities to
do with ethical standing? Why, in other words, should beings who
reason or use speech (and so forth) qualify for moral status, and those
who do not fail to qualify?'8 Isn’t this just like saying that only persons
with white skin should be free, or that only persons who beget and not
those who bear should own property? The criterion seems utterly
unrelated to the benefit for which it selects. On the other hand, the
capacity to suffer is, it seems, a more relevant criterion for moral
standing because—as Bentham and Mill, notable among modern phi-
losophers, and Epicurus, among the ancients, aver—pain is evil, and its
opposite, pleasure and freedom from pain, good. As moral agents (and
this seems axiomatic), we have a duty to behave in such a way that the
effect of our actions is to promote and procure good, so far as possible,
and to reduce and minimize evil. That would amount to an obligation
to produce pleasure and reduce pain. Now pain is pain wherever and
by whomever it is suffered. As a moral agent, I should not consider my
pleasure and pain to be of greater consequence in determining a course
of action than that of other persons. Thus, by the same token, if animals
suffer pain—and among philosophers only strict Cartesians would
deny that they do—then we are morally obliged to consider their
suffering as much an evil to be minimized by conscientious moral
agents as human suffering.1® Certainly actions of ours which contribute
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20 IN DEFENSE OF THE LAND ETHIC

to the suffering of animals, such as hunting them, butchering and
eating them, and experimenting on them, are on these assumptions
morally reprehensible. Hence, a person who regards himself or herself
as not aiming in life to live most selfishly, conveniently, or profitably,
but rightly and in accord with practical principle, if convinced by these
arguments, should, among other things, cease to eat the flesh of
animals, to hunt them, to wear fur and leather clothing and bone
ornaments and other articles made from the bodies of animals, to eat
eggs and drink milk, if the animal producers of these commodities are
retained under inhumane circumstances, and to patronize zoos (as
sources of psychological if not physical torment of animals). On the
other hand, since certain very simple animals are almost certainly
insensible to pleasure and pain, they may and indeed should be treated
as morally inconsequential. Nor is there any moral reason why trees
should be respected or rivers or mountains or anything which is,
though living or tributary to life processes, unconscious. The humane
moralists, like the moral humanists, draw a firm distinction between
those beings worthy of moral consideration and those not. They simply
insist upon a different but quite definite cut-off point on the spectrum
of natural entities, and accompany their criterion with arguments to
show that it is more ethically defensible (granting certain assumptions)
and more consistently applicable than that of the moral humanists.20

The First Principle of the Land Ethic

The fundamental principle of humane moralism, as we see, is
Benthamic. Good is equivalent to pleasure and, more pertinently, evil
is equivalent to pain. The presently booming controversy between
moral humanists and humane moralists appears, when all the learned
dust has settled, to be esentially internecine; at least, the lines of battle
are drawn along familiar watersheds of the conceptual terrain.2! A
classical ethical theory, Bentham’s, has been refitted and pressed into
service to meet relatively new and unprecedented ethically relevant
situations—the problems raised especially by factory farming and ever
more exotic and frequently ill-conceived scientific research employing
animal subjects. Then, those with Thomist, Kantian, Lockean, Moorean,
and so forth ethical affiliations have heard the bugle and have risen to
arms. It is no wonder that so many academic philosophers have been
drawn into the fray. The issues have an apparent newness about them;
moreover, they are socially and politically avant-garde. But there is no
serious challenge to cherished first principles.22 Hence, without having
to undertake any creative ethical reflection or exploration, or any
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reexamination of historical ethical theory, a fresh debate has been
stirred up. The familiar historical positions have simply been re-
trenched, applied, and exercised.

But what about the third (and certainly minority) party to the
animal liberation debate? What sort of reasonable and coherent moral
theory would at once urge that animals (and plants and soils and
waters) be included in the same class with people as beings to whom
ethical consideration is owed and yet not object to some of them being
slaughtered (whether painlessly or not) and eaten, others hunted,
trapped, and in various other ways seemingly cruelly used? Aldo
Leopold provides a concise statement of what might be called the
categorical imperative or principal precept 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.”2* What is
especially noteworthy, and that to which attention should be directed
in this proposition, is the idea that the good of the biotic community is
the ultimate measure of the moral value, the rightness or wrongness, of
actions. Thus, to hunt and kill a white-tailed deer in certain districts
may not only be ethically permissible, it might actually be a moral
requirement, necessary to protect the local environment, taken as a
whole, from the disintegrating effects of a cervid population explosion.
On the other hand, rare and endangered animals like the lynx should
be especially nurtured and preserved. The lynx, cougar, and other wild
feline predators, from the neo-Benthamite perspective (if consistently
and evenhandedly applied) should be regarded as merciless, wanton,
and incorrigible murderers of their fellow creatures, who not only kill, it
should be added, but cruelly toy with their victims, thus increasing the
measure of pain in the world. From the perspective of the land ethic,
predators generally should be nurtured and preserved as critically
important members of the biotic communities to which they are native.
Certain plants similarly, may be overwhelmingly important to the
stability, integrity, and beauty of biotic communities, while some
animals, such as domestic sheep (allowed perhaps by egalitarian and
humane herdspersons to graze freely and to reproduce themselves
without being harvested for lamb and mutton) could be a pestilential
threat to the natural floral community of a given locale. Thus, the land
ethic is logically coherent in demanding at once that moral consider-
ation be given to plants as well as to animals and yet in permitting
animals to be killed, trees felled, and so on. In every case the effect upon
ecological systems is the decisive factor in the determination of the
ethical quality of actions. Well-meaning actions from the point of view
of neo-Benthamite ethics may be regarded as morally wanton from the
point of view of land ethics, and vice versa. An example of the former, in
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22 IN DEFENSE OF THE LAND ETHIC

addition to those already mentioned, is turning dairy cows out to
pasture in a woodlot situated on a steep slope overlooking a trout
stream (for the sake of the shady comfort and dietary variety of the
cattle) with ruinous impact upon the floral and wildlife community
native to the woods, the fish and benthic orgamisms of the stream, and
the microbic life and the physiochemical structure of the soil itself. An
example of the latter is trapping or otherwise removing beaver (to all
appearances very sensitive and intelligent animals) and their dams to
eliminate siltation in an otherwise free-flowing and clear-running
stream (for the sake of the complex community of insects, native fish,
heron, osprey, and other avian predators of aquatic life which on the
anthropocentric scale of consciousness are “lower” life forms than
beaver).

The Land Ethic and the Ecological Point of View

The philosophical context of the land ethic and its conceptual
foundation is clearly the body of empirical experience and theory
which is summed up in the term ecology. The specter of the naturalistic
fallacy hovers around any claim to discover values in facts (and/or,
probably, in scientific theories as well), but notwithstanding the natu-
ralistic fallacy (or the fact/value lacuna), which is essentially a logical
problem for formal ethics, there appears very often to be at least a
strongly compelling psychological connection between the way the
world is imagined or conceived and what state of things is held to be
good or bad, what ways of behaving are right or wrong, and what
responsibilities and obligations we, as moral agents, acknowledge.?

Since ecology focuses upon the relationships between and among
things, it inclines its students toward a more holistic vision of the
world. Before the rather recent emergence of ecology as a science the
landscape appeared to be, one might say, a collection of objects, some
of them alive, some conscious, but all the same, an aggregate, a plurality
of separate individuals. With this atomistic representation of things it is
no wonder that moral issues might be understood as competing and
mutually contradictory clashes of the “rights” of separate individuals,
each separately pursuing its “interests.” Ecology has made it possible
to apprehend the same landscape as an articulate unity (without the
least hint of mysticism or ineffability). Ordinary organic bodies have
articulated and discernible parts (limbs, various organs, myriad cells);
yet, because of the character of the network of relations among those
parts, they form in a perfectly familiar sense a second-order whole.
Ecology makes it possible to see land, similarly, as a unified system of
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integrally related parts, as, so to speak, a third-order organic whole.?>

Another analogy that has helped ecologists to convey the partic-
ular holism which their science brings to reflective attention is that
land is integrated as a human community is integrated. The various
parts of the “biotic community” (individual animals and plants)
depend upon one another economically so that the system as such
acquires distinct characteristics of its own. Just as it is possible to
characterize and define collectively peasant societies, agrarian commun-
ities, industrial complexes, capitalist, communist, and socialist eco-
nomic systems, and so on, ecology characterizes and defines various
biomes as desert, savanna, wetland, tundra, woodland, and other com-
munities, each with its particular “professions,” or “niches.”

Now we may think that among the duties we as moral agents have
toward ourselves is the duty of self-preservation, which may be inter-
preted as a duty to maintain our own organic integrity. It is not
uncommon in historical moral theory, further, to find that in addition
to those peculiar responsibilities we have in relation both to ourselves
and to other persons severally, we also have a duty to behave in ways
that do not harm the fabric of society per se. The land ethic, in similar
fashion, calls our attention to the recently discovered integrity—in
other words, the unity—of the biota and posits duties binding upon
moral agents in relation to that whole. Whatever the strictly formal
logical connections between the concept of a social community and
moral responsibility, there appears to be a strong psychological bond
between that idea and conscience. Hence, the representation of the
natural environment as, in Leopold’s terms, “one humming commun-
ity” (or, less consistently in his discussion, a third-order organic being)
brings into play, whether rationally or not, those stirrings of conscience
which we feel in relation to delicately complex, functioning social and
organic systems.26

The neo-Benthamite humane moralists have, to be sure, digested
one of the metaphysical implications of modern biology. They insist
that human beings must be understood continuously with the rest of
organic nature. People are (and are only) animals, and much of the
rhetorical energy of the animal liberation movement is spent in
fighting a rear guard action for this aspect of Darwinism against those
philosophers who still cling to the dream of a special metaphysical
status for people in the order of “creation.” To this extent the animal
liberation movement is biologically enlightened and argues from the
taxonomical and evolutionary continuity of man and beast to moral
standing for some nonhuman animals. Indeed, pain, in their view the
very substance of evil, is something that is conspicuously common to
people and other sensitive animals, something that we as people experi-
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ence not in virtue of our metasimian cerebral capabilities, but because
of our participation in a more generally animal, limbic-based conscious-
ness. Ifit is pain and suffering that is the ultimate evil besetting human
life, and this not in virtue of our humanity but in virtue of our animality,
then it seems only fair to promote freedom from pain for those animals
who share with us in this mode of experience and to grant them rights
similar to ours as a means to this end.

Recent ethological studies of other primates, cetaceans, and so on,
are not infrequently cited to drive the point home, but the biological
information of the animal liberation movement seems to extend no
further than this—the continuity of human with other animal life forms.
The more recent ecological perspective especially seems to be ignored
by humane moralists. The holistic outlook of ecology and the associ-
ated value premium conferred upon the biotic community, its beauty,
integrity, and stability may simply not have penetrated the thinking of
the animal liberationists, or it could be that to include it would involve
an intolerable contradiction with the Benthamite foundations of their
ethical theory. Bentham’s view of the “interests of the community”
was bluntly reductive. With his characteristic bluster, Bentham wrote,
“The community is a fictitious body composed of the individual persons
who are considered as constituting as it were its members. The interest
of the community then is what? —the sum of the interests of the several
members who compose it.”?” Betham's very simile—the community is
like a body composed of members—gives the lie to his reduction of its
interests to the sum of its parts taken severally. The interests of a
person are not those of his or her cells summed up and averaged out.
Our organic health and well-being, for example, requires vigorous
exercise and metabolic stimulation which cause stress and often pain
to various parts of the body and a more rapid turnover in the life cycle
of our individual cells. For the sake of the person taken as whole, some
parts may be, as it were, unfairly sacrificed. On the level of social
organization, the interests of society may not always coincide with the
sum of the interests of its parts. Discipline, sacrifice, and individual
restraint are often necessary in the social sphere to maintain social
integrity as within the bodily organism. A society, indeed, is particu-
larly vulnerable to disintegration when its members become pre-
occupied totally with their own particular interests, and ignore those
distinct and independent interests of the community as a whole. One
example, unfortunately, our own society, is altogether too close at hand
to be examined with strict academic detachment. The United States
seems to pursue uncritically a social policy of reductive utilitarianism,
aimed at promoting the happiness of all its members severally. Each
special interest accordingly clamors more loudly to be satisfied while
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the community as a whole becomes noticeably more and more infirm
economically, environmentally, and politically.

The humane moralists, whether or not they are consciously and
deliberately following Bentham on this particular, nevertheless, in
point of fact, are committed to the welfare of certain kinds of animals
distributively or reductively in applying their moral concern for
nonhuman beings.28 They lament the treatment of animals, most fre-
quently farm and laboratory animals, and plead the special interests of
these beings. We might ask, from the perspective of the land ethic, what
the effect upon the natural environment taken as whole would be if
domestic animals were actually liberated? There is, almost certainly,
very little real danger that this might actually happen, but it would be
instructive to speculate on the ecological consequences.

Ethical Holism

Before we take up this question, however, some points of interest
remain to be considered on the matter of a holistic versus a reductive
environmental ethic. To pit the one against the other as I have done
without further qualification would be mistaken. A society is consti-
tuted by its members, an organic body by its cells, and the ecosystem
by the plants, animals, minerals, fluids, and gases which compose it.
One cannot affect a system as a whole without affecting at least some of
its components. An environmental ethic which takes as its summum
bonum the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community is not
conferring moral standing on something else besides plants, animals,
soils, and waters. Rather, the former, the good of the community as a
whole, serves as a standard for the assessment of the relative value and
relative ordering of its constitutive parts and therefore provides a
means of adjudicating the often mutually contradictory demands of
the parts considered separately for equal consideration. If diversity
does indeed contribute to stability, then specimens of rare and
endangered species, for example, have a prima facie claim to preferen-
tial consideration from the perspective of the land ethic. Animals of
those species, which, like the honey bee, function in ways critically
important to the economy of nature, moreover, would be granted a
greater claim to moral attention than psychologically more complex
and sensitive ones, say, rabbits and voles, which seem to be plentiful,
globally distributed, reproductively efficient, and only routinely inte-
grated into the natural economy. Animals and plants, mountains,
rivers, seas, the atmosphere are the immediate practical beneficiaries of
the land ethic. The well-being of the biotic community, the biosphere
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as a whole, cannot be logically separated from their survival and
welfare.

Some suspicion may arise at this point that the land ethic is ulti-
mately grounded in human interests, not in those of nonhuman natu-
ral entities. Just as we might prefer a sound and attractive house to one
in the opposite condition, so the “goodness” of a whole, stable, and
beautiful environment seems rather to be of the instrumental, not the
intrinsic, variety. The question of ultimate value is a very sticky one for
environmental as well as for all ethics and cannot be fully addressed
here. It is my view that there can be no value apart from an evaluator,
that all value is as it were in the eye of the beholder. The value that is
attributed to the ecosystem, therefore, is humanly dependent or (allow-
ing that other living things may take a certain delight in the well-being
of the whole of things, or that the gods may) at least dependent upon
some variety of morally and aesthetically sensitive consciousness.
Granting this, however, there is a further, very crucial distinction to be
drawn. It is possible that while things may only have value because we
(or someone) values them, they may nonetheless be valued for them-
selves as well as for the contribution they might make to the realization
of our (or someone’s) interests. Children are valued for themselves by
most parents. Money, on the other hand, has only an instrumental or
indirect value. Which sort of value has the health of the biotic com-
munity and its members severally for Leopold and the land ethic? It is
especially difficult to separate these two general sorts of value, the one
of moral significance, the other merely selfish, when something that
may be valued in both ways at once is the subject of consideration. Are
pets, for example, well-treated, like children, for the sake of themselves,
or, like mechanical appliances, because of the sort of services they
provide their owners? Is a healthy biotic community something we
value because we are so utterly and (to the biologically well-informed)
so obviously dependent upon it not only for our happiness but for our
very survival, or may we also perceive it disinterestedly as having an
independent worth? Leopold insists upon a noninstrumental value for
the biotic community and mutatis mutandis for its constituents. Accord-
ing to Leopold, collective enlightened self-interest on the part of
human beings does not go far enough; the land ethic in his opinion
(and no doubt this reflects his own moral intuitions) requires “love,
respect, and admiration for land, and a high regard for its value.” The
land ethic, in Leopold’s view, creates “obligations over and above
self-interest.” And, “obligations have no meaning without conscience,
and the problem we face is the extension of social conscience from
people toland.”?If, in other words, any genuine ethic is possible, if it is
possible to value people for the sake of themselves, then it is equally
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possible to value land in the same way.

Some indication of the genuinely biocentric value orientation of
ethical environmentalism is indicated in what otherwise might appear
to be gratuitous misanthropy. The biospheric perspective does not
exempt Homo sapiens from moral evaluation in relation to the well-
being of the community of nature taken as a whole. The preciousness of
individual deer, as of any other specimen, is inversely proportional to
the population of the species. Environmentalists, however reluctantly
and painfully, do not omit to apply the same logic to their own kind. As
omnivores, the population of human beings should, perhaps, be
roughly twice that of bears, allowing for differences of size. A global
population of more than four billion persons and showing no signs of
an orderly decline presents an alarming prospect to humanists, but it is
at present a global disaster (the more per capita prosperity, indeed, the
more disastrous it appears) for the biotic community. If the land ethic
were only a means of managing nature for the sake of man, misleadingly
phrased in moral terminology, then man would be considered as having
an ultimate value essentially different from that of his “resources.” The
extent of misanthropy in modern environmentalism thus may be taken
as a measure of the degree to which it is biocentric. Edward Abbey in
his enormously popular Desert Solitaire bluntly states that he would
sooner shoot a man than a snake.3 Abbey may not be simply depraved;
this is perhaps only his way of dramatically making the point that the
human population has become so disproportionate from the biological
point of view that if one had to choose between a specimen of Homo
sapiens and a specimen of a rare even if unattractive species, the choice
would be moot. Among academicians, Garrett Hardin, a human ecolo-
gist by discipline who has written extensively on ethics, environmental
and otherwise, has shocked philosophers schooled in the preciousness
of human life with his “lifeboat” and “survival” ethics and his “wilder-
ness economics.” In context of the latter, Hardin recommends limiting
access to wilderness by criteria of hardiness and woodcraft and would
permit no emergency roads or airborne rescue vehicles to violate the
pristine purity of wilderness areas. If a wilderness adventurer should
have a serious accident, Hardin recommends that he or she get out on
his or her own or die in the attempt. Danger, from the strictly human-
centered, psychological perspective, is part of the wilderness experi-
ence, Hardin argues, but in all probability his more important concern
is to protect from mechanization the remnants of wild country that
remain even if the price paid is the incidental loss of human life, which,
from the perspective once more of the biologist, is a commodity alto-
gether too common in relation to wildlife and to wild landscapes.?
Hardin’s recommendation of harsh policies in relation to desperate,
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starving nations is based strictly upon a utilitarian calculus, but read-
ing between the lines, one can also detect the biologist’s chagrin
concerning the ecological dislocations which a human population
explosion have already created and which if permitted to continue
unchecked could permanently impoverish (if not altogether extinguish)
an already stressed and overburdened economy of nature.??

Finally, it may be wondered if anything ought properly be denom-
inated an “ethic” which on the basis of an impersonal, not to say
abstract, good, “the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic com-
munity,” permits and even requires preferential consideration. A “deci-
sion procedure,” to give it for the moment a neutral rubric, which
lavishes loving and expensive care on whooping cranes and (from the
Benthamite point of view, villainous) timber wolves while simulta-
neously calculating the correct quotas for “harvesting” mallards and
ruffed grouse should hardly be dignified, it might be argued, by the
term ethic. Modern systems of ethics have, it must be admitted, con-
sidered the principle of the equality of persons to be inviolable. This is
true, for example, of both major shools of modern ethics, the utilitarian
school going back to Bentham and Mill, and the deontological, originat-
ing with Kant. The land ethic manifestly does not accord equal moral
worth to each and every member of the biotic community; the moral
worth of individuals (including, take note, human individuals) is
relative, to be assessed in accordance with the particular relation of
each to the collective entity which Leopold called “land.”

There is, however, a classical Western ethic, with the best philo-
sophical credentials, which assumes a similar holistic posture (with
respect to the social moral sphere). I have in mind Plato’s moral and
social philosophy. Indeed, two of the same analogies figuring in the
conceptual foundations of the Leopold land ethic appear in Plato’s
value theory .33 From the ecological perspective, according to Leopold
as I have pointed out, land is like an organic body or like a human
society. According to Plato, body, soul, and society have similar struc-
tures and corresponding virtues.? The goodness of each is a function of
its structure or organization and the relative value of the parts or
constituents of each is calculated according to the contribution made
to the integrity, stability, and beauty of each whole.35 In the Republic,
Plato, in the very name of virtue and justice, is notorious for, among
other things, requiring infanticide for a child whose only offense was
being born without the sanction of the state, making presents to the
enemy of guardians who allow themselves to be captured alive in
combat, and radically restricting the practice of medicine to the dress-
ing of wounds and the curing of seasonal maladies on the principle that
the infirm and chronically ill not only lead miserable lives but con-
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tribute nothing to the good of the polity.% Plato, indeed, seems to
regard individual human life and certainly human pain and suffering
with complete indifference. On the other hand, he shrinks from noth-
ing so long as it seems to him to be in the interest of the community.
Among the apparently inhuman recommendations that he makes to
better the community are a program of eugenics involving a phony
lottery (so that those whose natural desires are frustrated, while breed-
ing proceeds from the best stock as in a kennel or stable, will blame
chance, not the design of the rulers), the destruction of the pair bond
and nuclear family (in the interests of greater military and bureaucratic
efficiency and group solidarity), and the utter abolition of private
property.%”

When challenged with the complaint that he is ignoring individual
human happiness (and the happiness of those belonging to the most
privileged class at that), he replies that it is the well-being of the
community as a whole, not that of any person or special class at which
his legislation aims.38 This principle is readily accepted, first of all, in our
attitude toward the body, he reminds us—the separate interests of the
parts of which we acknowledge to be subordinate to the health and
well-being of the whole—and secondly, assuming that we accept his
faculty psychology, in our attitude toward the soul, whose multitude of
desires must be disciplined, restrained, and, in the case of some, alto-
gether repressed in the interest of personal virtue and a well-ordered
and morally responsible life.

Given these formal similarities to Plato’s moral philosophy, we
may conclude that the land ethic—with its holistic good and its assign-
ment of differential values to the several parts of the environment
irrespective of their intelligence, sensibility, degree of complexity, or
any other characteristic discernible in the parts considered separately
—is somewhat foreign to modern systems of ethical philosophy, but
perfectly familiar in the broader context of classical Western ethical
philosophy. If, therefore, Plato’s system of public and private justice is
properly an “ethical” system, then so is the land ethic in relation to
environmental virtue and excellence.®

Reappraising Domestication

Among the last philosophical remarks penned by Aldo Leopold
before his untimely death in 1948 is the following: “Perhaps such a shift
of values [as implied by the attempt to weld together the concepts of
ethics and ecology] can be achieved by reappraising things unnatural,
tame, and confined in terms of things natural, wild, and free.”4 John
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Muir, in a similar spirit of reappraisal, had noted earlier the difference
between the wild mountain sheep of the Sierra and the ubiquitous
domestic variety. The latter, which Muir described as “hooved
locusts,” were only, in his estimation, “half alive” in comparison with
their natural and autonomous counterparts.#! One of the more distress-
ing aspects of the animal liberation movement is the failure of almost all
its exponents to draw a sharp distinction between the very different
plights (and rights) of wild and domestic animals.#? But this distinction
lies at the very center of the land ethic. Domestic animals are creations
of man. They are living artifacts, but artifacts nevertheless, and they
constitute yet another mode of extension of the works of man into the
ecosystem. From the perspective of the land ethic a herd of cattle,
sheep, or pigs is as much or more a ruinous blight on the landscape as a
fleet of four-wheel-drive off-road vehicles. There is thus something
profoundly incoherent (and insensitive as well) in the complaint of
some animal liberationists that the “natural behavior” of chickens and
bobby calves is cruelly frustrated on factory farms. It would make
almost as much sense to speak of the natural behavior of tables and
chairs.

Here a serious disanalogy (which no one to my knowledge has yet
pointed out) becomes clearly evident between the liberation of blacks
from slavery (and more recently, from civil inequality) and the libera-
tion of animals from a similar sort of subordination and servitude. Black
slaves remained, as it were, metaphysically autonomous: they were by
nature if not by convention free beings quite capable of living on their
own. They could not be enslaved for more than a historial interlude; the
strength of the force of their freedom was too great. They could, in
other words, be retained only by a continuous counterforce, and only
temporarily. This is equally true of caged wild animals. African cheetas
in American and European zoos are captive, not indentured, beings.
But this is not true of cows, pigs, sheep, and chickens. They have been
bred to docility, tractability, stupidity, and dependency. It is literally
meaningless to suggest that they be liberated. It is, to speak in hyper-
bole, a logical impossibility.

Certainly it is a practical impossibility. Imagine what would hap-
penif the people of the world became morally persuaded that domestic
animals were to be regarded as oppressed and enslaved persons and
accordingly set free. In one scenario we might imagine that like former
American black slaves they would receive the equivalent of forty acres
and a mule and be turned out to survive on their own. Feral cattle and
sheep would hang around farm outbuildings waiting forlornly to be
sheltered and fed, or would graze aimlessly through their abandoned
and deteriorating pastures. Most would starve or freeze as soon as
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winter settled in. Reproduction, which had been assisted over many
countless generations by their former owners, might be altogether
impossible in the feral state for some varieties, and the care of infants
would be an art not so much lost as never acquired. And so in a very
short time, after much suffering and agony, these species would
become abruptly extinct. Or, in another scenario beginning with the
same simple emancipation from human association, survivors of the
first massive die-off of untended livestock might begin to recover some
of their remote wild ancestral genetic traits and become smaller, leaner,
heartier, and smarter versions of their former selves. An actual contem-
porary example is afforded by the feral mustangs ranging over parts of
the American West. In time such animals as these would become (just
as the mustangs are now) competitors both with their former human
masters and (with perhaps more tragic consequences) indigenous wild-
life for food and living space.

Foreseeing these and other untoward consequences of immediate
and unplanned liberation of livestock, a human population grown
morally more perfect than at present might decide that they had a duty,
accumulated over thousands of years, to continue to house and feed as
before their former animal slaves (whom they had rendered genetically
unfit to care for themselves), but not to butcher them or make other ill
use of them, including frustrating their “natural” behavior, their right
to copulate freely, reproduce, and enjoy the delights of being parents.
People, no longer having meat to eat, would require more vegetables,
cereals, and other plant foods, but the institutionalized animal incom-
petents would still consume all the hay and grains (and more since
they would no longer be slaughtered) than they did formerly. This
would require clearing more land and bringing it into agricultural
production with further loss of wildlife habitat and ecological destruc-
tion. Another possible scenario might be a decision on the part of
people not literally to liberate domestic animals but simply to cease to
breed and raise them. When the last livestock have been killed and
eaten (or permitted to die “natural” deaths), people would become
vegetarians and domestic livestock species would thus be rendered
deliberately extinct (just as they had been deliberately created). But
there is surely some irony in an outcome in which the beneficiaries of a
humane extension of conscience are destroyed in the process of being
saved.+3

The land ethic, it should be emphasized, as Leopold has sketched
it, provides for the rights of nonhuman natural beings to a share in the
life processes of the biotic community. The conceptual foundation of
such rights, however, is less conventional than natural, based as one
might say, upon evolutionary and ecological entitlement. Wild animals
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and native plants have a particular place in nature, according to the
land ethic, which domestic animals (because they are products of
human art and represent an extended presence of human beings in the
natural world) do not have. The land ethic, in sum, is as much opposed,
though on different grounds, to commercial traffic in wildlife, zoos, the
slaughter of whales and other marine mammals, and so forth, as is the
humane ethic. Concern for animal (and plant) rights and well-being is
as fundamental to the land ethic as to the humane ethic, but the
difference between naturally evolved and humanly bred species is an
essential consideration for the one, though not for the other.

The “shift of values” which results from our “reappraising things
unnatural, tame, and confined in terms of things natural, wild, and free”
is especially dramatic when we reflect upon the definitions of good and
evil espoused by Bentham and Mill and uncritically accepted by their
contemporary followers. Pain and pleasure seem to have nothing at all
to do with good and evil if our appraisal is taken from the vantage point
of ecological biology. Pain in particular is primarily information. In
animals, it informs the central nervous system of stress, irritation, or
trauma in outlying regions of the organism. A certain level of pain
under optimal organic circumstances is indeed desirable as an indicator
of exertion—of the degree of exertion needed to maintain fitness, to
stay in shape, and of a level of exertion beyond which it would be
dangerous to go. An arctic wolf in pursuit of a caribou may experience
pain in her feet or chest because of the rigors of the chase. There is
nothing bad or wrong in that. Or, consider a case of injury. Suppose
that a person in the course of a wilderness excursion sprains an ankle.
Pain informs him or her of the injury and by its intensity the amount of
further stress the ankle may endure in the course of getting to safety.
Would it be better if pain were not experienced upon injury or, taking
advantage of recent technology, anaesthetized? Pleasure appears to
be, for the most part (unfortunately it is not always so) areward accom-
panying those activities which contribute to organic maintenance, such
as the pleasures associated with eating, drinking, grooming, and so on,
or those which contribute to social solidarity like the pleasures of
dancing, conversation, teasing, and so forth, or those which contribute
to the continuation of the species, such as the pleasures of sexual
activity and of being parents. The doctrine that life is the happier the
freer it is from pain and that the happiest life conceivable is one in
which there is continuous pleasure uninterrupted by pain is biolog-
ically preposterous. A living mammal which experienced no pain
would be one which had a lethal dysfunction of the nervous system.
The idea that pain is evil and ought to be minimized or eliminated is as
primitive a notion as that of a tyrant who puts to death messengers
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bearing bad news on the supposition that thus his well-being and
security is improved.#

More seriously still, the value commitments of the humane move-
ment seem at bottom to betray a world-denying or rather a life-loathing
philosophy. The natural world as actually constituted is one in which
one being lives at the expense of others.*> Each organism, in Darwin’s
metaphor, struggles to maintain it own organic integrity. The more
complex animals seem to experience (judging from our own case, and
reasoning from analogy) appropriate and adaptive psychological ac-
companiments to organic existence. There is a palpable passion for
self-preservation. There are desire, pleasure in the satisfaction of desires,
acute agony attending injury, frustration, and chronic dread of death.
But these experiences are the psychological substance of living. To live
is to be anxious about life, to feel pain and pleasure in a fitting mixture,
and sooner or later to die. That is the way the system works. If nature as
a whole is good, then pain and death are also good. Environmental
ethics in general require people to play fair in the natural system. The
neo-Benthamites have in a sense taken the uncourageous approach.
People have attempted to exempt themselves from the life/death reci-
procities of natural processes and from ecological limitations in the
name of a prophylactic ethic of maximizing rewards (pleasure) and
minimizing unwelcome information (pain). To be fair, the humane
moralists seem to suggest that we should attempt to project the same
values into the nonhuman animal world and to widen the charmed
circle—no matter that it would be biologically unrealistic to do so or
biologically ruinous if, per impossible, such an environmental ethic
were implemented.

There is another approach. Rather than imposing our alienation
from nature and natural processes and cycles of life on other animals,
we human beings could reaffirm our participation in nature by accept-
ing life as it is given without a sugar coating. Instead of imposing arti-
ficial legalities, rights, and so on on nature, we might take the opposite
course and accept and affirm natural biological laws, principles, and
limitations in the human personal and social spheres. Such appears to
have been the posture toward life of tribal peoples in the past. The
chase was relished with its dangers, rigors, and hardships as well as its
rewards; animal flesh was respectfully consumed; a tolerance for pain
was cultivated; virtue and magnanimity were prized; lithic, floral, and
faunal spirits were worshipped; population was routinely optimized
by sexual continency, abortion, infanticide, and stylized warfare; and
other life forms, although certainly appropriated, were respected as
fellow players in a magnificent and awesome, if not altogether idyllic,
drama of life. It is impossible today to return to the symbiotic relation-
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ship of Stone Age man to the natural environment, but the ethos of this
by far the longest era of human existence could be abstracted and inte-
grated with a future human culture seeking a viable and mutually
beneficial relationship with nature. Personal, social, and environmental
health would, accordingly, receive a premium value rather than com-
fort, self-indulgent pleasure, and anaesthetic insulation from pain.
Sickness would be regarded as a worse evil than death. The pursuit of
health or wellness at the personal, social, and environmental levels
would require self-discipline in the form of simple diet, vigorous exer-
cise, conservation, and social responsibility.

Leopold’s prescription for the realization and implementation of
the land ethic—the reappraisal of things unnatural, tame, and confined
in terms of things natural, wild, and free—does not stop, in other
words, with a reappraisal of nonhuman domestic animals in terms of
their wild (or willed) counterparts; the human ones should be similarly
reappraised. This means, among other things, the reappraisal of the
comparatively recent values and concerns of “civilized” Homo sapiens in
terms of those of our “savage” ancestors.# Civilization has insulated
and alienated us from the rigors and challenges of the natural environ-
ment. The hidden agenda of the humane ethic is the imposition of the
anti-natural prophylactic ethos of comfort and soft pleasure on an even
wider scale. The land ethic, on the other hand, requires a shrinkage, if at
all possible, of the domestic sphere; it rejoices in a recrudescence of
wilderness and a renaissance of tribal cultural experience.

The converse of those goods and evils, axiomatic to the humane
ethic, may be illustrated and focused by the consideration of a single
issue raised by the humane morality: a vegetarian diet. Savage people
seem to have had, if the attitudes and values of surviving tribal cultures
are representative, something like an intuitive grasp of ecological rela-
tionships and certainly a morally charged appreciation of eating. There
is nothing more intimate than eating, more symbolic of the connected-
ness of life, and more mysterious. What we eat and how we eat is by no
means an insignificant ethical concern.

From the ecological point of view, for human beings universally to
become vegetarians is tantamount to a shift of trophic niche from
omnivore with carnivorous preferences to herbivore. The shift is a
downward one on the trophic pyramid, which in effect shortens those
food chains terminating with man. It represents an increase in the
efficiency of the conversion of solar energy from plant to human
biomass, and thus, by bypassing animal intermediates, increases
available food resources for human beings. The human population
would probably, as past trends overwhelmingly suggest, expand in
accordance with the potential thus afforded. The net result would be

© 1989 State University of New York, Albany



Animal Liberation 35

fewer nonhuman beings and more human beings, who, of course, have
requirements of life far more elaborate than even those of domestic
animals, requirements which would tax other “natural resources”
(trees for shelter, minerals mined at the expense of topsoil and its
vegetation, and so on) more than under present circumstances. A
vegetarian human population is therefore probably ecologically cata-
strophic.

Meat eating as implied by the foregoing remarks may be more
ecologically responsible than a wholly vegetable diet. Meat, however,
purchased at the supermarket, externally packaged and internally
laced with petrochemicals, fattened in feed lots, slaughtered imperson-
ally, and, in general, mechanically processed from artificial insemina-
tion to microwave roaster, is an affront not only to physical metabolism
and bodily health but to conscience as well. From the perspective of the
land ethic, the immoral aspect of the factory farm has to do far less with
the suffering and killing of nonhuman animals than with the monstrous
transformation of living things from an organic to a mechanical mode
of being. Animals, beginning with the Neolithic Revolution, have been
debased through selective breeding, but they have nevertheless
remained animals. With the Industrial Revolution an even more pro-
found and terrifying transformation has overwhelmed them. They
have become, in Ruth Harrison’s most apt description, “animal
machines.” The very presence of animals, so emblematic of delicate,
complex organic tissue, surrounded by machines, connected to
machines, penetrated by machines in research laboratories or crowded
together in space-age “production facilities” is surely the more real and
visceral source of our outrage at vivisection and factory farming than
the contemplation of the quantity of pain that these unfortunate beings
experience. I wish to denounce as loudly as the neo-Benthamites this
ghastly abuse of animal life, but also to stress that the pain and
suffering of research and agribusiness animals is not greater than that
endured by free-living wildlife as a consequence of predation, disease,
starvation, and cold—indicating that there is something immoral
about vivisection and factory farming which is not an ingredient in the
natural lives and deaths of wild beings. That immoral something is the
transmogrification of organic to mechanical processes.

Ethical vegetarianism to all appearances insists upon the human
consumption of plants (in a paradoxical moral gesture toward those
animals whose very existence is dependent upon human carnivorous-
ness), even when the tomatoes are grown hydroponically, the lettuce
generously coated with chlorinated hydrocarbons, the potatoes
pumped up with chemical fertilizers, and the cereals stored with the
help of chemical preservatives. The land ethic takes as much exception
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to the transmogrification of plants by mechanico-chemical means as to
that of animals. The important thing, I would think, is not to eat
vegetables as opposed to animal flesh, but to resist factory farming in
all its manifestations, including especially its liberal application of
pesticides, herbicides, and chemical fertilizers to maximize the pro-
duction of vegetable crops.

The land ethic, with its ecological perspective, helps us to recognize
and affirm the organic integrity of self and the untenability of a firm
distinction between self and environment. On the ethical question of
what to eat, it answers, not vegetables instead of animals, but organ-
ically as opposed to mechanico-chemically produced food. Purists like
Leopold prefer, in his expression, to get their “meat from God,” that is,
to hunt and consume wildlife and to gather wild plant foods, and thus
to live within the parameters of the aboriginal human ecological niche.#”
Second best is eating from one’s own orchard, garden, henhouse, pig-
pen, and barnyard. Third best is buying or bartering organic foods from
one’s neighbors and friends.

Conclusion

Philosophical controversy concerning animal liberation/rights has
been most frequently represented as a polar dispute between tradi-
tional moral humanists and seemingly avant-garde humane moralists.
Further, animal liberation has been assumed to be closely allied with
environmental ethics, possibly because in Leopold’s classical formula-
tion moral standing and indeed rights (of some unspecified sort) are
accorded nonhuman beings, among them animals. The purpose of this
discussion has been to distinguish sharply environmental ethics from
the animal liberation/rights movement both in theory and practical
application and to suggest, thereupon, that there is an underrepre-
sented, but very important, point of view respecting the problem of the
moral status of nonhuman animals. The debate over animal liberation,
in short, should be conceived as triangular, not polar, with land ethics
or environmental ethics, the third and, in my judgment, the most
creative, interesting, and practicable alternative. Indeed, from this
third point of view moral humanism and humane moralism appear to
have much more in common with one another than either have with
environmental or land ethics. On reflection one might even be led to
suspect that the noisy debate between these parties has served to
drown out the much deeper challenge to “business-as-usual” ethical
philosophy represented by Leopold and his exponents, and to keep
ethical philosophy firmly anchored to familiar modern paradigms.
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Moral humanism and humane moralism, to restate succinctly the
most salient conclusions of this essay, are atomistic or distributive in
their theory of moral value, while environmental ethics (again, at least,
as set out in Leopold’s outline) is holistic or collective. Modern ethical
theory, in other words, has consistently located moral value in individ-
uals and set out certain metaphysical reasons for including some indi-
viduals and excluding others. Humane moralism remains firmly within
this modern convention and centers its attention on the competing
criteria for moral standing and rights holding, while environmental
ethics locates ultimate value in the biotic community and assigns
differential moral value to the constitutive individuals relatively to that
standard. This is perhaps the most fundamental theoretical difference
between environmental ethics and the ethics of animal liberation.

Allied to this difference are many others. One of the more conspic-
uous is that in environmental ethics, plants are included within the
parameters of the ethical theory as well as animals. Indeed, inanimate
entities such as oceans and lakes, mountains, forest, and wetlands are
assigned a greater value than individual animals and in a way quite
different from systems which accord them moral considerability
through a further multiplication of competing individual loci of value
and holders of rights.

There are intractable practical differences between environmental
ethics and the animal liberation movement. Very different moral obliga-
tions follow in respect, most importantly, to domestic animals, the
principal beneficiaries of the humane ethic. Environmental ethics sets a
very low priority on domestic animals as they very frequently contrib-
ute to the erosion of the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic
communities into which they have been insinuated. On the other hand,
animal liberation, if pursued at the practical as well as rhetorical level,
would have ruinous consequences on plants, soils, and waters, con-
sequences which could not be directly reckoned according to humane
moral theory. As this last remark suggests, the animal liberation/animal
rights movement is in the final analysis utterly unpracticable. An
imagined society in which all animals capable of sensibility received
equal consideration or held rights to equal consideration would be so
ludicrous that it might be more appropriately and effectively treated in
satire than in philosophical discussion. The land ethic, by contrast,
even though its ethical purview is very much wider, is nevertheless
eminently practicable, since, by reference to a single good, competing
individual claims may be adjudicated and relative values and priorities
assigned to the myriad components of the biotic community. This is
not to suggest that the implementation of environmental ethics as
social policy would be easy. Implementation of the land ethic would
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require discipline, sacrifice, retrenchment, and massive economic
reform, tantamount to a virtual revolution in prevailing attitudes and
lifestyles. Nevertheless, it provides a unified and coherent practical
principle and thus a decision procedure at the practical level which a
distributive or atomistic ethic may achieve only artificially and so
imprecisely as to be practically indeterminate.
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