180  The Virgin Southwest

But of course we must continue to live with it according to our lights.
Two things hold promise of improving those lights. One is to apply science
to land-use. The other is to cultivate a love of country a little less spangled
with stars, and a little more imbued with that respect for mother-earth—the
lack of which is, to me, the outstanding attribute of the machine-age.

The Conservation Ethic [1933]

While he was advising on soil erosion in the Southwest, Leopold delivered the fourth
annual John Wesley Powell Lecture 1o the Southwestern Division of the American
Association for the Advancement of Science in Las Cruces, New Mexico. Ft was the
most important address of his career and his most comprehensive statement to date
of the ethical aspects of conservation. Fifteen years later, Leopold reworked portions
of the address, which had been published in the Journal of Forestry, for incorpora-
tion into “The Land Ethic,” the capstone essay of Sand County Almanac. But “The
Conservation Ethic,” which was widely read and frequently cited, remains a vitally
significant milepost in Leopold’s intellectual development.

When god-like Odysseus returned from the wars in Troy, he hanged all on
one rope some dozen slave-girls of his household whom he suspected of
misbehavior during his absence.

This hanging invoived no question of propriety, much less of justice.
The girls were property. The disposal of property was then, as now, a matter
of expediency, not of right and wrong.

Criteria of right and wrong were not lacking from OQdysseus’ Greece:
witness the fidelity of his wife through the long years before at last his black-
prowed galleys clove the wine-dark seas for home. The ethical structure of
that day covered wives, but had not yet been extended to human chartels.
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.

This extension of ethics, so far studied only by philosophers, is actually
a process in ecological evolution. Its sequences may be described in biolog-
ical as well as philosophical terms. An ethic, biologically, is a limitation on
freedom of action in the struggle for existence. An ethic, philosophically, is a
differentiation of social from anti-social conduct. These are two definitions
of one thing. The thing has its origin in the tendency of interdependent
individuals or societies to evolve modes of codperation. The biologist calls
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these symbioses. Man elaborated certain advanced symbioses called politics
and economics. Like their simpler biological antecedents, they enable indi-
viduals or groups to exploit each other in an orderly way. Their first yard-
stick was expediency,

The complexity of codperative mechanisms increased with population
density, and with the efficiency of tools. It was simpler, for example, to
define the antisocial uses of sticks and stones in the days of the mastodons
than of bullets and billboards in the age of motors.

At a certain stage of complexity, the human community found expedi-
ency-yardsticks no longer sufficient. One by one it has evolved and superim-
posed upon them a set of ethical yardsticks. The first ethics dealt with the
relationship between individuals. The Mosaic Decalogue is an example.
Later accretions dealt with the relationship between the individual and soci-
ety. Christianity tries to integrate the individual to society, Democracy to
integrate social organization to the individual.

There is as yet no ethic dealing with man’s relationship to land and to
the non-human animals and plants which grow upon it. Land, like Odys-
seus’ slave-girls, is still property. The land-relation is still strictly economic,
entailing privileges but not obligations.

The extension of ethics to this third element in human environment is,
if we read evolution correctly, an ecological possibility. It is the third step in a
sequence. The first two have already been taken. Civilized man exhibits in
his own mind evidence that the third is needed. For example, his sense of
right and wrong may be aroused quite as strongly by the desecration of a
nearby woodlot as by a famine in China, a near-pogrom in Germany, or the
murder of the slave-girls in ancient Greece. Individual thinkers since the days
of Ezekial and Isaiah have asserted that the despoliation of land is not only
inexpedient but wrong. Society, however, has not yet affirmed their belief. I
regard the present conservation movement as the embryo of such an affirma-
tion. [ here discuss why this is, or should be, so.

Some scientists will dismiss this matter forthwith, on the ground that
ecology has no relation to right and wrong. To such I reply that science, if
not philosophy, should by now have made us cautious about dismissals. An
ethic may be regarded as a mode of guidance for meeting ecological situa-
tions so new or intricare, or involving such deferred reactions, that the path
of social expediency is not discernible to the average individual. Animal
instincts are just this. Ethics are possibly a kind of advanced social instinct
in-the-making,

Whatever the merits of this analogy, no ecologist can deny that our land-
relation involves penalties and rewards which the individual does not see,
and needs modes of guidance which do not yet exist. Call these what you
will, science cannot escape its part in forming them.
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A harmonious relation to land is more intricate, and of more consequence to
civilization, than the historians of its progress seem to realize. Civilization is
not, as they often assume, the enslavement of a stable and constant earth. It
is a state of mutual and interdependent codperation between human animals,
other animals, plants, and soils, which may be disrupted at any moment by
the failure of any of them. Land-despoliation has evicted nations, and can on
occasion do it again. As long as six virgin continents awaited the plow, this
was perhaps no tragic matter~—eviction from one piece of soil could be
recouped by despoiling another. But there are now wars and rumors of wars
which foretell the impending saturation of the earth’s best soils and climates.

‘It thus becomes a matter of some importance, at least to ourselves, that our

dominion, once gained, be self-perpetuating rather than self-destructive.

This instability of our land-relation calls for example. I will sketch a
single aspect of it: the plant succession as a factor in history.

In the years following the Revolution, three groups were contending for
control of the Mississippi valley: the native Indians, the French and English
traders, and American settlers. Historians wonder what would have hap-
pened if the English at Detroit had thrown a little more weight into the
Indian side of those tipsy scales which decided the outcome of the Colonial
migration into the cane-lands of Kentucky. Yet who ever wondered why the
cane-lands, when subjected to the particular mixture of forces represented
by the cow, plow, fire, and axe of the pioneer, became bluegrass? What if the
plant succession inherent in this “dark and bloody ground” had, under the
impact of these forces, given us some worthless sedge, shrub, or weed?
Would Boone and Kenton have held out? Would there have been any over-
flow into Ohio? Any Louisiana Purchase? Any trans-continental union of
new states? Any Civil War? Any machine age? Any depression? The subse-
quent drama of American history, here and elsewhere, hung in large degree
on the reaction of particular soils to the impact of particular forces exerted
by a particular kind and degree of human occupation, No statesman-biolo-
gist selected those forces, nor foresaw their effects. That chain of events
which on the Fourth of July we call our National Destiny hung on a “for-
tuitous concourse of elements,” the interplay of which we now dimly de-
cipher by bindsight only.

Contrast Kentucky with what hindsight tells us about the Southwest.
The impact of occupancy here brought no bluegrass, nor other plant fitted to
withstand the bumps and buffetings of misuse. Most of these soils, when
grazed, reverted through a successive 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
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further recession of plants. The result today is a progressive and mutual
deterioration, not only of plants and soils, but of the animal community
subsisting thereon. The early settlers did not expect this, on the cienegas of
central New Mexico some even cut artificial gullies to hasten it. So subtle has
been its progress that few people know anything about it. It is not discussed
at polite tea-tables or go-getting luncheon clubs, but only in the arid halis of
science.

All civilization seem to have been conditioned upon whether the plant
succession, under the impact of occupancy, gave a stable and habitable
assortment of vegetative types, or an unstable and uninhabitable assortment.
The swampy forests of Caesar’s Gaul were utterly changed by human use—
for the better. Moses’ land of milk and honey was utterly changed-—for the
warse. Both changes are the unpremeditated resultant of the impact between
ecological and economic forces. We now decipher these reactions retro-
spectively. What could possibly be more iroportant than to foresee and
control them?

We of the machine age admire ourselves for our mechanical ingenuity;
we harness cars to the solar energy impounded in carboniferous forests; we
fly in mechanical birds; we make the ether carry our words or even our
pictures. But are these not in one sense mere parlor tricks compared with our
utter ineptitude in keeping land fit to live upon? Our engineering has at-
tained the pearly gates of a near-millennium, but our applied biology still
lives in nomad’s tents of the stone age. If our system of land-use happens to
be self-perpetuating, we stay. If it happens to be self-destructive we move,
like Abraham, to pastures new.

Do I overdraw this paradox? I think not. Consider the transcontinental
airmail which plies the skyways of the Southwest—a symbol of its final
conguest. What does it see? A score of mountain valleys which were green
gems of fertility when first described by Coronado, Espejo, Pattie, Abert,
Sitgreaves, and Couzens. What are they now? Sandbars, wastes of cobbles
and burroweed, a path for torrents. Rivers which Pattie says were clear, now
muddy sewers for the wasting fertility of an empire. A “Public Domain,”
once a velvet carpet of rich buffalo-grass and grama, now an illimitable
waste of rattlesnake-bush and tumbleweed, too impoverished to be accepted
as a gift by the states within which it lies. Why? Because the ecology of this
Southwest happened to be set on a hair-trigger. Because cows eat brush
when the grass is gone, and thus postpone the penalties of over-utilization.
Because certain grasses, when grazed too closely to bear seed-stalks, are
weakened and give way to inferior grasses, and these to inferior shrubs, and
these to weeds, and these to naked earth. Because rain which spatters upon
vegetated soil stays clear and sinks, while rain which spatters upon devege-
tated soil seals its interstices with colloidal mud and hence must run away as

The Conservation Ethic 185

- floods, cutting the heart out of country as it goes. Are these phenomena any
“more difficult to foresee than the paths of stars which science deciphers
- without the error of a single second? Which is the more important to the

permanence and welfare of civilization?
I do not here berate the astronomer for his precocity, but rather the
ecologist for his lack of it. The days of his cloistered sequestration are over:

‘Whether you will or not,

You are a king, Tristram, for you are one

Of the time-tested few that leave the world,
When they are gone, not the same place it was.
Mark what you leave.

Unforeseen ecological reactions not only make or break history in a few
exceptional enterprises—they condition, circumscribe, delimit, and warp all
enterprises, both economic and cultural, that pertain to land. In the corn-
belt, after grazing and plowing out all the cover in the interests of “clean
farming,” we grew tearful about wild-life, and spent several decades passing
laws for its restoration. We were like Canute commanding the tide. Only
recently has research made it clear that the implements for restoration lie not
in the legislature, but in the farmer’s toolshed. Barbed wire and brains are
doing what laws alone failed to do.

In other instances we take credit for shaking down apples which were,
in all probability, ecological windfalis. In the Lake States and the Northeast
lumbering, pulping, and fire accidentally created some scores of millions of
acres of new second-growth. At the proper stage we find these thickets full of
deer. For this we naively thank the wisdom of our game laws.

In short, the reaction of land to occupancy determines the nature and
duration of civilization. In arid climates the land may be destroyed. In all
climates the plant succession determines what economic activities can be
supported. Their nature and intensity in turn determine not only the domes-
tic but also the wild plant and animal life, the scenery, and the whole face of
nature. We inherit the earth, but within the limits of the soil and the plant
succession we also rebuild the earth—without plan, without knowledge of
its properties, and without understanding of the increasingly coarse and
powerful tools which science has placed at our disposal. We are remodelling
the Alhambra with a steamn-shovel.

Ecology and Economics

The conservation movement is, at the very least, an assertion that these
interactions between man and land are too important to be left to chance,
even that sacred variety of chance known as economic law.
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We have three possible controls: Legislation, self-interest, and ethics.

Before we can know where and how they will work, we must first under-

stand the reactions. Such understanding arises only from research. At the
present moment research, inadequate as it is, has nevertheless piled up a
large store of facts which our land using industries are unwilling, or {they
claim) unable, to apply. Why? A review of three sample fields will be
attempted.

Soil science has so far relied on self-interest as the motive for conserva-
tion. The landholder is told that it pays to conserve his soil and its fertility.
On good farms this economic formula has improved land-practice, but on
poorer soils vast abuses still proceed unchecked. Public acquisition of sub-
marginal soils is being urged as a remedy for their misuse. It has been applied
to some extent, but it often comes too late to check erosion, and can hardly
hope more than to ameliorate a phenomenon involving in some degree every
square foot on the continent. Legislative compulsion might work on the best
soils where it is least needed, but it seems hopeless on poor soils where the
existing economic set-up hardly permits even uncontrolled private enterprise
to make a profit. We must face the fact that, by and large, no defensible
relationship between man and the soil of his nativity is as yet in sight.

Forestry exhibits another tragedy—or comedy—of Homo sapiens,
astride the runaway Juggernaut of his own building, trying to be decent to
his environment. A new profession was trained in the confident expectation
that the shrinkage in virgin timber would, as a matter of self-interest, bring
an expansion of timber-cropping. Foresters are cropping timber on certain
parcels of poor land which happen to be public, but on the great bulk of
private holdings they have accomplished little. Economics won’t let them.
Why? He would be bold indeed who claimed to know the whole answer, but
these parts of it seem agreed upon: modern transport prevents profitable
tree-cropping in cut-out regions until virgin stands in all others are first
exhausted; substitutes for lumber have undermined confidence in the future
need for it; carrying charges on stumpage reserves are so high as to force
perennial liquidation, overproduction, depressed prices, and an appalling
wastage of unmarketable grades which must be cut to get the higher grades;
the mind of the forest owner lacks the point-of-view underlying sustained
yield; the low wage-standards on which European forestry rests do not
obtain in America.

A few tentative gropings toward industrial forestry were visible before
1929, but these have been mostly swept away by the depression, with the net
result that forty years of “campaigning” have left us only such actual tree-
cropping as is under-written by public treasuries. Only a blind man could
see in this the beginnings of an orderly and harmonious use of the forest
resource.
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There are those who would remedy this failure by legislative compul-
sion of private owners. Can a landhoider be successfully compelled to raise
any crop, let alone a complex long-time crop like a forest, on land the private
possession of which is, for the moment at least, a liability? Compulsion
would merely hasten that avalanche of rax-delinquent land-titles now being
dumped into the publiclap.

Another and larger group seeks a remedy in more public ownership.
Doubtless we need it~—we are getting it whether we need it or not——but how
far can it go? We cannot dodge the fact that the forest problem, like the soil
problem, is coextensive with the map of the United States. How far can we
tax other lands and industries to maintain forest lands and industries
artificially? How confidently can we set out to run a hundred-vard dash with
a twenty foot rope tying our ankle to the starting point? Well, we are bravely
“getting set,” anyhow.

The trend in wild-life conservation is possibly more encouraging than
in either soils or forests. It has suddenly become apparent that farmers, out
of self-interest, can be induced to crop game. Game crops are in demand,
staple crops are not. For farm-species, therefore, the immediate future is
relatively bright. Forest game has profited to some extent by the accidental
establishment of new habitat following the decline of forest industries.
Migratory game, on the other hand, has lost heavily through drainage and
over-shooting; its future is black because motives of self-interest do not
apply to the private cropping of birds so mobile that they “belong” to every-
body, and hence to nobody. Only governments have interests coextensive
with their annual movements, and the divided counsels of conservationists
give governments ample alibi for doing little. Governments could crop
migratory birds because their marshy habitat is cheap and concentrated, but
we get only an annual crop of new hearings on how to divide the fast-
dwindling remnant.

These three fields of conservation, while but fractions of the whole,
suffice to illustrate the welter of conflicting forces, facts, and opinions which
so far comprise the result of the effort to harmonize our machine civilization
with the land whence comes its sustenance. We have accomplished little, but
we should have learned much. What?

I can see clearly only two things:

First, that the economic cards are stacked against some of the most
important reforms in land-use.

Second, that the scheme to crcumvent this obstacle by public
ownership, while highly desirable and good as far as it goes, can never go far
enough. Many will take issue on this, but the issue is between two conflict-
ing conceptions of the end towards which we are working.

One regards conservation as a kind of sacrificial offering, made for us
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vicariously by bureaus, on lands nobody wants for other purposes, in pro-

pitiation for the atrocities which still prevail everywhere else. We have made
a real start on this kind of conservation, and we can carry it as far as the tax- -
string on our leg will reach. Obviously, though it conserves our self-respect °
better than our land. Many excellent people accept it, either because they
despair of anything better, or because they fail to see the universality of the
reactions needing control. That is to say their ecological education is not yet :

sufficient.

The other concept supports the public program, but regards it as
merely extension, teaching, demonstration, an initial nucleus, a means to an
end, but not the end itself. The real end is a universal symbiosis with land,
economic and esthetic, public and private. To this school of thought public
ownership is a patch but not a program.

Are we, then, limited to patchwork until such time as Mr. Babbitt has
taken his Ph.D. in ecology and esthetics? Or do the new economic formulae
offer a short-cut to harmony with our environment?

The Economic Isms

As nearly as [ can see, all the new isms—Socialism, Communism, Fascism,
and especially the late but not lamented Technocracy—outdo even Cap-
italism itself in their preoccupation with one thing: The distribution of more
machine-made commodities to more people. They all proceed on the theory
that if we can all keep warm and full, and all own a Ford and a radio, the
good life will follow. Their programs differ only in ways to mobilize
machines to this end. Though they despise each other, they are all, in respect
of this objective, as identically alike as peas in a pod. They are competitive
apostles of a single creed: salvation by machinery.

We are here concerned, not with their proposals for adjusting men and
machinery to goods, but rather with their lack of any vital proposal for
adjusting men and machines to land. To conservationists they offer only the
old familiar palliatives: Public ownership and private compulsion. If these
are insufficient now, by what magic are they to become sufficient after we
change our collective label?

Let us apply economic reasoning to a sample problem and see where it
takes us. As already pointed out, there is a huge area which the economist
calls submarginal, because it has a minus value for exploitation. In its once-
virgin condition, however, it could be “skinned” at a profit. It has been, and
as a result erosion is washing it away. What shall we do about it?

By all the accepted tenets of current economics and science we ought to
say “let her wash.” Why? Because staple land-crops are overproduced, our
population curve is flattening out, science is still raising the yields from
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" better lands, we are spending millions from the public treasury to retire
“unneeded acreage, and here is nature offering to do the same thing free of

charge; why not let her do it? This, I say, is economic reasoning. Yet #o man
bas so spoken. | cannot help reading a meaning into this fact. To me it means
that the average citizen shares in some degree the intuitive and instantaneous

“-contempt with which the conservationist would regard such an attitude. We

can, it seems, stomach the burning or plowing-under of over-produced cot-

. ton, coffee, or corn, but the destruction of mother-earth, however “sub-
marginal,” touches something deeper, some sub-economic stratum of the

human intelligence wherein lies that something—perhaps the essence of
' civilization—which Wilson called “the decent opinion of mankind.”

'The Conservation Movement

- We are confronted, then, by a contradiction. To build a better motor we tap

the uttermost powers of the human brain; to build a better countryside we
throw dice. Political systems take no cognizance of this disparity, offer no
sufficient remedy. There is, however, a dormant but widespread con-
sciousness that the destruction of land, and of the living things upon it, is
wrong. A new minority have espoused an idea called conservation which
tends to assert this as a positive principle. Does it contain seeds which are
likely to grow?

Its own devotees, 1 confess, often give apparent grounds for skepticism.
We have, as an extreme example, the cult of the barbless hook, which
acquires self-esteem by a self-imposed limitation of armaments in catching
fish, The limitation is commendable, but the illusion that it has something to
do with salvation is as naive as some of the primitive taboos and mortifica-
tions which still adhere to religious sects. Such excrescences seem to indicate
the whereabouts of a moral problem, however irrelevant they be in either
defining or solving it.

Then there is the conservation-booster, who of late has been rewriting
the conservation ticket in terms of “tourist-bait.” He exhorts us to “conserve
outdoor Wisconsin” because if we don’t the motorist-on-vacation will streak
through to Michigan, leaving us only a cloud of dust. Is Mr. Babbitt trump-
ing up hard-boiled reasons to serve as a screen for doing what he thinks is
right? His tenacity suggests that he is after something more than tourists.
Have he and other thousands of “conservation workers” labored through all
these barren decades fired by a dream of augmenting the sales of sandwiches
and gasoline? I think not. Some of these people have hitched their wagon to a
star—and that is something. '

Any wagon so hitched offers the discerning politician a quick ride to
glory. His agility in hopping up and seizing the reins adds little dignity to the
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cause, but it does add the testimony of his political nose to an important
question: is this conservation something people really want? The political
objective, to be sure, is often some trivial tinkering with the laws, some
useless appropriation, or some pasting of pretty labels on ugly realities. How
often, though, does any political action portray the real depth of the idea
behind it? For political consumption a new thought must always be reduced
to a posture or a phrase. It has happened before that great ideas were
heralded by growing-pains in the body politic, semi-comic to those
onlookers not yet infected by them. The insignificance of what we conserva-
tionists, tn our political capacity, say and do, does not detract from the
significance of our persistent desire to do something. To turn this desire into
productive channels is the task of time, and ecology.

The recent trend in wild life conservation shows the direction in which
ideas are evolving. At the inception of the movement fifty years ago, its
underlying thesis was to save species from extermination. The means to this
end were a series of restrictive enactments. The duty of the individual was to
cherish and extend these enactments, and to see that his neighbor obeyed
them. The whole structure was negative and prohibitory. It assumed land to
be a constant in the ecological equation. Gun-powder and blood-lust were
the variables needing control.

There is now being superimposed on this a positive and affirmatory
ideology, the thesis of which is to prevent the deterioration of environment.
The means to this end is research. The duty of the individual is to apply its
findings to land, and to encourage his neighbor to do likewise. The soil and
the plant succession are recognized as the basic variables which determine
plant and animal life, both wild and domesticated, and likewise the quality
and quantity of human satisfactions to be derived. Gun-powder is relegated
to the status of a tool for harvesting one of these satisfactions. Blood-lust is a
source of motive-power, like sex in social organization. Only one constant is
assumed, and that is common to both equations: the love of nature.

This new idea is so far regarded as merely a new and promising means
to better hunting and fishing, but its potential uses are much larger. To
explain this, let us go back to the basic thesis—the preservation of fauna and
flora,

Why do species become extinct? Because they first become rare. Why
do they become rare? Because of shrinkage in the particular environments
which their particular adaptations enable them to inhabit. Can such
shrinkage be controlled? Yes, once the specifications are known. How
known? Through ecological research. How controlled? By modifying the
environment with those same tools and skills already used in agriculture and
forestry.

Given, then, the knowledge and the desire, this idea of controlled wild
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culture or “management” can be applied not only to quail and trout, but to

- any living thing from bloodroots to Bell’s vireos. Within the limits imposed

by the plant succession, the soil, the size of the property, and the gamut of
the seasons, the landholder can “raise” any wild plant, fish, bird, or mammal
he wants to. A rare bird or flower need remain no rarer than the people
willing to venture their skill in building it a babitat. Nor need we visualize
this as a new diversion for the idle rich. The average dolled-up estate merely
proves what we will some day learn to acknowledge: that bread and beaury
grow best together. Their harmonious integration can make farming not
only a business but an art; the land not only a food-factory but an instru-
ment for self-expression, on which each can play music of his own choosing.

It is well to ponder the sweep of this thing. It offers us nothing less than
a renaissance—a new creative stage-—in the oldest, and potentially the most
universal, of all the fine arts. “Landscaping,” for ages dissociated from
economic land-use, has suffered that dwarfing and distortion which always
attends the relegation of esthetic or spiritual functions to parks and parlors.
Hence it is hard for us to visualize a creative art of land-beauty which is the
prerogative, not of esthetic priests but of dirt farmers, which deals not with
plants but with biota, and which wields not only spade and pruning shears,
but also draws rein on those invisible forces which determine the presence or
absence of plants and animals. Yet such is this thing which lies to hand, if we
want it. In it are the seeds of change, including, perhaps, a rebirth of that
social dignity which ought to inhere in land-ownership, but which, for the
moment, has passed to inferior professions, and which the current processes
of land-skinning hardly deserve. In it, too, are perhaps the seeds of a new
fellowship in land, a new solidarity in all men privileged to plow, a realiza-
tion of Whitman’s dream to “plant companionship as thick as trees along all
the rivers of America.” What bitter parody of such companionship, and
trees, and rivers, is offered to this our generation!

I will not belabor the pipe-dream. It is no prediction, but merely an
assertion that the idea of controlled environment contains colors and brushes
wherewith society may some day paint a new and possibly a better picture of
itself. Granted a community in which the combined beauty and utility of
land determines the social status of its owner, and we will see a speedy
dissolution of the economic obstacles which now beset conservation. Eco-
nomic laws may be permanent, but their impact reflects what people want,
which in turn reflects what they know and what they are. The economic set-
up at any one moment is in sotne measure the result, as well as the cause, of
the then prevailing standard of living. Such standards change. For example;
some people discriminate against manufactured goods produced by child-
labor or other anti-social processes. They have learned some of the abuses of
machinery, and are willing to use their custom as a leverage for betterment.
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Social pressures have also been exerted to modify ecological processes which
happened to be simple enough for people to understand—witness the very
effective boycott of birdskins for millinery ornament. We need postulate
only a little further advance in ecological education to visualize the applica-
tion of like pressures to other conservation problems.

For example: the lumberman who is now unable to practice forestry
because the public is turning to synthetic boards may then be able to sell
man-grown lumber “to keep the mountains green.” Again: certain wools are

produced by gutting the public domain; couldn’ their competitors, who
lead their sheep in greener pastures, so label their product? Must we view .
forever the irony of educating our sons with paper, the offal of which
pollutes the rivers which they need quite as badly as books? Would not many :
people pay an extra penny for a “clean” newspaper? Government may some

day busy itself with the legitimacy of labels used by land-industries to dis-

tinguish conservation products, rather than with the attempt to operate their

lands for them.

I neither predict nor advocate these particular pressures—their wisdom
or unwisdom is beyond my knowledge. I do assert that these abuses are just
as real, and their correction every whit as urgent, as was the killing of egrets
for hats. They differ only in the number of links composing the ecological
chain of cause and effect. In egrets there were one or two links, which the
mass-mind saw, believed, and acted upon. In these others there are many
links; people do not see them, nor believe us who do. The ultimate issue, in
conservation as in other social problems, is whether the mass-mind tvanzs to
extend its powers of comprehending the world in which it lives, or, granted
the desire, has the capacity to do so. Ortega, in his Revolt of the Masses, has
pointed the first question with devastating lucidity. The geneticists are grad-
ually, with trepidations, coming to grips with the second. I do not know the
answer to either. | simply affirm that a sufficiently enlightened society, by
changing its wants and tolerances, can change the economic factors bearing
on land. It can be said of nations, as of individuals: “as a man thinketh, so is
he.”

It may seem idle to project such imaginary elaborations of culture at a
time when millions lack even the means of physical existence. Some may feel
for it the same honest horror as the Senator from Michigan who lately
arraigned Congress for protecting migratory birds at a time when fellow-
humans lacked bread. The trouble with such deadly parallels is we can never
be sure which is cause and which is effect. It is not inconceivable that the
wave phenomena which have lately upset everything from banks to crime-
rates might be less troublesome if the human medium in which they run
readjusted its tensions. The stampede is an attribute of animals interested
solely in grass. -

Conservation Economics [1934]

A companion to “The Conservation Ethic,” this essay critiques the limits of govern-

ment-sponsored conservation, especially as practiced by New Deal agencies. It calls
for the development of institutional incentives to induce private landowners to
manage their land in the public interest. Delivered as an address to the Taylor-
Hibbard Economics Club at the University of Wisconsin shortly after Leopold
joined the Department of Agricultural Economics there, the text was subsequently
published in the Journal of Forestry.

The moon, they say, was born when some mighty planet, zooming aimlessly
through the firmament, happened to pass so near the earth as to lift off a
piece of its substance and hurl it forth into space as 2 new and separate entity
in the galaxy of heavenly bodies.

Conservation, I think, was “born” in somewhat this same manner in the
year A.D. 1933. A mighty force, consisting of the pent-up desires and frus-
trated dreams of two generations of conservationists, passed near the
national money-bags whilst opened wide for post-depression relief. Some-
thing large and heavy was lifted off and hurled forth into the galaxy of the
alphabets. It is still moving too fast for us to be sure how big it is, or what
cosmic forces draw rein on its career. My purpose is to discuss the new
arrival and his prospects in life.

We must first of all understand the sequence of events which generated
the lifting force. For the last half-century there has grown up a widespread
conviction that our whip-hand over nature is no unmixed blessing. We have
gained an easier living, but in the process of getting it we are losing two
things of possibly equal value: (1) The permanence of the resources whence
comes our bread and butter; (2} the opportunity of personal contact with
natural beauty.

Conservation is the effort to so use the whip that these two losses will be
minimized.

Its history in America may be compressed into two sentences: We tried
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