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A Sand County Almanac:
And Sketches Here

and There -

The struggle between those who advocate the conservationist multiple-use
concept of environmental protection and proponents of preserving nature
for its own sake continues to this day. One of the most influential American

. preservationists of the first half of the twentieth century was Aldo Leopold-

(1887-1948). As.an officer of the U.S. Forest Service in the 1920s, Leopold
became concerned about the failure of management practices in the na-
tional "forests to adequately protect the natural eavironment from the ef-
fects of commercial activities. Along with fellow officer Robert Marshall, he
helped establish 70 “primitive areas” where all developrient was prohibited.
tn 1933 Leopold was appointed to chair of game management, a position
that was created for him at the University of Wisconsin. In 1935 Leopold
and Marshall founded the Wilderness Society, which was to lead the pro-
tracted struggle for wilderness preservation, Success-was finally achieved—
16 years after Leopold's death—with the approval of the Federal Wilderness
Act in 1964. Although Leopold was a vociferous advocate of the intrinsic
worth of all living things, he supported a strong role for human beings in the
management and protection of wild lands.

A Sand County Almanac: And Sketches Here and There (Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1949), from which the following selection was taken, is a
collection of Leopold’s lyrical, philosophical writings about nature. In the
section under the heading “Thinking Like a Mountain,” Leapold reflects on
his-early enthusiasm for killing wolves as indicative of human ignorance
about the ecological interdependence that sustains a mountain ecosystem.
Leopold’s land ethic, which he discusses in the final section of A Sand
County Almanac, is his most quoted and influential writing. Leopold held
that ethical considerations, which historically had encompassed only the re-
lationships among human beings, must be extended to inclide interactions
of humans with the animate and inanimate components of the natural world.

Key Concept: an ethical relationship between humans and the land
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Thinking Like a Mountain

A deep chesty bawl echoes from rimrock to rimrock, rolls down the moun-
tain, and fades into the far blackness of the night. It is an outburst of wild defiant
sorrow, and of ¢ontempt for all the adversities of the world.

Every living thing (and perhaps many a dead one as well) pays heed to
that call. To the deer it is a reminder of the way of all flesh, to the pine a forecast
of midnight scuffles and of blood upon the snow, to the coyote a promise of
gleanings to come, to the cowman a threat of red ink at the bank, to the huntera
challenge of fang against bullet. Yet behind these obvious and immediate hopes
and fears there lies a deeper meaning, known only to the mountain itself. Only
the' mounitain has lived long enough to listen objectively to the howl of a wolf.

Those unable to decipher the hidden meaning know nevertheless that it
is there, for it is felt in all wolf country, and distinguishes that country from
all other land. It tingles in the spine of all who hear wolves by night, or who
scan their tracks by day. Even without sight or sound of wolf, it is implicit in a
hundred small events: the midnight whinny of a pack horse, the rattle of rolling
rocks, the bound of a fleeing deer, the way shadows lie under the spruces. Only
the ineducable tyro can fail to serise the presence or absence of wolves, or the
fact that mountains have a secret opinion about them.

My own conviction on this score dates from the day 1 saw a wolf die.
We were eating lunch on a high rimrock, at the foot of which a turbulent river
elbowed its way. We saw what we thought was a doe fording the torrent, her
breast awash in white water. When she climbed the bank toward us and shook
out her tail, we realized our ervor: it was a wolf. A half-dozen others, evidently
grown pups, sprang from the willows and all joined i a welcoming mélée of
wagging tails and playful maulings. What was literally a pile of wolves writhed
and tumbled in the center of an open flat at the foot of our rimrock.

In those days we had never heard of passing up a chance to kill a wolf.
In a second we were pumping lead into the pack, but with more excitement
than accuracy: how. to aim a steep downhill shot is always confusing. When
our rifles were empty, the old wolf was down, and a pup was dragging a leg
into impassable slide-rocks.

We reached the old wolf in time to watch a fierce green fire dying in her
eyes. I realized then, and have known ever since, that there was something new
to me in those eyes—something known only to her and to the mountain. I was
young then, and full of trigger-itch; I thought that because fewer wolves meant
more deer, that no wolves would mean hunters’ paradise. But after seeing the
green fire die, I sensed that neither the wolf nor the mountain agreed with such
aview. ”

Since then I have lived to see state after state extirpate. its wolves. I have
watched.the face of many a newly woffless. mountain, and seen the south-
facing slopes wrinkle with a maze of new deer trails. | have seen every edible
bush and seedling browsed, first to anaemic desvetude, and then to death. I

mountain-looks as if someone had given God a new pruning shears, and for-
bidden-Him all other exercise. In the end the starved bones of the hoped-for
deer herd,-dead ‘of its own'too-much, bleach with the bones of the dead sage,
or molder under the high-lined junipers.

- Imow suspect that just as a deer herd lives in mortal fear of-its wolves, so
does a mountain live in mortal fear of its deer. And perhaps with better cause,
for while a buck pulled down by wolves can be replaced in two or three years,
a range pulled down by t60 many deer may fail of replacément in as many
decades. - i .o

--So-also with cows. The cowman who cleans his range of wolves does not
realize that he is taking over the wolf’s job of trimming the herd to it the range.
He has not learned to think like a mountain. Hence we have dustbowls, and
rivers washing the future into the sea. !

We all strive for safety, prosperity, comfort, long life, and duliness. The deer
strives with his supple legs, the cowman with trap and poison, the statesman
with pen, the most of us with machines, votes, and dollars, but it all comes to the
same thing: peace in our time. A measure of success in this is all well enough,
and perhaps is a requisite to objective thinking, but too much safety seems to
yield only danger in the long run. Perhaps this is behind Thoreau’s dictum: In
wildnessis the salvation of the world. Perhaps this is the hidden meaning in the
howl of the wolf, long known among mountains, but seldom perceived among
men....
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THE LAND ETHIC

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

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

Concepts of right and wrong were not lacking from Odysseus’ 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 chattels. 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.

The Ethical Sequence

This extension of ethics, so far studied only by philosophers, is actually a
process in ecological evolution. Its sequences may be described in ecological as
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well as in philosophical terms. An ethic, ecologically, isa lir.nitatic.m on .lmedor?\
of action in the struggle for existence. An ethic, phdosop}{lc.a!]y, isa dlflere.nu-
ation of social from anti-social conduct. These are two definitions of one thing.
The thing has its origin in the tendency of interdependent indnvn{it{als or groups
to evolve modes of co-operation. The ecologist calls these symbioses. Politics
and economics are advanced symbioses in which the original free-for-all com-
petition has been replaced, in part, by co-operative mechanisms with an ethical
content, )

The complexity of co-operative mechanisms has .increased with popula-
tion density, and with the efficiency of tools. It was simpler, for exampie, to
define the anti-social uses of sticks and stones in the days of the mastodons
than of bullets and billboards in the age of motors.

The first ethics dealt with the relation between individuals; the Mosaic
Decalogue is an example. Later accretions dealt with the relatioq befnfeen the
individual and society. The Golden Rule tries to i.ntegr'ate the individual to
sodiety; democracy to integrate social organization to th.e mdnvxdugl.

There is 25 yet no ethic dealing with man's relation to land a.nd to tl}e
animals and plants which grow upon it. Land, like Odyss'ie.us' slév'e—glrls, is still
property. The land-relation is still strictly economic, entailing privileges but not
obligations. ) o

The extension of ethics to this third element in human enviropment is, if
I read the evidence correctly, an evolutionary possibility and an ecological ne-
cessity. Itis the third step in a sequence. The first two have already been taken.
Individual thinkers since the days of Ezekiel and Isaiah havg 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 affirmation. . ] )

. An ethic may be regarded as a mode of guidance for meeting ecologi-
cal situations so new or intricate, or involving such deferrec? m.ac't.lons, tha! the
path of social expediency is not discemible to the average .mdmclua!. An}mﬂl
instincts are modes of guidance for the. ir\dividenl in meeting such situations.
Ethics are possibly a kind of community instinct in-the-making.

The Community Concept

All ethics so far evolved rest upon a single premise: thaf the indiv 1dua1. is
a member of a comununity of interdependent parts. His instincts prompt him
to compete for his place in that community, but hig ethics prompt him also to
co-operate (perhaps in order that there may be a pl.ace to compete Ior).. )

The land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of the.community to in-
clude soils, waters, plants, and animals, or collectively: the land....

The Outlook

It is inconceivable to me that an ethical relation to land can exist without
love, respect, and admiration for land, and a high regard for its value. By value,

in the philosophical sense. B .

-Perhaps the most serious obstacle impeding the evolution of a land ethic is
the fact that our educational and economic systemis headed away from, rather
than:toward;-an intense_conscicusness of land. Your true modern is separated
frony the land by many middlemen, and by innumerable physical gadgets. He
hasno vital relation ta.it; to him it is the space between cities on which crops
grow..Tum him foose fora day on the land, and if the spot does not happen to
be a golf links or a “scenic’ area, he is bored stiff. If crops could be raised by hy-
droponics instead of farming, it would suit him very well. Synthetic substitutes
for wood, leather, wool, and other natural land products suit him better than
the originals. In short, land is something he has ‘outgrown.”

Almost equally serious as an obstacle to a land ethic is the attitude of the
farmer for whom the land is still an adversary, or a taskmaster that keeps him
in slavery. Theoretically, the mechanization of farming ought to cut the farmer’s
chains, but whether it really does is debatable.

One of the requisites for an ecological comprehension of land is an un-
derstanding of ecology, and this is by no means co-extensive with ‘education’;
in fact, much higher education seems deliberately to avoid ecological concepts.
An understanding of ecology does not necessarily originate in courses bearing
ecological labels; it is quite as likely to be labeled geography, botany, agronomy,
history, or economics. This is as it should be, but whatever the label, ecological
training is scarce.

The case for a land ethic would appear hopeless but for the minority
which is in obvious revolt against these ‘modern’ trends.

The ‘key-log’ which must be moved to release the evolutionary process
for an ethic is simply this: quit thinking about decent land-use as solely an
economic problem. Examine each question in terms of what is ethically and es-
thetically right, as well as what is economically expedient. 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.

It of course goes without saying that economic feasibility limits the tether
of what can or cannot be done for land. It always has and it always will. The fal-
lacy the economic determinists have tied around our collective neck, and which
we now need to cast off, is the belief that economics determines alf land-use,

This is simply not true. An innumerable host of actions and attitudes, compris-
ing perhaps the bulk of all land relations, is determined by the [and-users’ tastes
and predilections, rather than by his purse. The bulk of all land relations hinges
on investments of time, forethought, skill, and faith rather than on investments
of cash. As a land-user thinketh, so is he.

Ihave purposely presented the land ethic as a product of social evolution
because nothing so important as an ethic is ever ‘written.’ Only the most super-
ficial student of history supposes that Moses ‘wrote’ the Decalogue; it evolved
in the minds of a thinking community, and Moses wrote a tentative summary
of it for a ‘seminar.’ | say tentative because evolution never stops.

The evolution of a land ethic is an intellectual as well as emotional process.
Conservation is paved with good intentions which prove to be futile, or even

lof course:mean something far broader than mere economic value; Imean value

dangerous, because they are devoid of critical understanding either of the land,

or of economic land-use. I think it is a truism that as the ethical frontier advances
from the individual to the community, its intellectual content increases.

The mechanism of operation is the same for any ethic: social approbation
for right actions: social disapproval for wrong actions:

By and large, our present problem is one of attitudes and implements, We
are remodeling the Alhambra with a steam-shovel, and we are proud of our
yardage. We shall hardly relinquish the shovel, which after all has many good
points, but we are in need of gentler and more objective criteria for its successful
use.
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