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Part I
Society and Environment: Perspectives

from Social Science and Ecology



Chapter 1
Conservation and Justice
the Anthropocene: Definitions
and Debates

Helen Kopnina and Haydn Washington

Wilderness is not a luxury but a necessity of the human spirit,
and as vital to our lives as water and good bread. A civilization
which destroys what little remains of the wild, the spare, the
original, is cutting itself off from its origins and betraying the
principle of civilization itself.
—Edward Abbey (1968: 169).

Introduction: Outlining the Aims of This Volume

As many in society work towards global sustainability, we live at a time when efforts
to conserve biodiversity and geodiversity, and combat climate change, take place
simultaneously with land grabs by large corporations, food insecurity, and human
displacement through an ecological breakdown. Many of us seek to reconcile more-
than-human nature and human nature, and to balance intrinsic value and the current
human expansion phase. These and other challenges will fundamentally alter the
way people, depending on their worldview and ethics, relate to communities and the
environment.

This book takes as its point of departure today’s pressing environmental chal-
lenges, particularly the loss of biodiversity and geodiversity, and the role of commu-
nities in protected areas’ conservation. In its chapters, we discuss areas of tension
between local livelihoods and international conservation efforts, between local com-
munities andwildlife, and finally between traditional ways of living and ‘modernity’.
The central premise of this book is that while these tensions cannot be easily resolved
they can be better understood by considering both social and ecological effects, in

H. Kopnina (B)
The Hague University of Applied Sciences, The Hague, The Netherlands
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equalmeasure.We believe that ecological justice and social justicemust be entwined,
as both are essential.

While environmental problems cannot be seen as purely ecological because they
always involve people, who bring to the environmental table their different assump-
tions about nature and culture, so are social problems connected to environmental
constraints. Similarly, social problems are fundamentally connected to environmen-
tal constraints and ecological health. While nonhumans cannot bring anything to
this negotiating table, the distinct perspective of this book is that there is a need to
consider the role of nonhumans as equally important stakeholders—albeit without a
voice. This book develops an argument that human-environmental relationships are
set within ecological reality and ecological ethics. Rather than being mutually con-
stitutive processes, humans have obligate dependence on nature, not vice versa. We
argue that over-arching ecological ethics is necessary to underpin conservation in the
long-term. This requires a holistic ‘justice’, where both social justice (for humans)
and ecological justice (for nature) are entwined. However, given the escalating envi-
ronmental crisis and major extinction event we face, and given that social justice has
been dominant for centuries, we believe that in many cases ecojustice will need to
be prioritized. This will depend on the situation, but we feel that under ecological
ethics, holistic ethics cannot always allow social justice to dominate, hence there is
an urgent need to prioritize ecojustice today. Accordingly, this book will deal with
questions of both social and ecological justice, putting forth the idea that justice
for both humans and nonhumans and their habitats can only be achieved simulta-
neously. This book will explore the following questions: What is the relationship
between social and ecological justice? Howmight we integrate social and ecological
justice? What are the major barriers to achieving this simultaneous justice? How can
these barriers be overcome? What are the major debates in conservation relevant to
this?

We hope that this volume will encourage discussion about the complexity and
contradictions, as well as reconciliation, in regard to what justice is. This means
reconciliation is needed for both research and policy, for instance by highlighting
both competing claims, and the tendency for outcomes to reflect a dualistic view of
nature being separate from humanity. In this volume, one of the central dualisms
discussed refers to that between the human and non-human world. We believe that
this is a false dichotomy, as humanity is intimately connected to, and is part of,
‘nature’—and we should explore the philosophical, political, as well as practical
implications of this. We will refer in this volume to collective humanity—although
we are very aware of varying environmental impacts and material needs of different
social groups and individuals. ‘Nonhumans’ will be referred to in this chapter as
animals and other living organisms, including plants and fungi, as well as terrestrial
and marine ecosystems.

In the sections below we shall examine key definitions and concepts, includ-
ing the Anthropocene; anthropocentrism; environmental and ecological justice; and
conservation.
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The Anthropocene

In theAnthropocene, humans dominatemost fluxes and cycles of the planet’s ecology
and geochemistry (Crist 2013). We use the term ‘Anthropocene’ purely because so
many in academia use it. We agree, however, with Moore (2016) that the name
‘Anthropocene’ muddles the message. In fact, some who use the term seem proud
that humanity is having such a huge impact! Another term for the Anthropocene
could be ‘ecocide’. A better term, we suggest, would be the positive term ‘The
Ecozoic’ coined by Swimme and Berry (1992), which describes the geologic era
that the Earth needs to be entering—when humans live in a mutually enhancing
relationship with Earth and the Earth community. According to some estimates, we
run the risk of losing more than half of the total amount of species in the world
before the second half of the 21st century (Broswimmer 2002). Raven et al. (2011)
suggest that by 2100 we may lose two-thirds of the Earth’s species. By explicitly
privileging human welfare over that of all other living beings, anthropocentrism
denies ecological justice, or justice between species (Eckersley 1992; Schlosberg
2004; Baxter 2005; Strang 2016; Washington et al. 2018) and the ‘Rights of Nature’
(Borràs 2016) and Earth jurisprudence (Cullinan 2003; Burdon 2011). Baxter (2005:
4) argues that nonhuman species have a moral right to ‘distributive justice’ in regard
to a fair share of the environmental resources that all life-forms need to survive and
to flourish’. Mathews (2016) speaks of “bioproportionality”, an ethic that reaches
beyond mere ‘viability’, seeking optimal populations of all species. This clearly has
policy implications in regard to the need to control human overpopulation (Crist et al.
2017). It also strengthens the case for increasing the extent of protected areas and
especially the ‘Half Earth’ vision’ (Wilson 2016).

These concerns are not new, as (for example) environmental sociologists have
warned us for many years about the dangers of the Dominant Western Paradigm
encompassing economic growth (e.g. Catton and Dunlap 1978). Similarly, philoso-
phers explored the exclusion of nonhumans from dominant ethics (e.g. Naess 1973;
Goodpaster 1978; Shepard 1982; Rolston 1983; Taylor 1983; Katz 1996). Multiple
authors in fields of sciences—biologists, ecologists, geologists, climate specialists
and other scholars (e.g. Ehrenfeld 1978; Curry 2011)—have outlined the danger
of industrial development to ecosystems and their inhabitants, including ourselves.
Mass consumption and expanding populations worldwide have led to the conversion
of wild habitats into agricultural or industrial areas, and exploitation of billions of
animals for food production (Crist et al. 2017).

These concerns are documented by several joint ‘Statements of concern’ by sci-
entists. For example, in 1992, 1700 of the world’s leading scientists published a
‘Warning to Humanity’ (UCS 1992) that stated:

Human beings and the natural world are on a collision course. Human activities inflict harsh
and often irreversible damage on the environment and on critical resources. If not checked,
many of our current practices put at serious risk the future that we wish for human society
and the plant and animal kingdoms, and may so alter the living world that it will be unable to
sustain life in the manner that we know. Fundamental changes are urgent if we are to avoid
the collision our present course will bring about.



6 H. Kopnina and H. Washington

In 2017, over 15,000 scientists endorsed the ‘World ScientistsWarning to Humanity:
A Second Notice’ (AWS 2017) which noted that most problems were getting worse.
They have pointed out that the Anthropocene is intertwined with the practice of
industrialization and the ideology of economic growth, which ignore the needs of
other living beings on this planet (Dietz and O’Neill 2013; Daly 2014; Chapron
et al. 2018). The rhetoric of ‘sustainable development’ proposes win-win solutions
(WCED 1987) reflected in the triple bottom line approach of ‘People, Planet, and
Profit’. This approach is rooted in classical economic assumptions that growth will
maximize human well-being through spreading evenly—thus, that the “rising tide
will raise all boats” (for critical discussion, see Washington 2015). However, trying
to achieve low mortality, economic prosperity and ecological sustainability is all but
impossible (Rees 2008; Rolston 2012). Unless Western-style consumption is made
more sustainable, and human population growth is voluntarily halted, the crisis of
limited resources is virtually certain to deepen (Crist 2015, 2016; Washington 2013,
2015) and conservation is likely to be twisted as a concept to serve nothing more than
the utilitarian needs of a single species (Crist 2012; Crist and Cafaro 2012; Kopnina
2015, 2016; Washington et al. 2018). In this context, the Anthropocene has come to
signify the domination of economic industrial thinking, steeped in anthropocentrism.

Anthropocentrism

Anthropocentrism typically allocates ethical consideration only to the human species,
where only humans have rights. It generally glorifies human domination over nature.
Anthropocentricmodernismgenerally seeks technological solutions to problems cre-
ated by industrial development (Cornucopianism). Yet, the prospects for reconciling
the conflict between economic growth and nature conservation with technological
progress are limited at best (Daly and Cobb 1994; Czech 2008; Dietz and O’Neill
2013). The term “human ingenuity” is spoken of in regard to environmental prob-
lems, however the result is exclusive human welfare (The Economist 2015a, b), and
not that of other living beings and their habitats (Higgins 2010).

Typically, discussions of environmental problems involve environmental
disasters that threaten economic progress, as in the case of climate change that endan-
gers food production and coastal communities. Significantly less attention is given to
biodiversity conservation unless it is seen as useful for humanity (Katz 1996; Taylor
2013; Gren et al. 2016). In fact, the use of conservation for advancing human welfare
has become common in the so-called “new conservation” (ideologically neo-liberal)
and also in “critical social science’ (ideologically neo-Marxist) (these distinctions
are described in Kopnina et al. 2018a, b). New conservation considers only strictly
economic benefits (or disadvantages) of protected areas (e.g. Marris 2014; Mar-
vier 2014). In fact, new conservation can be seen as a surrender to the logic of
economic growth and industrial development (Miller et al. 2014). For the ‘critical
social scientists’ (Sandbrook 2015) the concept of justice is often connected with
the neo-Marxist discussion of downtrodden communities. Environmental justice in
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connection to conservation is often linked with gendered, racial, and inter-class dif-
ferences that affect forest livelihoods of local communities, arguing that outcomes
of conservation policies often reflect elite interests (e.g. Büscher and Fletcher 2016).
These schools of thought will be further discussed in Chap. 2.

Anthropocentrism is reflected in the paradoxical nature of the concepts widely
used in policy and economics, which include “sustainable development” (Kopn-
ina 2012, 2016; Washington 2015). Anthropocentrism denies the concept of bio-
proportionality,which supports an abundance andflourishing of all species according
to their living requirements (Mathews 2016). Anthropocentrism is also antagonistic
to any vision of an increased area of conservation reserves, such as the ‘Nature Needs
Half’ movement (e.g. Noss 1992; Cafaro et al. 2017; Wilson 2016).

Anthropocentrism, in its original andmost common connotation in environmental
ethics, is the belief that value is human-centered and that all other beings are just
means to human ends (Grey 1993; Curry 2011; Quinn et al. 2016). Anthropocentrism
is the belief that humans are more important and superior to other species, where the
assessment of ‘reality’ is through an exclusively human perspective. Anthropocen-
trism can also operate both in the case of: (1) disregarding entire ecosystems and
habitats and geodiversity that support biodiversity as a whole (Callicott 2006; Cafaro
and Primack 2014; Doak et al. 2015; Fitzgerald 2015; Cafaro et al. 2017), and: (2)
disregarding individual animals (Bisgould 2008; Borkfelt et al. 2015; Kopnina and
Gjerris 2015; Sykes 2016).

Recent decades have witnessed a rising concern with anthropocentrism and a
renewed interest in the radical examination of the ethical underpinnings of animal
rights and welfare (e.g. Singer 1977; Regan 1986; Bisgould 2008; Borràs 2016);
biological conservation (e.g. Nelson and Vucetich 2009; Rolston 2012; Tallis et al.
2014; Doak et al. 2015; Nelson et al. 2016; Shoreman-Ouimet and Kopnina 2016;
Cafaro et al. 2017); compassionate conservation (e.g. Bekoff 2013; Waldau 2013)
and a plea for ecocentrism (Taylor 2010; Curry 2011; Rolston 2012; Fisher 2013;
Vetlesen 2015; Weber 2016; Washington et al. 2017).

Environmental Justice

Not all human beings on this planet have equal access to natural resources, leading
to questions of inequality and injustice. According to Veronica Strang (2016: 259),
an anthropologist concerned with both social and ecological justice, the notion of
justice is: “fundamentally concerned with equalizing relations between those who
have power and those who do not”. Environmental justice is thus often defined from
the general “justice” in terms of fairness: “the condition of being morally correct
or fair” and “the system of laws by which people are judged and punished” (Cam-
bridge dictionary). Environmental justice usually excludes the environment when
it is unconnected to human welfare, as it mostly refers to environmental risks and
benefits for human communities (Schlosberg 2004; Kopnina 2014;Washington et al.
2018). Environmental justice refers to the equitable distribution of environmental
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goods such as natural resources and clean air and water, or the economic proceeds of
biological conservation among human populations (Kopnina and Shoreman-Ouimet
2013; Strang 2016). It is thus justice for humans in regard to environmental issues—it
is thus quite different from ecological justice, which is about justice for nature.

Environmental justice is associated with social equality in regard to the access
of different social groups to environmental benefits such as food security, water,
and energy services. Often, social justice as intimately interlinked with neoclassical
economics. Proponents of environmental justice often speak of unequal exposure of
vulnerable, poor, marginal or indigenous communities to the negative effects of the
creation of protected areas that restrict economic activities (Baviskar 2013; Nonini
2013; Büscher and Fletcher 2016). Some have argued, “it is ethically problematic to
privilege conservation of a maximum level of biodiversity at the expense of liveli-
hood security and poverty alleviation” (Benjaminsen et al. 2008: 225). In cases
of conflicting interests such as human-wildlife conflicts (e.g. Jacobsen and Linnel
2016) or ecosystem services trade-offs social and environmental justice is sometimes
counter-posed to ecological justice (e.g. Low and Gleeson 1998). Thus, the objective
of environmental justice is to raise living standards of disadvantaged human groups
permitting biological conservation only if it serves this purpose.

Yet, raising living standards is often used as a euphemism for the spread of the
logic of neoliberal capitalism and global consumerism (Crist 2012). Raising people
out of poverty without tackling over-consumption by the rich is likely to lead to
a greater crisis of, and competition for, resources (Rees 2008). In fact, critics of
conservation rarely address the fact that most communities are actually displaced
and disadvantaged by industrial development, and rarely tackle the root causes of
poverty. Rather, as Crist (2015: 85) argued, “strictly protected areas are scapegoated
and wild nature, once again, is targeted to take the fall for the purported betterment
of people, while domination and exploitation of nature remain unchallenged.” As
Monbiot in his blog (2012) argues:

The politically easy way to tackle poverty is to try to raise the living standards of the
poor while doing nothing to curb the consumption of the rich. This is the strategy almost
all governments follow. It is a formula for environmental disaster, which, in turn, spreads
poverty and deprivation.

Kidner (2014) argues that the current industrialist neoliberal ideology presents a bar-
rier to both human and ecological interests. Industrocentric ideology is a self-serving
system that destroys cultural and biological diversity, and portrays living beings as
just a ‘resource’, at the expense of both ourselves and nonhumans (e.g. Baxter 2005;
Taylor 2010; Crist and Kopnina 2014). Additionally, discussing only consumption
and not tackling human population growth is likely to result in continuous demand
for more resources, both by the poor and the rich (Crist 2012).

In terms of ethics, while in some definitions environmental justicemay encompass
ecological justice (Schlosberg 2004) or justice between species (Baxter 2005), most
commonly environmental justice ignores the environment or nonhuman species as a
focus of moral concern. Essentially, this type of justice is human-centered or anthro-
pocentric (Cafaro et al. 2017; Washington et al. 2017, 2018; Kopnina et al. 2018a, b;
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Piccolo et al. 2018) It is also self-defeating if long-term human flourishing is what
we aim for (Washington 2015; 2018b). While displacement or disadvantages to local
communities are touted as violations of human rights (e.g. Büscher and Fletcher
2016), there is little mention of violation of nonhuman rights through destruction of
their habitat and the physical extermination of not just individuals, but in some cases
entire species (Cafaro and Primack 2014; Kopnina 2016; Kopnina et al. 2018a).

Noting interdependence between human and non-human species, Strang (2016:
259) notes that a, “short-term focus on immediate human interests has longer-term
detrimental effects on humans and non-humans alike” as ‘social’ and ‘environmental’
domains are intertwined. Indeed, Strang notes, a theoretical frame in which human
needs are, “separated and prioritized” which “inevitably gives insufficient weight to
the needs of the non-human” (Ibid). Strang continues: “giving humankind priority in
the provision of justice leads down a path that is morally questionable, carries high
risks, and is intellectually problematic” (2016: 259). Indeed, as the most privileged
classes around the world live in unsustainable affluence, it is difficult to suggest
that poorer people should be prevented from enjoying the material benefits that
economic development promises. Yet, “discourses on justice often imply that the
most disadvantaged human groups should have special rights to redress long-term
imbalances”Strang (2016: 259).However, “if the result is only a short-termgain at the
long-term expense of the non-human (and thus humans too), this is not a sustainable
way to achieve either social or ecological equity” (Ibid). Thus, ecological justice
is proposed both as a more inclusive moral framework, but also a more practical
strategy in the long run.

Ecological Justice

So what is ecological justice, or what should it be? Ecological justice (Schlosberg
2004; Baxter 2005) is concerned with other species independent of their instrumental
value for humans and refers to justice between human and non-human species (Naess
1973). Ecological justice is associated with biospheric altruism, and extends concern
beyond human beings (Shoreman-Ouimet and Kopnina 2015: 130). This is justice
for nonhuman nature. We feel that the simplest and most holistic meaning is ‘justice
for nature’ and we will use this in the book.

The inclusion of non-humans by eco-advocates within political systems could be
the next step in achieving ecological justice (Schlosberg 2004; Cafaro and Primack
2014; Kopnina 2014; Washington et al. 2018), as discussed by Joe Gray and Patrick
Curry in this volume (see also www.ecodemocracy.net). Ecological justice has pro-
found implications for how biological conservation is practiced. However, it is also
central to how an ecocentric ethical movement can, and should, manifest itself.

Recent developments in international law have addressed a number of
areas in which ecological justice finds political and legal support. On
the one hand, there is a trend toward the development of ecocide law (Higgins
2010), and on the other hand, animal rights law (Sykes 2016; Borràs 2016). The

http://www.ecodemocracy.net
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United Nation’s Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) has recently recognized the
trafficking of wildlife as both a specialized area of organized crime and a signifi-
cant threat to nonhuman species. The World Wildlife Crime Report takes stock of
the present wildlife crime situation with a focus on illicit trafficking of protected
species, and provides a broad assessment of the nature and extent of the problem
at the global level. Another notable initiative is the Rights of Mother Earth peti-
tion, which seeks to persuade the UN to adopt the universal declaration of the rights
of nature (http://www.rightsofmotherearth.com/). This conception of ecological jus-
tice has great implications for how biological conservation is ethically framed and
practically conducted.

Conservation and Its Main Challenges

There are a great many definitions of conservation. We face a future bottleneck in
terms of the survival of life, as an eminent biologist E.O.Wilson (2003) has observed.
We live in a time of exponentially fast change, and the ‘bottleneck’ represents how
successful we will be in terms of saving ourselves and our world’s rich biodiversity
and geodiversity. Conservation is ideally the best strategy of widening the bottle-
neck—so that more of nature survives into the future in this century, at the ‘crunch
time’ when all the negative impacts of our growth economy peak. We will not save
it all, but we can save as much as possible.

For the purpose of this volume we will subscribe to a simple definition: conser-
vation is the protection or preservation of nonhuman nature. This includes species,
including animals, plants, algae, fungi, bacteria, and also, crucially, entire ecosys-
tems that sustain them. It also includes conservation of geodiversity (Washington
2018a), which is the variety of geological, geomorphological and soil features. The
greatest challenges to the aim of protection of nonhuman species and ecosystems are
the destruction of habitat, industrial development, and associated unsustainable pro-
duction and consumption, and of course ongoing human population growth (though
many scholars shy away from talking about this, as discussed by Kopnina andWash-
ington 2016). Intensive agriculture, urban development, and the expansion of human
activity everywhere on the planet—result in land clearing and deforestation, as well
as climate change. The greatest threats to biodiversity are summed up by the acronym
HIPPO: Habitat Loss, Invasive Species, Pollution, Human Population, and Overhar-
vesting. While, as we shall discuss in this volume, conservation as a movement has
many different orientations, some of them conflict. The over-arching aim of conser-
vation so far has been the creation of protected areas, in an effort to protect both
biodiversity and geodiversity. We agree with this, though of course other strategies
are also needed.

However, there is a threat to conservation as a movement, assuming we mean
conservation is the maximum protection of remaining nonhuman nature. The so-
called ‘environmental pragmatism’, and anthropocentrism have taken hold of the
conservation debate in recent years. Rather than trying to meet the ambitious targets

http://www.rightsofmotherearth.com/
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for conservation through addressing the root causes of species’ extinction—some
policy-makers, academics, and even practicing conservationists, seem to have re-
oriented themselves solely towards human welfare. While the root causes of the
environmental crisis are population growth, overconsumption, habitat clearing for
agricultural and urban development, pollution and climate change—the ideology of
‘pragmatic conservation’ favors only conservation that helps people. One example
is the Eco-modernist manifesto (http://www.ecomodernism.org/), which represents
a surrender to development by celebrating an assumed technical ingenuity and the
human ability to control anything, from climate to biodiversity. It thus subverts the
meaning of sustainability to suit neoclassical economic needs (Washington 2015). In
this volume, we are worried that the idea of ‘control and management’ increasingly
dominates conservation objectives (Kopnina et al. 2018a) and that this derives from
neoliberal ideology. Conservation goals seemed to have moved from trying to pre-
serve ecosystems and biodiversity (Miller et al. 2014) to making them subservient to
growing human needs and ‘designing’ new human-dominated environments so that
nature is just a ‘garden’ (Marvier 2014; Marris 2014). They argue that ‘traditional’
conservation is outdated. In reflecting on how conservation is supposedly “being
overtaken by fast-moving reality”, The Economist (2015b: 12) suggests:

Conservation is nearly always backward-looking. It aims to keep plants and animals not just
where they are but where they were before humans meddled. The only real debate is over
how far to turn back the clock … In future the question will no longer be how to preserve
species in particular places but to how to move them around to ensure their survival.

This clearly advocates that humanity must become extensive ‘ecological engineers’
to keep species alive, rather than solve the problems causing the environmental crisis.
It is not entirely clear how humanity is going to engage in such a planetary ambitious
project, undertaking this hubristic monumental effort to move all species into safety,
as if we are the new Noah. What region will truly be ‘safe’? What makes us think
we know enough to control nature? Many ecologists question the later.

Conservation today is thus fraught with many issues, which include worldviews
and ethics (though commonly these are hidden and not stated) as well as different
strategies in terms of what will work. This volume will discuss some of these, and
look to the best solutions to conserve our living world into the future.
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Chapter 2
Ethical Approaches to Conservation

Helen Kopnina and Haydn Washington

Introduction

This chapter will elaborate on issues discussed in Chap. 1, where we have mentioned
that environmental justice is often associated with social justice, or justice in the
distribution of environmental risks and benefits. In cases of conflicting interests such
as human-wildlife conflicts (e.g. Jacobsen and Linnell 2016) or ecosystem services
trade-offs, social and environmental justice are sometimes counter-posed to ecologi-
cal justice or animal welfare. This chapter introduces various ethical perspectives on
conservation, positioned across the anthropocentrism-ecocentrism continuum, out-
lining debates about the locus of justice. These debates reflect a larger discussion in
the cross-disciplinary fields of environmental social science and biological conser-
vation. While some scholars support the idea that it is good to have plural ethical
perspectives on conservation (Tallis et al. 2014; Sandbrook 2015), others feel that
plurality of perspectives actually masks persistent anthropocentric bias. This chapter
will further discuss combined and nuanced ethical approaches to conservation.
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Anthropocentric Orientations

Critical Social Scientists

As discussed in the first chapter, the work of critical social scientists (e.g. Sand-
brook 2015) often engage with aspects of the inequitable or contested distribution
of (for instance) natural and financial resources. Critical social scientists are well-
represented in the fields of anthropology and political ecology. The common concern
of critical social scientists is the domination and oppression of rural people, who
have their own beliefs, customs, institutions and needs in the context of distribution
and procedures. For example, in his widely quoted article on the origins and basic
principles of ecological anthropology, Kottak (1999) called upon anthropologists to
prioritize people’s interests, and not to be, “dazzled by ecological evidence”, stating
that for anthropologists, “people should come first” (ibid: 27). In the case of the
Madagascar people and the protection of lemurs, Kottak called upon his readers to
support local communities against the efforts of conservationists.

Generally, the so-called “critical social scientists” are focused on the needs of
poor, vulnerable, marginal, or indigenous people, especially in rural and remote
areas (Kopnina et al. 2018). Some social scientists support local initiatives, focusing
on biocultural diversity (Cocks 2006) and community-based conservation.

Critical social scientists are skeptical about the relationship between international
development agencies, conservation, and local wellbeing (e.g. West and Brocking-
ton 2006; Rantala et al. 2013; Büscher and Fletcher 2016). Research by critical
social scientists includes: (a) efforts to better engage local peoples and organizations
involved in forest management; (b) efforts to examine how these new approaches
to conservation have genuinely departed from conventional integrated conservation
and development projects; and/or (c) research that interrogates these distinctions
(e.g. http://www.forestlivelihoods.org/annual-meeting-2018/).

In their article Justice and conservation, Martin et al. (2016: 254) for example,
call for respect for, “alternative ways of relating to nature and biodiversity”. These
alternative ways are meant as a counter-balance to the injustice of colonialism, “that
creates structural oppression over marginalized sectors of society whose alternative
worldviews become devalued and stigmatized” (Ibid: 258). Conservation is seen as
imposed by post-colonial Western governments that disadvantage local communi-
ties, while profiting from developing countries’ natural wealth (e.g. Kalland 2009;
Brockington and Duffy 2011; McElroy 2013). In Iceland, Kalland (2009: x) cham-
pioned his argument that anti-whaling environmental organizations are ‘culturally
imperialistic’, ‘intolerant’, and ‘militant’, even though whaling was done on large
scale for export, not to sustain local livelihoods (Stoett 2002). Arguing that in Green-
land, hunting constitutes an important part of cultural identity, anthropologist Nuttall
(2016) argues that conservationists and animal rights activists threaten the ‘cultural
survival’ and northern economies. He does not discuss the threat of biodiversity
extinction or the ethics of nonhuman suffering.

http://www.forestlivelihoods.org/annual-meeting-2018/
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In this volume, authors certainly support the plight of vulnerable communities, as
well as alternative views that do not commodify or commercialize ‘natural resources’.
We also support views that embrace indigenous holistic worldviews and traditional
custodianship that ‘cares for country’.

However, what we editors object to is the critics supporting economic priori-
ties that in fact do not equate with indigenous worldviews (which often they say
they support). Ironically, rather than appreciating traditional societies’ respect for
nature, these supposed ‘indigenous rights advocates’ often use Western terminology
of ‘property-rights’ such as, “local control over land use” (Martin et al. 2016: 260).
In the case of Inuit seal hunting, conservationists were blamed for organizing boy-
cotts of seal products, leading to changes in export regulations, and thus “hurting
local livelihoods” (e.g. McElroy 2013). Again, the commercial scale of seal hunt-
ing, or the inhumane conditions in how ‘hunting’ occurs (e.g. baby seal clubbing)
were not discussed (Lavigne and Lynn 2011). Vucetich et al. (2018) address the
financial costs of the loss of cultural tradition as part of ‘just conservation’—but
not the ‘costs’ incurred by nonhuman species. Rantala et al. (2013: 99) speak of
conservation undermining, “measurable market value of lost physical assets” for
local people. Such corporatist terminology that equates nature with resources has
not been part of traditional or indigenous worldviews (Knudtson and Suzuki 1992;
Shoreman-Ouimet and Kopnina 2016).

Some critical social scientists suggest that even community-based conservation
masks persistent power hierarchies. Brockington and Duffy (2011) imply that prac-
tices such as poaching should be seen as part of cultural tradition, and poor people’s
economic rights. Büscher and Fletcher (2016) insist that strict measures to con-
trol poachers violate human rights and disadvantage the poorest communities. Von
Hellerman (2007) has suggested that the very idea of illegal practices (logging and
poaching) and corruption in Africa has been imposed by neo-colonial elites.

This assessment basically negates any ecological ethics condemning poaching,
logging, and abuse of nonhumans. This view is particularly dangerous, as they seem
to suggest that no responsibility can be attributed to any local actors, no matter
whether their actions drive species to extinction, or erase ecosystems. Prioritizing
human ‘culture’ or ‘tradition’ over the very existence of nonhumans is problematic
(indeed unethical). In other words, social justice is seen by critical social scientists
as separate from ecological integrity and the flourishing of complex ecosystems, of
which humans are a part.

As Goodall (2015) has pointed out, poaching is not a question of impoverished
local people driven to desperation, but involves international criminal cartels, with
heavily armed poachers flying in by helicopters. The driving sources of poaching are
global, such as Chinese traditional medicine (The Economist 2016a). Demand is not
driven by doctors who foster ancient Chinese traditions, but by the “networks that
feed supply—poachers, holders of stocks of banned items, farmers and their allies
in some governments” (The Economist 2016a: 48).

For example, in Tanzania (Wasser et al. 2010; Bennett 2015) and Vietnam (Kopn-
ina 2016a), poaching is linked to high-level political corruption in which politicians
willingly participate in illicit wildlife trade and slaughter. Despite the fact that there
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were 100,000 elephants killed in Tanzania between 2011 and 2014, the government
has failed to investigate and persecute high-level offenders (The Economist 2014).
At the bottom of the poaching networks are the hired hunters recruited from the
military (The Economist 2014). If caught, the militants, escorted by police convoys
and supported by many local senior officials, are “transferred to new posts rather
than fired” (Ibid: 37). Elephant slaughter has continued unabated, leading to a 60
percent reduction of the elephant population in Tanzania in the last five years, as
documented in the Great Elephant Census (http://www.greatelephantcensus.com/).

Despite this dire situation, those advocating for stricter controls were claimed
to violate human rights in the ‘war to save biodiversity’ (Brockington and Duffy
2011). This highlights the fact that conservation is not a neutral category, but an
ethically-charged one.

New Conservation

While critical social scientists can be defined as neo-Marxist in outlook (Kopnina
et al. 2018) in their rejection of capitalist accumulation by society; conservationists
supporting ‘new conservation’ promote economic development, poverty alleviation
and corporate partnerships as surrogates or substitutes for endangered species list-
ings, protected areas, and other mainstream conservation tools (e.g. Marris 2011;
Kareiva and Marvier 2007, 2012; Kareiva 2011; Marvier 2012, 2014). Miller et al.
(2014) have shown that new conservation builds its arguments on ecological science
distorted by anthropocentric ideology. They critique new conservation assumptions
as being: (1) nature is a warehouse for human use; (2) humans can construct new
ecosystems from non-native species; (3) humans do not have to live within limits;
(4) nature is resilient; (5) nature is a social construct; (6) conservationists preach
too much doom and gloom; and (7) people can manage nature intensively while
preserving biodiversity.

While contributors to this volume agree that human interests, especially of most
vulnerable communities, have to be respected, most chapter authors object to the
strong anthropocentrism that permeates these critics. When indigenous property
rights, traditions, or “livelihoods” are discussed, the question of expanding indige-
nous populations, “modern” agricultural activity, the vulnerability of ecosystems, and
endangered species are simply ignored (Kopnina 2017a). The critics of conservation
rarely address the imbalance createdby the expansionof industrial or agricultural land
associated with population growth, which not only “disadvantages” but existentially
threatens the existence of wildlife (Laurence et al. 2014). The common argument by
critical social scientists is that the creation of national parks was a disaster in social
justice terms. This almost universally fails to mention the ecojustice side of such
park creation, which has protected wild ecosystems from clearing and degradation,
and stopped an even greater extinction event than the one we face. Also, in con-
servation planning and practice, recognition of ecojustice has not featured centrally
(Washington et al. 2018).

http://www.greatelephantcensus.com/
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Just as society has learned that it is morally wrong to disadvantage local commu-
nities (or for that matter, that slavery, racism, and sexism are wrong), we hope that
society can also learn that it is wrong to discriminate against nonhuman nature—be
it in conservation, or in industrial food production systems or medical experimenta-
tion. We, editors, agree that the rich and the powerful are to blame for much of the
world’s environmental destruction.Wewonder however whether it is possible to per-
manently eliminate social inequalities and hierarchies in a world of competition for
limited resources. After all, historically such has not occurred. Also, the collapse of
ecosystems and the predicted extinction of over half the world’s biodiversity (without
action) this century (Wilson 2003) will not support peace and prosperity in the long
term. In fact, they will lead to social collapse. As Doak et al. (2014) stress, human
well-being is already one of the core features of conservation policy and planning
in any case. In fact, consideration of human well-being alone does not require a
radical departure from current practices. Indeed, conservationists confirm that jus-
tice demands that local people be considered in all programs to protect biodiversity
(Cafaro and Primack 2013: 316).

In this sense, if an alternative path to the present idea of ‘economic development’
based on endless growth cannot be found, raising the global living standards will
likely have catastrophic impacts on both natural ecosystems and human wellbeing.
Society should work harder to strengthen small-scale traditional economies through
cultural protection. However, we doubt whether, pragmatically speaking, this is real-
istic on a global scale. Human populations and their material demands have expanded
hugely in the last few decades, while wildlife populations have drastically declined.
Accordingly, safeguarding human rights and preserving biodiversity can only be
compatible if local communities (as well as the surrounding population) are, “will-
ing to limit their numbers and their demands on nature” (Cafaro and Primack 2013:
316). In addition, as more and more land is appropriated both inside (illegally) and
outside of national parks for agriculture, wildlife literally has no place to go (Lau-
rence et al. 2014). This results in human-wildlife conflicts, with predictable outcomes
(Sinclair 2014). It is also essential that industrial developers and timber and mining
lobbies are held accountable for the damage they cause.

The editors (andmost contributors to this volume) agreewith the need to challenge
inequality and society’s fixation on economic growth as a measure of social well-
being. However, we do not believe that, practically speaking, mere equal division of
wealth is going to eliminate the challenge of limited resources in an overpopulated
world, nor address the global injustice of human supremacy (Crist 2012; Kopnina
2017a; Kopnina et al. 2018). Indeed, “empowering ever more people with a belief
in their right to ever higher consumption is a recipe for ecological disaster” (Cafaro
and Primack 2013: 316). If what is meant by ‘equality’ is that every human on this
planet is raised to developed counties’ consumer level, our collective lifestyle will
be completely unsustainable (Kopnina 2016b), requiring in effect four new planets
(Graff 2010). To quote Crist (2015: 93):

The literature challenging traditional conservation strategies as lock-ing people out, and
as locking away sources of human livelihood, rarely tackles either the broader distribution
of poverty or its root social causes; rather, strictly protected areas are scapegoated, and
wild nature, once again, is targeted to take the fall for the purported betterment of people,
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while domination and exploitation of nature remain unchallenged. The prevail-ingmindset of
humanity’s entitlement to avail itself of the naturalworldwithout limitation is easily, if tacitly,
invoked by arguments that demand that wilderness … offer up its “natural resources”—in
the name of justice.

Both critical social scientists andnewconservationists have one keypoint of agree-
ment, they put people’s interests first, both in ethical and practical terms (Sandbrook
2015). Yet, as far as other species are concerned (as shown by the ecological indi-
cators that anthropocentric authors rarely talk about), the simple truth is that Homo
sapiens is an apex predator on top of the food chain (Kopnina 2014). If (instead of
us) there were 7.6 billion other apex predators, let’s say lions, walking around on this
Earth, it is likely that we would end up in a major environmental crisis (Vieira 2016).
This is why we editors believe (as do most of the authors in this volume) that the
greatest effort in academia and conservation in practice should lie on finding a feasi-
ble path to a sustainable future (Washington 2015). Solutions must entail recognition
of ecological limits (see Chap. 4 byWashington in this volume), and require humility
and respect for nature, as nature is in the end the best example of sustainability over
time. New economic systems that operate within ecological limits (and are not based
on endless growth) are needed. Some key examples are the steady-state-economy
(Daly 2014), ‘de-growth’, ‘circular economy’, and the ‘cradle to cradle’ (Kopnina
and Blewitt 2018).

Some authors assume that by widening the scope of social justice to include
nonhumans they advance the cause of ‘just’ conservation. For example, Vucetich
et al. (2018: 23) define social justice as being wide enough to encompass non-human
“others”. Vucetich et al. (2018: 23) propose new principles for just conservation: “If
a significant and genuine conservation interest calls for restricting a human interest,
that restriction should occur except when doing so would result in injustice”.

The key question is: injustice for whom? For only humans, or individuals within
species, or for entire ecosystems, or for all of them?While some speak of ‘justice for
all’, they then normally actually speak only about the vulnerable and downtrodden
human communities, not all communities of life on this planet. Indeed, offering
an expansion of the social justice category is a bit like arguing that nature is part
of culture, rather than the other way around. Nonhuman nature thus becomes an
adjunct, one pushed into social justice around the edges of justice for people. The
next step is for society to also talk about justice in the broader sense, ecojustice for
the nonhuman (Washington et al. 2018).

Ecocentric Orientations

While the perspectives outlined above illustrate human-centered approaches to
conservation, contributors to this volume overwhelmingly support ecocentric per-
spectives that oppose anthropocentrism. Ecocentrism focuses on a system of val-
ues centred on nature. Because both ecocentrism and biocentrism attribute intrinsic
value to habitats supporting life, as well as all living beings, including humans,
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these perspectives still consider human beings (as humans are part of nature in
terms of evolution). Batavia and Nelson (2017: 368) argue that what they call ‘non-
anthropocentrism’ refers to any ethical stance that de-centers (but does not exclude)
humans from the moral universe by granting direct moral standing to at least some
non-humans.

Ecocentrism finds inherent (intrinsic) value in all of nature. As noted byWashing-
ton et al. (2017) it takes a much wider view of the world than does anthropocentrism,
which sees individual humans and the human species as more valuable than all other
organisms. Ecocentrism is the broadest of worldviews, but there are related world-
views (that might be called ‘intermediate varieties’ (Curry 2011: 57). Ecocentrism
goes beyond biocentrism (ethics that sees inherent value to all living things) by
including environmental systems as wholes, and their abiotic aspects. It also goes
beyond zoocentrism (seeing value in animals) on account of explicitly including flora
and the ecological contexts for organisms. While other scholars may differ, we see
ecocentrism as the umbrella that includes biocentrism and zoocentrism, because all
three of these worldviews value the non-human as well as human, with ecocentrism
having the widest vision (Washington et al. 2017). Given that life relies on geol-
ogy and geomorphology to sustain it, and that ‘geodiversity’ also has intrinsic value
(Gray 2013), the broader concept ‘ecocentrism’ is more inclusive (Curry 2011).

The proponents of zoocentrism, biocentrism and ecocentrism generally reject
a dichotomized worldview separating humans from the rest of the natural world,
denying the basic grounds of anthropocentrism that assert humanity’s inherent supe-
riority (Washington et al. 2017). These “-centrist’ positions are often associated with
an emotional attachment to certain entities, e.g. biophilia (love of life), zoophilia
(love of animals) (Kellert andWilson 1995) or arborphilia (love of trees) (e.g. Taylor
2013). While the terms eco-philia or geo-philia do not seem to have been used, most
people who care about ecosystems, biodiversity and/or geodiversity, also share an
affection for individual inhabitants of the land (although this becomes complicated
in the case of, for example, invasive species in fragile biodiverse environments).

Contributors to this volume overwhelmingly support the idea of wilderness, bio-
diversity and geo-diversity and/or individual organisms as an intrinsic good. As
discussed in Chap. 1, the Anthropocene poses many questions, both practical and
ethical. We ask ourselves what ‘pragmatism’ really consists of? To what extent is it
‘pragmatic’ to accept the ecocide of theAnthropocene, which is destroying the nature
upon which society relies (Washington 2015)? This business-as-usual Anthropocene
turns wild lands into areas of human control and ‘management’ (what Crist in this
volume calls ‘The Blueprint’). While accepting humanity’s enormous effect on the
planet, in line with Caro et al. (2012) we see a crucial need to identify remaining
intact ecosystems at local levels, to protect them, and to remind the public of them.
An ecocidal Anthropocene is not, in fact, pragmatic or practical (Washington 2018a).
Rather, we need to have a vision of ‘The Ecozoic’ era where humanity reaches har-
mony with the Earth (Swimme and Berry 1992). Leopold’s (1949) ‘Land Ethic’
assigns moral rights to the entire species and to the ecosystems that support them—
what he referred to as ‘biotic communities’. We see this as retaining its legitimacy
as a key part of an Earth ethics (Rolston 2012), part of the underpinnings of a new
Ecozoic era.
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Combined Social-Ecological Justice Perspectives

As theMEA(2005), ‘TheEconomics ofEcosystems andBiodiversity’ (Kumar 2010),
Wijkman and Rockstrom (2012) and Washington (2013) have stressed, humanity is
completely dependent on nature, and thus justice for people must necessarily involve
maintaining the ecosystems that support us. We believe consequently that this must
also be based on justice for nature (Washington et al. 2018).

Both social justice approaches and ecological justice approaches often converge
in their critique of industrial development and endless economic growth, which is
associated with technocentric or industrocentric ideology (Kidner 2014; Poirier and
Tomasello 2017). Modernism, based on its cult of continuous economic growth
and profit, is threatening both civilization as we know it, and nonhuman nature.
Activities such as mining, logging, and industrial agriculture pollute waterways,
cause deforestation, and facilitate poaching (Poirier and Tomasello 2017). Also,
more insidiously and profoundly, our very way of thinking seems to be taken over
by the endless growth ideology, which constructs both physical and psychological
processes to complement the ‘Dominant Western Paradigm’, which sees humans as
separate and superior to non-human nature (Catton and Dunlap 1978). Part of this
paradigm, as David Kidner (2014) notes, are the claims that humanity is exempt from
this transformative process, or that we are ‘in control’ of it. These are fanciful and
hubristic.

An invisible cabal of ‘growthism’ thinking is drawn around both ourselves and
the natural world, redefining all within it in terms of commodities. Humans, we
are told, are simply the rational consumers of marketing hype, and always have
been—just as wild nature has supposedly always consisted of ‘cultural landscapes’
(Washington 2015). Not only is wild nature being destroyed in physical reality; its
obliteration is completed by its elimination from history and the imagination. This is
undermining our sense of ourselves as embodied creatures with a natural past, so that
a felt resonance with the natural order gives way to largely cognitive assimilation
into the consumer culture.

Combined Ecocentric Perspectives: Animal Rights, Animal
Welfare and Wildlife and Ecosystem Conservation

At least three different applications can be outlined in ecocentric perceptions of
animals (but also plants, fungi, bacteria, protozoans, etc.): animal rights, animal
welfare and wildlife conservation. In animal rights, Singer (1977) advocated the
intrinsic value of all sentient creatures, arguing that needless suffering to all species
able to feel pain, should be avoided. In some cases, the ability to feel pain has
also been attributed to plants and other organisms, thus the idea of ‘animal rights’
should be more accurately represented as ‘non-human rights’ (Stone 1972; Kopnina
2012, 2015, 2017b, 2018; Marder 2013; Kopnina and Gjerris 2015). Regan (1983)
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advocated for the recognition of the intrinsic value (“what is desired for its own
sake”) of those organisms that have certain mental capacities, thus drawing a line
between the value of a life of (for example) bacteria, and a chimpanzee.

Animal welfare has been defined as how well an animal survives in its environ-
ment, using indicators to measure welfare such as observed behaviour, physiology,
longevity, and reproduction (Rowlands 1998). Animal welfare focuses on the well-
being of individual animals, and the treatment of domesticated animals, animals for
consumption and experimentation (Bisgould 2008), which are (by human design)
abundant (Sykes 2016). Often animal rights and welfare concerns are associated
with farm and domestic animals (Singer 1977; Regan 1983; Turner and D’Silva
2006).

Conservation has a different focus, being concerned with the survival of wild
species and ecosystems and preservation of overall bio- and geodiversity (Curry
2011; Washington et al. 2017; Piccolo et al. 2018; Washington 2018b). Cafaro and
Primack (2013: 309) argue that the:

… diversity of organisms is good; ecological complexity and natural evolution are good; the
untimely extinction of populations, species, and biological communities is bad; biological
diversity has great value both to people and in its own right; and human beings have both
strong altruistic and strong self-interested reasons for preserving biodiversity.

In conservation, the discussion of what (e.g. entities such as rivers) or who should
have intrinsic values has often returned to the discussion of hierarchies of species
and ecosystems. Arguments have also been made that wildlife conservation should
include animal rights/welfare concerns (Lu et al. 2013; Borràs 2016). The example of
wild species used for human consumption has been shifting to ‘farmed’ or ‘cultivated’
varieties of animals, e.g. bear bile extracting laboratories or rhino or tiger farms as an
alternative to poaching have raised new ethical concerns (Yee 2013; The Economist
2016b). These concerns have led some conservationists and animal rights/welfare
advocates to dwell on the idea of basic principles that underlie the value of all life,
based either on sentience or on other shared characteristics or interests. As Holmes
Rolston (1982: 144) put it, “Animals may not have aesthetic, moral, philosophical,
or religious sensibilities. They may be incapable of normative discourse. But they
can undergo pain and pleasure; they have interested concerns. To this extent, they
own values”.

Yet, the persistent question as to the locus of value has remained open. Is value
(whether instrumental, inherent or intrinsic) found in individuals, in species or com-
munities, or entire ecosystems or all of these (Sykes 2016)? And by recognizing the
value for a species, does that mean its value is always the same, even if it is then
introduced in another land where it sends native species extinct (Washington 2018a).
Some seem to think value recognition is absolute, others that it can be subject to a
hierarchy depending on the area under consideration. After all, we all have to con-
sider and bring together a range of ‘rights’ in our lives, so why not ‘intrinsic values’?
This debate rages, and even the two editors of this book (while agreeing on a great
deal) at times take different stances regarding this.
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The differences between animal rights/welfare and biological conservation have
been persistent (since Baird Callicott reflected on it in 1980). Basically, most con-
servationists argue that preserving species and whole biological communities should
take precedence over individual members of species (Cafaro and Primack 2013).
In practice, this means that invasive introduced species may need to be controlled
to preserve the overall vitality and diversity of native ecosystems (Callicott 1980;
Washington 2018a).

Callicott’s essay has caused criticism since it was seen to lead to the division
between animal rights/welfare perspectives and the “Land Ethics” developed by
Aldo Leopold (e.g. Warren 1983). While not underplaying the differences in per-
spectives in cases when hard choices need to be made (e.g. when invasive species
dominate or threaten to eradicate native ones), there are also significant connections
between animal welfare and animal conservation. In defense of an argument for uni-
fication, Crist (2012, 2013) and Vieira (2016) have noted that both ecocentric values
and animal rights can be reconciled in their explicit critique of human superiority
over other species. Callicott revised his article later (Callicott 1988) arguing that
unity between perspectives is strategically important for advancing the cause of both
conservation of habitats and their individual inhabitants.

Lu et al. (2013) stress three interlinked perspectives: wildlife conservation, com-
panion animal protection, and laboratory animal protection. The animal rights
advocate Sykes (2016) uses the term ‘animal protection’ to capture the linkages
between animal welfare and (animal) species protection. In any ecocentric perspec-
tive, humans are not the sole center of the moral universe, and it is immoral to limit
concern only to human interests inmoral decision-making (Batavia andNelson 2017:
368). Considering that conservation ethics increasingly deals with the question of
‘good’ and ‘bad’, the idea of rights comes to the fore. Indeed, Cafaro and Primack
(2013) argue that conservation and animal rights ethics criticize anthropocentrism
and are usually complementary. Limiting animal suffering and preservingwild nature
allows the entire realm of biodiversity to flourish (Cafaro and Primack 2013: 315).

Eminent environmental ethicist Holmes Rolston III has emphasized: “Where
humans cause the pain, they are under obligation to minimize it” (Rolston 2012:
75). While Rolston is critical of animal ethicists who over-emphasize the moral ideal
of minimizing suffering (as predation exists in nature), it is not the case that he cen-
sures all efforts to safeguard the welfare of animals in the wild. In fact, he provides
several notable examples in which he does just the opposite (Diehm 2012: 32).

Sykes (2016) has argued that animal conservation and animal welfare can be seen
as aspects of a single overarching principle of protection of nonhumans—wild and
domestic—and their habitats. Thismerger is seen in recent progressive developments
in international animal rights law (Bisgould 2008; Sykes 2016), ecocide law (Higgins
2010) or earth jurisprudence (Cullinan 2003). A number of conventions protecting
both individual rights of nonhumans, as well as entire species, have emerged. The
International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling, the Convention on the Con-
servation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals, and the Convention on Biological
Diversity recognize (at least on paper) the intrinsic value of nature for its own sake
(Borràs 2016).
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Conclusion

As the ethics around conservation is still evolving, conservation stands at the crux of
the worldviews of anthropocentrism versus ecocentrism. We argue (e.g. Washington
et al. 2017) that we will not reach meaningful sustainability nor an effective long-
term conservation strategy, without a move to ecocentrism. Yet, movements such
as ‘new conservation’ and ‘critical social science’ remain strongly anthropocentric.
Similarly, the question of ‘justice’ for nature, that is ecojustice, remains virtually a
taboo in academia (Washington et al. 2018). While there are some gradations on the
anthropocentrism-ecocentrism scale, we champion ecocentrism (along with a return
to indigenous kinship ethics), which requires we focus on nature, of which humanity
is a part.
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Chapter 3
“Contending with New Conservationism”

Kaitlyn Creasy

Introduction

In this essay, I investigate the ways in which identifying human interests as the
orienting goal for conservation efforts might hinder the conservation of nature and
non-human life and unwittingly inspire the devaluation of nature. I focus especially
on the new direction that the paradigm of “new conservationism” urges us to take
in conservation efforts and rationales. As Daniel Doak and his colleagues (2015:
29) note in their paper on the future of conservation, “new conservationists” believe
that conservation efforts ought to focus more, “on urban areas and on landscapes
and species most useful to humans, since human benefits should drive conservation
efforts.” In particular, these thinkers identify economic development as the proper
aim of conservation and insist that economic growth will lead both to more suc-
cessful conservation efforts and to greater valuing of nature by those who benefit
(Kareiva et al. 2012; Kareiva and Marvier 2013). In what follows, I argue that this
anthropocentric ideology towhich new conservationists subscribe both devalueswild
nature and—knowingly or unknowingly—obscures the interests of non-human life.
Indeed, I identify this as the fundamental danger of new conservationism’s “surren-
der to development” (Miller et al. 2014). Note here that while I refer to the movement
I characterize in this paper as “new conservationism” (as those who belong to this
movement do), one should make a clear distinction between (1) this ideology and its
suggested practices and (2) the primary aim of traditional conservation: preserving
or protecting nonhuman nature.

I have two primary aims in this chapter. The first is to investigate the way in which
newconservationists justify conservation proposals and interventions by appeal to the
alleged arrival of the “Anthropocene,” an epoch characterized by human dominance
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over non-human life and the natural world.1 In such a human-dominated age, new
conservationists insist, the categories of “natural” and “artificial,” of “nature” and
“human,” no longer apply: given the extent of anthropogenic change, nature can no
longer be separated from human artifice (Marris 2011; Vogel 2015). Indeed, for such
thinkers, everything has become artificial. I critique this view in the first section of
my chapter.

My second aim is to problematize the anthropocentric prioritization of human
interests in the new conservationist understanding of mutual benefit. In this section,
I critique the human supremacist ideology underpinning (and ultimately undermin-
ing) the mutuality on which these thinkers insist. Then, in order to demonstrate both
the explicit and implicit anthropocentrism inherent in new conservationist notions
of mutual benefit, I proceed through a small selection of new conservationist rec-
ommendations for environmental action. Though I focus mainly on the ideological
underpinnings of “new conservationism,” some aspects of my analysis run parallel
with those offered by Doak et al. (2015).

In large part, this chapter is a philosophical critique of the ways in which new
conservationists justify their conservation vision. But the stakes are not merely philo-
sophical: as Sagoff (2008: 26) argues, “[our] environmental goals rest on views or
beliefs that find their way, as ethical principles and intuitions, into legislation and
common-law adjudication”. Indeed, I contend that the way we understand: (1) “na-
ture” and the natural world (as inseparable from humanity and human interests, for
example), and (2) our obligations thereto will have real-life consequences, making
certain conservation policies, laws, or proposed interventions seem intuitive, self-
evident, or “common-sense,” while others are seen as examples of wishful thinking.
This is especially true for those scholars and thinkers in leadership roles at influential
environmental agencies, universities, corporations, and elsewhere. If this is the case,
then the practical stakes of contending with new conservationism are high (Kopnina
et al. 2018).

Problematizing New Conservationist Notions of Nature
and Artifice

In pursuit of my first aim, I show how new conservationists utilize the breakdown
between the categories “natural” and “artificial” to justify future courses of action. I
want to problematize both: (1) the new conservationist move from a descriptive claim
about theAnthropocene to a prescriptive one, and; (2) the kinds of interventions justi-
fied by new conservationists’ appeal to the breakdown of the natural/artificial divide.
A number of thinkers, such as Washington on resilience and adaptive management

1I say “alleged” here keeping a certain set of reflections onAnthropocene discourse inmind. Though
the “keystone rationale” for isolating and naming a specific geological epoch “the Anthropocene”
is sound (Crist 2016), the discourse surrounding this new geological epoch is much broader. For
more on this, see Moore (2016).
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in this volume, resist new conservationist attempts to collapse the natural into the
artificial (Rolston 1998; Woods 2017). Although there are solid reasons for doing so,
I do not pursue this set of arguments here.2 Rather, I aim to show here that even if it is
exceedingly difficult to parse out the natural from the artificial, new conservationists
would not be justified in deriving an ethical “ought” from this purely factual claim.

Characteristic of new conservationist thought is the notion that, in light of the
arrival of the Anthropocene, or “the Age of Humans,” there has been a breakdown
between the natural and the artificial, such that it no longermakes sense to speak of the
natural world as separate from human influence. In her book Rambunctious Garden,
Emma Marris (2011: 114) claims that, “all ecosystems on the planet have seen
anthropogenic change”; Kareiva andMarvier (2011: 965) claim that, “no place is free
of human influence.” On such a view, national parks are “no less constructions than
Disneyland” (Kareiva et al. 2012). In Thinking Like a Mall, Steven Vogel (2002: 32)
notes that, “the human and the putatively ‘natural’worlds are inextricably intertwined
to a degree that makes it pointless and indeed conceptually incoherent to distinguish
them”. Insofar as, “the world we inhabit is always already one transformed by human
practices,” this world to which environmental philosophers refer must be understood
as the “built environment,” as the world environing human beings (Ibid: 23).3

From this series of descriptive claims about the way the world allegedly is, these
new conservationist thinkers derive a series of prescriptive claims about how con-
servation ought to proceed. According to Vogel (2002), for example, environmental
philosophy must shift its orientation from responsibility for the natural world (as
a world separate from human interests) to responsibility for an environment that
always-already includes transformative human practices. The “post-naturalist” envi-
ronmental philosophy forwhichVogel callsmust therefore prioritize human interests,
especially in conservation decision-making.

We see another example of this leap from the descriptive to the prescriptive in
Marris et al. (2013: 345) in which the authors argue that, in light of extensive anthro-
pogenic change, all ecosystems on Earth are technically “novel ecosystems.” In the
Anthropocene, the authors claim, “the whole Earth is a novel ecosystem: a creation
of anthropogenic change under varying levels of day to day management, a global
garden with some corners gone feral and others planted in neat rows” (Ibid: 346).
Furthermore, Marris et al. claim, since all of Earth is now a novel ecosystem (due to
the omnipresence of human influence), we ought to manage it as such, coming up
with conservation plans as novel and varied as the endlessly many ecosystems they
intend to manage (Ibid: 347-8).

From their characterization of Earth in theAnthropocene,Marris et al. (2013: 347)
derive two prescriptions: we must reject historical ecological fidelity as a conserva-

2See also Chap. 4 by Washington on resilience and adaptive management in this volume.
3Note that there is also a version of this breakdown that appeals to the conceptual blurriness between
the “natural” and “artificial,” especially given the social construction of our concept of nature. This
version of the natural/artificial breakdown appears, for example, in Callicott’s naturalist critique of
wilderness (1998) and Vogel’s social constructivist critique of nature (2015). This critique of the
concept of nature leads some to a kind of nature skepticism, as Plumwood points out (2006) or
nature denial (Vetlesen 2015).
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tion goal, and develop a conservation vision according to which, “we, collectively,
have to decide on management goals for every piece of land”. They argue that to
achieve conservation progress in the Anthropocene, we need to not only acknowl-
edge the extent of anthropogenic change, but embrace this new task that emerges
from the irreversible ways in which we have changed our planet: the increase of
human intervention and control of the natural world. We see this same emphasis in
Rambunctious Garden, where Marris (2011: 171) remarks that:

In different places, in different chunks, we can manage nature for different ends – for histor-
ical restoration, for species preservation, for self-willed wilderness, for ecosystem services,
for food and fiber and fish and flame trees and frogs. We’ve forever altered the Earth, and we
cannot abandon it to a random fate. It is our duty to manage it. Luckily, it can be a pleasant,
even joyful task, if we embrace it in the right spirit.

In short, the fact of anthropogenic change is carried forward as an imperative for the
future, as an obligation to expand and enhance our influence. New conservationists
interpret how things have been so far with human beings and the natural world as
a license for expanding and enhancing the human shaping of the natural world.
Following this line of thinking, because human beings have dominated the natural
world to such a large extent, it no longermakes sense to speak of an other-than-human
world. According to Marris, all of nature has become artifice; according to Vogel,
all of nature always already was artifice, constructed and transformed by human
practices. This view about the world is promoted as licensing us to intervene even
more substantially than we have so far. After all, new conservationists claim, we
must take responsibility for what we have done—and that requires expanding our
control.

This tendency to utilize the breakdown between the natural and the artificial to
justify claims about how conservation ought to proceed is a widely shared tendency
among new conservationists. Some new conservationists argue that wilderness con-
servation as the preservation of biodiversity is pointless: because humanity has left its
mark on everything in the Anthropocene, there is no true wilderness to preserve, and
future conservation efforts ought instead to focus on interventions which, “seek to
enhance those natural systems that benefit the widest number of people, especially
the poor [and] measure its achievement in large part by its relevance to people”
(Kareiva et al. 2012).

Other thinkers claim that we can strike a balance between conserving for biodi-
versity and supporting human interests, justifying the urgency of this new vision by
appealing to the inextricability of the human and the natural. For example, Marris
describes a “post-wild” world (Marris 2011), a world that has forsaken the, “human-
made category of ‘wild’” and recognizes that human beings are, “not outside of
nature” (Marris 2015). In such aworld, she claims, conservationists ought to embrace
the creation of “designer ecosystems” as, “new, human-influenced combinations of
species that can function as well or better than native ecosystems and provide for
humans with ecosystem services of various kinds” (Marris 2011: 112).

These examples reveal the first argument characteristic of contemporary new
conservationism. To begin, new conservationists observe the extent of anthropogenic
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change.Bypointing to the pervasiveness of anthropogenic change, they then establish
the inextricability of human beings and the natural world. As result of this supposed
inextricability they argue that the categories of “natural” and “artificial” become
completely blurred, since to their mind all of the natural world is artificial in some
way.4 From these premises, an ethical conclusion—an entirely unobvious one—is
drawn. Since humans dominate the world already, we are now obligated to use this
domination ‘for good’ (or at least, the idea seems to be, ‘for better’ than we have so
far (Creasy 2017)).

Although new conservationists have a number of proposals for how humanity
might intervene to preserve or “improve” nature, they never sufficiently justify
the extent and kinds of intervention they recommend. We see the improvement of
nature (framed either as the ability to benefit humans or as the improvement of
ecosystem function) cited as an aim of new conservationist interventions in the
following claims: (1) Kareiva’s claim “new conservation should seek to enhance
those natural systems that benefit the widest number of people” (Kareiva et al.
2012); (2) Marris’s claim that, “…scientists studying novel ecosystems have shown
that historical ecosystems aren’t always without equal at performing particular
services… depending on what you want, and given variables including size of
project, budget, and how much the place has already changed, a designer ecosystem
may be better than a recreation of a historical ecosystem” (Marris 2011: 127); and
(3) Marris’s claim that the creation of, “new, human-influenced combinations of
species that can function as well or better than native ecosystems and provide for
humans with ecosystem services of various kinds—from water filtration and carbon
sequestration to habitat for rare species” (Ibid: 161).

New conservationists thus make an argumentative “leap” from a description of
the way they believe the world is in the face of pervasive anthropogenic change to an
ethical claim: since human beings are already influencing the world in innumerable
ways, we ought to either continue or increase this extent of influence, albeit in more
benevolent and thoughtful ways. This, it seems to me, need not follow. Indeed, one
might concede the truth of all of the above premises—the extent of anthropogenic
change, the inextricability of humanity from the natural world, and the ambiguity of
the categories “natural” and “artificial”—yet still arrive at a very different conclusion
about the direction in which conservation should go (Kopnina 2016).

For example, one might argue that although the categories “natural” and “artifi-
cial” are more difficult than ever to parse, we ought to continue trying to parse them,
and should not be too quick to use our confusion to push an agenda that advocates for
even more of that which got us into this mess in the first place: human influence and
control. After all, human intervention has not only been pervasive, it has also been
catastrophic. Therefore, it is sensible to ask: What about this catastrophic impact
licenses our further intervention?

4For the record, I am not taking a position on the inextricability of the natural and the artificial,
except to say that we seem to know what we mean by the difference and that there already seem to
be a number of helpful ways of parsing this.
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One might also argue that although human and natural worlds seem inseparable in
the age of the “Anthropocene,” we should not allow this semblance to distract us from
elaborating the many ways in which natural life-forms or landscapes retain other-
than-human traces. Even if “nature” as the other-than-human is an ideal concept or
category,might it not still be useful—perhaps even critical—to employ such a concept
in conservation decision-making? After all, conservation decisions that offer room
for a robust category of other-than-human nature would certainly be more likely to
conserve with the values and interests of non-human life forms and landscapes in
mind, just in case there are such values and interests.5

In sum, while it might prove difficult to discern what we mean when we refer
to nature and the natural world as independent from human beings in some way,
and while it might take some philosophical heavy-lifting to figure out what “nature”
could mean in this time, it does not follow from the difficulty of doing so in a world
of extensive anthropogenic change that we ought not to try. If we “buy into” the new
conservationist program, we do away with other potentially productive avenues of
conservation thought. And indeed, the quicker humanity surrenders to the new con-
servationist program, the quicker will such potentially productive avenues disappear.

The Misshapen “Mutuality” of New Conservationism

Significantly, in advocating for the expansion of human management of the Earth
in their work on novel ecosystems, Marris et al. (2013: 347) argue that the man-
agement goals upon which conservationists decide ought to offer, “local, regional,
and global stakeholders the opportunity to add to the values and services of multi-
functional landscapes”. Such goals must take what these authors call, “the human
system context” of economics, culture, and institutions into account, managing land
in order to enhance human flourishing and protect a variety of social institutions
(Ibid: 347). In this example, as with many new conservationist recommendations,
the call for enhanced and expanded human intervention takes a particularly anthro-
pocentric turn. In order to achieve conservation progress in the Anthropocene, new
conservationists suggest that the conservation of nature must aim to preserve the
conditions of human flourishing.

In selections from their work, we see again that new conservationists appeal to the
natural/artificial breakdown to justify their conservation vision. For example,Kareiva
et al. (2012) appeal to the “unmistakable domestication of our planet” to argue that,
“conservation cannot promise a return to pristine, prehuman landscapes… [since]
humankind has alreadyprofoundly transformed the planet andwill continue to do so”.
These authors then propose an idealworld inwhich nature is a, “garden…[as] a tangle
of species and wildness amidst lands used for food production, mineral extraction,
and urban life” (Ibid 2012). This vision is echoed in thework ofMarris (2011: 2), who

5Think, for example, of Woods (2017) on degrees of naturalness in Rethinking Wilderness for one
alternative.
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argues that we ought to understand the Earth as a, “global, half-wild rambunctious
garden, tended by us.” “We are already running the whole Earth, whether we admit
it or not,” she notes (Ibid), but to, “run it consciously and effectively, we must
admit our role and even embrace it.” In these selections, the breakdown mentioned
above plays a different justificatory function. Since, in the Anthropocene, “people
are actually part of nature” (Kareiva et al. 2012), conservation efforts must also make
non-human life and landscapes available for human development, flourishing, and
prosperity. This second new conservationist argument is further bolstered by thework
of Vogel (2015), who calls for a shift in conservation priorities from conservation
of the “natural environment” to conservation of the “built environment,” which will
always already involve human interests.

The notion that conservation in the Anthropocene should focus especially on pre-
serving the conditions of human flourishing—with a particular eye to human devel-
opment and economic interests—is a vision advanced by the Natural Capital Project
(https://www.naturalcapitalproject.org/). And what kinds of conservation decisions
and interventions does this project justify? The tagline on its website—“prosper-
ity springs from nature”—provides a hint. A selection of projects and initiatives
supported by the Natural Capital Project offer a much more concrete picture.

According to an article on, “securing natural capital and expanding equity” by
Ehrlich et al. (2012), the inclusion of human economic and cultural interests into the
goals of nature conservation transforms non-human life and natural landscapes into
“natural capital.”As the authors put it, “Earth’s lands andwaters and their biodiversity
can be seen as a capital stock from which people derive vital ecosystem services”
(Ibid: 69). This reconfiguration of the natural world as natural capital is grounded
in the idea that humans and nature are no longer separable from one another. The
authors emphasize a need for contemporary conservation efforts to “[secure] natural
capital and human well-being,” and they attempt to answer the question: “What
natural capital is most vital for sustaining human well-being?” (Ibid: 70).

Presenting China as an exemplar, the authors laud Chinese initiatives for utilizing
the logic and appeal of natural capital to protect ecosystems. In particular, they
celebrate China’s vision of the natural world as natural capital, according towhich the
protection of ecosystems is justified by appeal to flood controlmeasures, hydropower,
and more productive agriculture and tourism. Of course, this course of action does
involve protecting non-human life and the natural world to some degree. But how
is this protection justified? By appeal to the instrumental uses these ecosystems, as
“natural capital,” have for human development and flourishing. If such ecosystems
were to no longer serve these purposes—if they were to lose their instrumental value
asmeans for achieving human ends—the justification for ecosystemprotectionwould
disappear or significantly weaken, leaving little to no reason to protect them. Such an
instrumentalizing mindset encourages the protection of nature and non-human life
only when it promotes human interests to do so.6

New conservationists imaginewe can have the best of both worlds here: they think
we canmotivate the conservation of nature and non-human life, while also furthering

6See also Chap. 6 by Washington in this volume on ecosystem services.

https://www.naturalcapitalproject.org/
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the economic development of human beings. But when economic development is
cited as the primary justification for conservation decision-making, and nature is
understood primarily as natural capital, we risk losing the ability to see nature as
valuable apart from the ways in which it serves human interests and aims. In short,
we lose the ability to see the intrinsic value of nature.7

We find another example of the kind of conservation recommendation developed
by the Natural Capital Project in a paper about the protection of coastal habitats
(Arkema et al. 2013). In this study, the authors justify the preservation of coastlines
and coastal habitats by appealing in large part to the property value represented by
eachmile of coastline. The newconservationists in this piece develop a, “nationalmap
of risk reduction owing to natural habitats” and indicate where conservation efforts
ought to be focused, depending on the potential these habitats have, “to protect coastal
communities.” (Arkema et al. 2013: 913). By determining the value of a variety of
coastlines, conservationists are able to prioritize which habitats to preserve, as well
as identify habitats on which they ought to expend fewer conservation efforts.

The authors begin their article by reflecting on the way in which, “prioritizing
ecosystems for conservation or restoration in service of natural hazard reduction”
requires knowing not only where one might productively intervene to lessen coastal
erosion and flooding, but also where coastal habitats are, “most likely to protect
vulnerable people and property,” where vulnerable means susceptible to a variety
of misfortunes and losses from sea-level rise and storms (Ibid: 918). In order to
determine which habitats are, “critical for protecting the most valuable coastline,”
the authors look to “difference in total property value exposed to coastal hazards, with
and without habitats.” (Ibid). Arkema et al. (2013) use Zillow, a US-based website
which estimates property resale values, to predict the property value of miles of
coastline, the authors predictably find a wide variation among the “value of property
now protected by coastal habitats … ranging from US $0 [per mile] (for example,
in Jefferson County, Florida) to more than US $20 billion [per mile] (in Suffolk
and Kings Counties in New York).” According to the new conservationist logic of
this article, while Jefferson County, Florida deserves little to none of our concern
and conservation efforts, Suffolk and Kings counties in New York deserve supreme
concern and ought to be the focus of extensive efforts.8

Andwhat about JeffersonCounty, Florida, thesemiles of coastline thepreservation
of whichwould allegedly waste our conservation energies? As described by Florida’s
Department of Environmental Protection website (2018a), the five-mile coastline is
“wilderness, sanctuaries and saltmarsh—with no beaches or paved roads”. A bit
more research (Florida State Parks n.d) reveals that these ostensibly worthless miles
of coastline are located in a county home to the St. Marks National Wildlife Refuge,
the Big Bend Seagrasses Aquatic Preserve, a wildlife management area (the Aucilla
Wildlife Management Area), and three conservation areas (the Upper and Middle
Aucilla Conservation Areas and theWacissa Conservation Area) (Ibid). The seagrass
beds and saltmarsh in these areas, “[provide] nursery and forage areas for finfish and

7See also Batavia and Nelson (2017) on this topic.
8See also Eileen Crist’s contribution to this volume.
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shellfish…such as mullet, sea trout, redfish, shrimp, oysters and scallops” as well as
habitat for, “manatees, ospreys, bald eagles, sea turtles, sturgeon, dolphins and many
other species” (Florida Department of Environmental Protection 2018b).

Directly adjacent to Jefferson County on the coast is yet another wildlife manage-
ment area and a state park in which, “the Econfina River meanders like a dark ribbon
through pine flatwoods and oak-palm forests to broad expanses of salt marsh dotted
with pine islands.” (Florida State Parks n.d.). In short, the miles of coastline, which
are seen in the Natural Capital Project study as being without value (and thus on
which we ought to expend little to none of our conservation energies) remain either
under- or undeveloped by human beings. By relying on property values as a factor in
determining where to devote conservation efforts—and in this case, to determine the
value of coastlines—we tilt the scales of concern against conserving undeveloped
natural landscapes which remain unprotected. Kareiva and his colleagues might be
happy to concede this point. After all, they straightforwardly claim that “identifying
the best locations to target for ecosystem-based strategies depends on where habitats
effectively reduce hazards and where people benefit the most” (Arkema et al. 2013:
916). But should we be?

It might be a felicitous byproduct of the above conservation plan that some unde-
veloped landwould still be protected by keeping coastal habitats intact in areas where
there are high property values or people particularly vulnerable to sea-level rise. On
such a view, environmental protection is warranted mainly as a means of protecting
people or property from environmental hazards. If we accept such a justification,
however, we find no good reason to value landscapes apart from human interests.
Thus, I suggest that we view the authors’ property- and human-centered justification
for conservation with a good deal of skepticism. That is because, as with the previ-
ous example of natural capital in China, new conservationists encourage us to see
the natural world as instrumentally valuable: we deem a particular coastal habitat’s
worthy of protection from harm only if there is some human harm that might result
from our failure to conserve such habitats. If a given coastal habitat is no longer
effectively protecting human beings from sea-level rise and storm surge, our ethical
obligation to conserve such natural areas weakens considerably and perhaps falls out
of ethical consideration altogether.

If there is some good reason for valuing land without people and property to pro-
tect, adopting a new conservationist vision would block the potential to find it. Such
a vision obscures the still-very-live possibility that there might be more important
considerations in conservation decisions than human development. Otherwise put,
by either intentionally adopting or unintentionally inhabiting the utilitarian mindset
encouraged by new conservationism, we risk a potential failure to see any possibility
of intrinsic value in the non-human natural world—when, in fact, this possibility
very much remains (Batavia and Nelson 2017). Given the stakes for non-human life
and natural landscapes, this is far too big a risk to take.
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Conclusion

Newconservationism embraces “economic development for all” (Kareiva et al. 2012)
and insists that such a decidedly human benefit will be beneficial for non-human life
and the natural world. This emphasis on economic development, new conserva-
tionists argue, will require conservationists to shift their rationales and priorities.
Conservationists, on this view, must see the natural world as instrumentally valu-
able so that “in the long run” what “really matters” and is “worth saving” in nature
— those miles of coastline with the highest property values; those species that seem
most important to us; those novel, post-natural ecosystems– can be saved. As I have
argued above, this approach to conservation lends itself easily to an instrumentaliz-
ing straightjacket and the unjustified prioritization of human interests and ends over
those of non-human life. Thus, we ought to be skeptical of the new conservationist
appeal to the mutual benefit of human and non-human life as a justification for their
conservation suggestions.

The hope of new conservationists is that the prosperity of human beings will lead
them to develop more sympathetic stances toward conservation efforts (Kareiva and
Marvier 2013: 963–4). Yet new conservationists offer no convincing argument for
this prediction, and it remains unclear that artificially-generated human sympathy for
nature’s plight, acquired from seeing nature “as a garden” and one’s own interests as
“natural” interests, will aid nature conservation efforts in the long run. Indeed, this
call for a thoroughgoing instrumental orientation— which sees nature as a means to
economic flourishing and economic flourishing as a means to a supposedly thriving
‘post-natural’ world— is profoundly anthropocentric and flatly ignores the reality
of how economically flourishing individuals and societies have treated nature so far
(Dietz and O’Neill 2013; Daly 2014; Washington 2015).

For this reason, and the others discussed above, I argue that conservationists should
be wary of efforts to utilize the arrival of a new “human age,” as well as the blurring
of the natural with the artificial, as a mandate for an increase in the appropriation of
non-human modes of life and the natural world for human benefit. New conserva-
tionists might be able to implement more “conservation” (of the new conservationist
variety) in the immediate future by appealing to self-interest, but there is a real risk
in entrenching the view of nature conservation as solely and narrowly self-serving.9

Both the new conservationist collapse of the natural/artificial divide and the new
conservationists’ appeal to human-centric motivations for conservation encourage
us to center the human in our field of environmental concern. If conservationists
continue to situate the human being in this way, however, the protection of nature
and the interests of non-human life might start to seem completely inextricable from
the protection of human interests. If this becomes the dominant paradigm, there is a
real and serious danger that the non-human natural world will come to be understood
as valuable only for what it can get us. Such a conception precludes an understand-
ing of the natural, non-human world as intrinsically valuable. And indeed, the more

9It is worth noting that such a “conservation” agenda cannot straightforwardly be characterized as
conservation in the typical sense of the term.
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widespread such an anthropocentric paradigm becomes, the more we risk extinction
of the idea that nature and non-human life forms have goods all their own. In a time
when nature needs our respect and protection more than ever, this is far too big a risk
to take.
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Chapter 4
The Science (and Ethics)
of Conservation: Ecological Perspectives

Haydn Washington

Introduction

This chapter aims to cover several topics relevant to conservation and to the question
of a valid holistic justice that includes ‘ecojustice’. It is written in the light of both
the science of the environmental crisis, but also in the light of the need for a major
change by society towards ecocentrism, ecological ethics and ecojustice (e.g. Curry
2011; Washington 2018a; Washington et al. 2018). First, in the Section “Conser-
vation of What?” is discussion of the question of ‘conservation of what?’, and the
battle between various ideas of what ‘conservation’ is or should be. The Section “A
Summary of Humanity’s Ecological Predicament” discusses the ways that humanity
is fully dependent on nature. Governments, and much of academia, act as if this were
not the case—hence the need for a summary. This is followed by a brief summary of
humanity’s ecological predicament, the fact that society is in overshoot of the Earth’s
ecological limits. I am continually amazed how many people are either ignorant of,
or in denial about, the reality of the environmental crisis. They seem unaware of
the extent of humanity’s overshoot. I then briefly summarise how there are in fact
solutions to all these problems.

The Section “Problems with Theory in Biology and Ecology” then addresses
the problems of ‘theory’ in ecology that impact strongly on conservation. There
are major ideological underpinnings to such theory that derive from anthropocen-
trism and neoliberalism. The ideological attacks on ‘wilderness’ are then discussed.
Section “Where Is the Justice in Ecology?” concludes the chapter by considering
where the ‘justice’ lies in conservation.

H. Washington (B)
PANGEA Research Centre, BEES, UNSW, Kensington, Australia
e-mail: h.washington@unsw.edu.au

© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2020
H. Kopnina and H. Washington (eds.), Conservation,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-13905-6_4

45

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-13905-6_4&domain=pdf
mailto:h.washington@unsw.edu.au
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-13905-6_4


46 H. Washington

Conservation of What?

In Chap. 1, the editors argued that ‘conservation’ is about keeping as much as we
can of the world’s biodiversity and geodiversity into the future, during a time of
major environmental crisis. We should however note that ‘conservation’ itself has
changed in meaning over the years. Once ‘conservation’ was deemed by Gifford
Pinchot of the US Forest Service as: “the wise use of the earth and its resources for
the lasting good of men” (USDOI 2017). In this view, conservation was where nature
was being used for human benefit, but in a wise way that did not substantially degrade
it. Action to protect natural areas for themselves at that time in the US was called
‘preservation’, meaning reserves were not being exploited physically as a resource
for humans (other than visitation). Wilderness champion John Muir thus considered
himself a ‘preservationist’ (Westover 2016). However, this distinction has not lasted
since the early 1900s, when Pinchot and Muir battled together to create reserves of
different types in theUS. The idea of protection of nature in reserveswithout resource
extraction gained some acceptance—it is what we now mostly call ‘national parks’.
Although individual nations designate their own national parks differently, there is
a common idea: the conservation of ‘wild nature’ for posterity and as a symbol of
national pride (EF 2009).

‘National parks for nature’ was not just a ‘great’ idea (PBS 2009), it was an eco-
centric one. However, there is currently a battle as to what conservation should mean
today. Ecocentrism is not the dominant worldview in Western society (Washington
et al. 2017), hence conservation remains a battleground. For example, the ‘Wise Use’
movement in the US seeks to exploit (log, mine, graze) national parks and wilderness
areas (Luoma 1992; Hendricks 2005). This idea of exploiting parks has also been
promulgated under less threatening terms such as ‘multiple use’ (Cronon 1996), and
more recently in academia as ‘sustainable use’ (IUCN n.d.; UN 2012).

It is not hyperbole to say that we stand at a moment of decision as a society as
to what we do regarding ‘conservation’. Are we acting to protect nature for herself,
through creating reserves to retain native biodiversity and geodiversity? Alterna-
tively, are we doing it to maximise resource exploitation in the long-term, and thus
make money out of reserves? The fact that society’s conservation strategies to pro-
tect biodiversity are failing can be seen from the current major extinction crisis we
face. Two very different approaches are now being canvassed in regard to conserva-
tion. First, that we should expand nature reserves from the Aichi target of 17% by
2020 (CBD 1992) to the ‘Half Earth’ or ‘Nature Needs Half’ (NNH) vision (Wilson
2016; Dinerstein et al. 2017) where half the Earth is reserved and protected. The sec-
ond approach is that our reserves should produce resources for humanity (through
logging, grazing or mining), an idea often dressed up as being needed ‘for social
justice’. Regarding the first approach, one of the world’s most eminent biologists,
E. O Wilson, argues we will not save the diversity of life on Earth unless we reserve
and protect half of all lands (Wilson 2016). This case for rewilding and moving to
the NNH vision remains of critical importance for conservation (see Chap. 12 in this
volume by Reed Noss). However, many in the conservation community are silent
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regarding this proposal. Others are outright hostile, often on social justice grounds
(see Chaps. 1 and 2), or because they hold to the second view, and argue that reserves
should include resource extraction.

Any discussion about conservation and aspects of justice needs to consider some
perspectives from biology and ecology.

A Summary of Humanity’s Ecological Predicament

Human Dependence on Nature

Society is completely dependent on nature, yet operates as if it was not. I wrote
the book ‘Human Dependence on Nature’ (Washington 2013) to demonstrate the
many ways humans are reliant on nature. It is worth briefly summarising humanity’s
ecological predicament, given society’s tendency to deny reality (Washington2018b).
Key points are:

Food webs: Leopold (1949: 216) characterised ecosystems as a: ‘fountain of
energy flowing through a circuit of soils, plants and animals’. Energy is continually
being added to ecosystems from the sun, being trapped by plants (producers) and
these plants are eaten by herbivores, which may then be eaten by carnivores. The
energy limits of the Earth’s ecosystems cannot be ignored. Energy is life, but the
amount coming to Earth is fixed (Washington 2013). Humanity is now using about
12,000 times as much energy per day as was the case when farming first started
(Boyden 2004). So how much of the Earth’s productivity should be controlled by
just one species? Vitousek et al. (1986) estimated that about 40% of net primary
productivity (NPP) in terrestrial ecosystems was being co-opted by humans each
year. Others have estimated figures somewhat higher or lower, but all are a huge
percentage of the planet’s NPP. The fact that 60% of ecosystem services are now
being degraded or used unsustainably (MEA 2005) shows our current appropriation
of NPP is too high. Clearly, we are way beyond what could be considered just in
terms of our ‘fair share’.

Keystone species: Some species have more effect on how energy moves through a
food web, and even on what species are present in communities. These are known as
‘keystone species’, important but little known parts of ecosystems. There are three
types: ‘predators’, ‘mutualists’ and ‘ecosystem engineers’ (Washington 2013). Key-
stone predators are often found at high levels in the food web, such as top predators
like wolves, dingos and jaguars (Washington 2015). Keystone mutualists are organ-
isms that participate in mutually beneficial interactions with other organisms, and
their loss impacts strongly upon ecosystems. Keystone ecosystem engineers create
habitat for other species, examples being grizzly bears (move nutrients derived from
eating salmon into the forest) and prairie dogs (tunnels create habitats for other
species) (Washington 2013). It is thus critical we keep keystone species, the trouble
is we don’t know what many (perhaps most) of them are.
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The nutrient cycles: Ecosystems require nutrients to be continually recycled.
Essential nutrient cycles include those for phosphorus, sulfur, nitrogen and potas-
sium. Ecosystem services are dependent on the balanced functioning of nature’s
nutrient cycles. However, humanity has pushed these cycles out of kilter, essentially
doubling the amount of phosphorus and nitrogen moving through ecosystems, with
major negative impacts (Washington 2013).

Overshoot

‘Overshoot’ is ‘to shoot or pass over or beyond’ (Catton 1982). The term is rele-
vant because it demonstrates that society has exceeded ecological limits, causing
an environmental crisis (Washington 2015). To understand overshoot, one needs to
consider several factors covered below (Washington 2018c). Many environmental
scientists, ecological economists and other scholars believe the overarching drivers
of overshoot are the endless growth myth, overpopulation, and overconsumption (as
summarized in Washington 2015).

Environmental Indicators

Environmental indicators all show that society is in overshoot in regard to ecologi-
cal limits. The Ecological Footprint (Wackernagel and Rees 1996) is based on the
idea of ‘biocapacity’, the capacity of a given area to generate an ongoing supply of
renewable resources and to absorb wastes. The ecological footprint is monitored by
the Global Footprint Network (GFN 2018). Ecological Footprint analysis compares
human demands on nature with the biosphere’s ability to regenerate resources and
provide services. Unsustainability occurs if the area’s Ecological Footprint exceeds
its biocapacity. Both are usually expressed in global hectares (written as ‘gha’) or
global hectares per person. In 2014, the Earth’s total biocapacity was 12.2 billion
gha, or 1.68 gha per person, while humanity’s Ecological Footprint was 20.6 billion
gha, or 2.84 gha per person (GFN 2018). Hence the Global Ecological Footprint is
an unsustainable 1.7 Earths—as we must live on only one Earth (Ibid). It should be
noted however that this assumes that no land is set aside for other species that con-
sume the same biological material as humans (Stechbart and Wilson 2010). This is
actually a dangerous assumption, as apart from any ethical ‘right’, nonhuman species
provide the ecosystem services on which society depends [see Chap. 6 on ecosystem
services in this volume].

The Living Planet Index developed by the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF)
measures trends in thousands of vertebrate species populations, and shows a decline
of 60% since 1970. In other words, the number of mammals, birds, reptiles, amphib-
ians, and fish across the globe is (on average) less than half the size it was 40 years
ago (WWF 2018). Biodiversity is declining in both temperate and tropical regions,
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but the decline is greater in the tropics. Habitat loss and degradation, and exploitation
through hunting and fishing, are the primary causes of decline (Ibid).

Planetary boundaries is a concept that seeks to define a ‘safe operating space
for humanity’ and Rockstrom et al. (2009) identified that three planetary boundaries
(out of nine) had been exceeded—climate change, biodiversity extinction, and nitrate
pollution. Steffen et al. (2015) added phosphorus pollution. It is worth remembering
that ‘planetary boundaries’ is also an anthropocentric concept. They are boundaries
to define a ‘safe operating space for humanity’ and thus do not consider the rest of
life on Earth. The concept however could be broadened to embrace this.

Extinction

Species extinction is at least 1000-fold above normal levels in the fossil record (MEA
2005). Wilson (2003) believes the extinction rate is possibly 10,000 times greater
than normal, so that something like three species go extinct every hour. He concluded
that humanity has become a serial killer of the biosphere. We are now in the midst
of the sixth mass extinction we know of in the last 600 million years (Ceballos et al.
2015). Wilson (2003) has warned that without action, by the end of the century, half
of all species on Earth may be extinct. More recently, a 2011 paper (Raven et al.
2011) suggested that (without action) two-thirds of terrestrial species were likely to
become extinct by 2100. As Crist (2012: 150) concludes: “We are losing our own
family”. This will close off the evolutionary potential of more than half the living
world. As Soulé and Wilcox (1980) observed: “Death is one thing – an end to birth
is something else”. The massive loss of living beings due to human action is what
happens when society goes into overshoot.

Ecosystem Collapse

Ultimately, human existence depends on maintaining the rich web of life within
which we evolved (Washington 2013). The rapidity of current environmental change
is unique in human history (MEA 2005; Gowdy et al. 2010). Many entire ecosys-
tems are degraded and verging on collapse. This situation has been described as the
‘rivet popper’ analogy by Ehrlich and Ehrlich (1981). If you keep taking out rivets
from an aeroplane, at some point it will fall apart and crash. If you keep removing
species, so will ecosystems. The reality of the trend towards collapse (sometimes
called ‘irreversible regime shifts’, Elmqvist et al. 2010) is highlighted by the ‘Mil-
lennium Ecosystem Assessment’ (MEA 2005) and ‘The Economics of Ecosystems
and Biodiversity’ (Kumar 2010). The environmental science regarding this trend is
thus well known, however the risk largely remains ignored or denied (Washington
2015).
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Positive (if Challenging) Solutions Do Exist

Given the gravity of the problems in the above section, I cannot leave readers feeling
it is all ‘doom and gloom’, or that things are hopeless. There is indeed hope, and
positive (if challenging) solutions do exist. Catton (1982) listed some long ago, while
Ehrlich and Ehrlich (1991) built on these, as have others (Suzuki 2010; Brown 2011).
There is a lot of agreement about solutions in these authors, and in ‘Demystifying
Sustainability’ (Washington 2015) I condense such solutions into nine key solution
frameworks:

(1) Changing our worldview and ethics to ecocentrism
(2) Redesigning ourselves to enable change (e.g. moving past denial of unpleasant

realities)
(3) Stabilising then reducing population
(4) Re-engineering our consumer culture and moving to a steady state economy
(5) Solving climate change (primarily through mitigation)
(6) Appropriate technology—a renewable future
(7) Reducing poverty and inequality
(8) Education and communication re the problems (simultaneously with their solu-

tions)
(9) Effective grassroots political action for change.

So solutions exist, and actions based on the above frameworks are part of the exciting
(and ethical) ‘Great Work’ (Berry 1999) of healing the planet—of which we can
all be a part. It is not ‘too late’ and there is no excuse for apathy or despair. Our
biggest problem is that many in society remain in denial of both the problems and
the solutions. Consequently, probably the greatest solution of all is breaking this
denial dam (Washington 2018b).

Problems with Theory in Biology and Ecology

There is another aspect to biology and ecology we should consider that affects con-
servation—the dominance of anthropocentric ‘theory’.

Ideological Underpinnings of Biology

Biology is the study of life, and ecology is the study of the relationship between
plants, animals and their environment. However, the influence ofworldview is central
in regard to what ecology considers important. Goodall (in Taylor 2010) speaks of
breaking out beyond a reductionist science that ignores the spiritual dimensions of
life. Weber (2016) argues that many of us feel that something is wrong with the
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reduction of life by biology to a struggle of meaningless competition and efficiency.
He argues that the science-based ideology of efficiency recognizes no values apart
from egoistical greed, which it: ‘elevates to a law of nature’ (Ibid: 9). Weber (2016:
341) concludes:

Bioeconomical thinking is invisibly influencing the image we have of ourselves and the
world, although it rarely explicitly pretends to offer ethical advice. Its moral impacts are
conveyed in a rather subtle way as the paradigm invades our entire conception of reality.

In fact Weber is rightly calling for a revolution in biology, so as to create an ‘ecology
of feeling’, a poetic ecology that: “understands the household of nature less as an
economy of checks and balances than as the creative interpenetration of sentient
beings” (Ibid: 14). We should also consider the ideas and theories that have gained
prominence within ecology itself. Historian Worster (1994) explains that there has
always been a dichotomy in how the natural sciences were taught—the ‘Arcadian’ or
naturalist way, and the ‘Linnaean’ or imperial way. The Linnaean stream of thought
in ecology comes to the fore in mathematical and theoretical ecology. It tends to
be anthropocentric, with a focus on human ‘mastery of nature’. It does not focus
on cooperation in ecosystems but on competition. Nature is thus not envisioned
as a superorganism (as in Gaia theory, and by renowned ecologist Eugene Odum,
Callicott 2013), but as a machine of competing parts. Linnaean ecology however
is now dominant in academia. The anthropocentric underpinnings of biology thus
make it harder to argue for the conservation of nature for its intrinsic value, its right
simply to exist (Washington 2018a).

Biology and ecology are thus not ‘value neutral’ ethically, they have been infil-
trated by society’s anthropocentric bias. This is not to say that there are not biologists
and ecologists who disagree with this, and speak out against it, just as there are other
scholarswho do so (this book is an example of this). However, it is important to under-
stand this ideological barrier in both biology and ecology—anthropocentrism—one
that needs to be overcome if we are to reach a strategy of conservation of nature
based on its intrinsic value (Washington 2018a).

Adaptive Management and Resilience Thinking

Scientists (indeed all academics) are not good at realizing that theirwork is influenced
by their beliefs and theories. ‘Adaptive management’ is a case in point (e.g. Holling
1973; Gunderson and Holling 2002). At its simplest, adaptive management has been
called ‘learning by doing’ in regard to science. A more detailed definition is that it is
a structured, iterative process of robust decision-making in the face of uncertainty,
with an aim to reducing uncertainty over time via systemmonitoring (Shamshiri et al.
2017). Now this definition looks fine at first glance, however, there are ideological
underpinnings that need to be considered.

Key proponents of adaptive management, Gunderson and Holling (2002: 101)
argue: ‘there is no such thing as nature separated from human social processes’.
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Indeed it becomes clear they write from an anthropocentric stance (discussed further
in Washington 2018a). Gunderson and Holling (2002: 192) claim that: “collapses
… are likely the inevitable consequence of human interactions with nature”. This
makes it sound as if ecosystem collapse is natural and normal. However, it confuses
natural change and cycles in ecosystems with the hugely larger (and often previ-
ously unknown) stresses that humans are putting on nature today (Washington 2013,
2015). Their misleading claim provides justification for exploiters to argue there are
no environmental limits or crises, and hence society should not worry about escalat-
ing environmental degradation. This just aids further extinction and loss of the Earth’s
life-support systems (Washington 2015). Dovers and Mobbs (1997: 49) warn how
adaptive management: “may be used to defend regimes which avoid reform, jus-
tifying doubtful practices while waiting for further evidence (in conflict with the
precautionary principle)”.

In terms of the problems adaptive management can create, I list here three Aus-
tralian case studies (in my state of New South Wales, Australia) where adaptive
management was used to justify doubtful (indeed indefensible in terms of ecological
ethics) projects. First was to justify horse-riding trials in wilderness (Colong 2013).
Second was to justify logging of mature stands of native cypress (Callitris spp.) in
State Conservation Areas (areas meant to conserve nature’s native species) (NRC
2014). Third was to justify ‘ecological thinning’ (= logging) in the Murray Valley
National Park (OEH 2015), when national parks are meant to be free of logging.
Adaptive management has thus been used to justify experiments (especially those
that are extracting resources and raising money) in national parks and other conser-
vation reserves. The approach (and I have discussed this with key bureaucrats in the
NSW Government) seems to assume that no harm can be done, because the study
will be ‘assessed by adaptive management’. This is a justification of extraction of
resources (logging in two cases above) from conservation reserves. I would argue
that from an ecocentric perspective, and in the interests of long-term conservation,
a project being monitored by adaptive management does not (and cannot) justify a
destructive experiment in reserves established for conservation, certainly not log-
ging or other extractive uses. Adaptive management is thus being used to justify a
‘resourcist’ view of nature (Crist 2012), where conservation reserves become just
another resource for extractive use.

Resilience is an offshoot of adaptive management. Themost common definition is
that it represents the capacity of a system to cope with disturbances without shifting
into a qualitatively different state (Elmqvist et al. 2010). Simonsen et al. (2015) of
the Stockholm Resilience Centre argue re ecosystems that we should: “ensure that
they remain resilient and able to provide the ecosystem services needed to sustain
and support the well-being of people”. This is clearly anthropocentric in focus, as the
‘resilience thinking’ expressed is in fact about providing resilience just for people,
not for the rest of life on Earth. Lotz-Sisitka et al. (2015: 74) observe that resilience
thinking is: “inadequate or inappropriate for leading to sustainability”. Resilience
discussion tends to focus on humans, and the resilience of non-human species and
their habitats to continuous anthropogenic expansion and industrial activity is less
evident (Cafaro 2015).
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Resilience thinking also carries out a huge anthropocentric ‘sleight of hand’,
as it renames ecosystems as ‘socio-ecological systems’ (Walker and Salt 2006).
The latter term puts the focus not on nature, but on society. Rather than there
being ‘socio-ecological systems’, we actually have ecosystems of different types.
In forests, they are forest ecosystems, in cities we have urban ecosystems, in farm-
land, agroecosystems, etc. Humans are part of nature, but we also have culture, and
there is no problemmaking a distinction between society (human) and nature (largely
non-human) (Washington 2018a). Conservation is about protecting the nonhuman—
native biodiversity and geodiversity—as these have intrinsic value in themselves
(Washington et al. 2017). Hence we should continue to speak of ecosystems, not the
anthropocentric ‘socio-ecological systems’ promoted by resilience thinking.

Walker and Salt (2006) concluded that resilience thinking is about enhancing
human well-being, not that of both humans and nature. Conservation based primarily
on resilience thinking may thus suffer from the same anthropocentric ideology that
underpins adaptive management. Part of the problem is that resilience thinking is
open to being coopted by neoliberal thinking. Miller et al. (2014: 511) note that the
neoliberal ‘new conservation’ approach (see Chaps. 1 and 2) seeks to use resilience
to ‘promote ecological tinkering’. Nature does have resilience, but, this has definite
limits (as Walker and Salt 2006 accept), and the world is effectively shrinking as
population grows, pushing ecosystems closer towards thresholds of change.

However, ‘adaptive management’ and ‘resilience thinking’ are now deeply
entrenched in ecology, yet their anthropocentric roots mean that they do not allocate
intrinsic value to nature, nor consider ecojustice.

The Ideological Attack on Wilderness

Wilderness is a key conservation issue. Western society in its expansionist phase has
been exploiting and shrinking wilderness for centuries, and this continues today both
there and in the developingworld. Only following thewritings of visionaries Thoreau
and Muir in the US did a movement spring up to protect wilderness (Washington
2018a). Wilderness is by definition a ‘large natural area’ (IUCN 2008), the most
natural left on Earth, and these are essential for the ongoing conservation of life
(Washington 2006). They are also a key example of ecojustice in operation (as they
exist primarily for nature). However, ‘wilderness’ as a term is also beset by confusion
and multiple meanings, and I wrote my Ph.D. about this confusion (Washington
2006). In recent decades, postmodern academics (e.g. Cronon, Callicott, Langton)
have worsened that confusion through attacks that lack logical coherence, and the
creation of several fallacious myths (see also Johns this volume). I detail these in my
website www.wildernesstruths.com. The ideological attack by postmodernist critics
is making it that much harder to conserve the remaining large natural areas of the
world, a key part of making the ‘Half Earth’ vision work (of half of lands being
reserved) (Wilson 2016). Given that society (including academia) should support the
retention of the Earth’s large natural areas (based on decades of ecological research),

http://www.wildernesstruths.com
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it is time for all (academics included) to abandon such misguided attacks, and lobby
for the protection of our remaining wilderness (Washington 2018a).

Where Is the Justice in Ecology?

In terms of survival or extinction, the future of life on Earth is at a critical stage,
as is whether society will itself reach a sustainable future (Washington 2015). Yet
most of humanity remains ignorant—or in denial—about the reality of the predica-
ment we face. Similarly, humanity pretends that our own existence is not at risk. It is
almost beyond belief that society can deny what is happening around us (Washington
2018b). What could possibly be the cause of this, given the risks society is running?
One key cause is a poor worldview, Western society (and much of the world due
to globalization of Western ideologies) remains locked in the belief that—while we
live in a wondrous diverse world of living beings—the source of value remains just
the human species. This is anthropocentrism (Washington et al. 2017), indeed it is
‘human supremacy’ (Crist 2012). Another associated worldview is neoliberalism,
the idea that the market is God, and that all things must be reduced to monetary value
(Washington2015). Thus, rather than seeing the livingworld as ‘sacred’, society com-
modifies nature and turns it into a ‘thing’ that can be bought and sold (Crist 2012) (see
also Chap. 6 byWashington in this volume on ecosystem services). Anthropocentric
modernism and neoliberalism are thus poor ideologies, as they are key drivers of the
environmental crisis, and hence threaten the diversity of life on Earth. This has been
clear for at least 35 years (Catton 1982), yet society and governments around the
world, and the UN—have largely failed to act. DellaSala in this volume discusses
how some conservation organisations themselves have become anthropocentric and
neoliberal.

Within this background, we face issues of ‘conservation’ and ‘justice’. If we
value the life we share this planet with (and hopefully most of us do) then what
are the most appropriate strategies to bring along with us as much life as possible
through the future bottleneck created by society’s worldview and growth obsession?
Conservation has to be about saving that wealth of life (and wealth of geodiversity).
At the core of ethics is ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. What is the right way to live on Earth,
both to give justice to our fellow humans, and also to the rest of life we travel with
on our evolutionary odyssey? Do ethics and justice just apply to me; or to my ethnic
subgroup; or to my tribe or nation; or to all humanity; or to the sentient animals of the
world; or to all animals; or to all species; or to ecosystems; or to the planet itself? This
expansion outwards of ethics is called ‘ethical extensionism’ (Vilkka 1997). History
shows its extension over the centuries from the personal to the group, to women
(universal suffrage), to all people (the end of slavery), and largely to sentient animals
(animals welfare). However, we are in the midst of another transformation—will we
extend ethics to all of nature, acknowledging that it has intrinsic value and moral
status (Washington et al. 2017)? You will rarely see it on any headline or media
broadcast, but this is the greatest ethical and justice issue of our times.
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This conflict is taking place within conservation today. Anthropocentric conser-
vationists such as ‘new conservation’ and ‘critical social science’ (see Chaps. 1 and
2) use anthropocentric terms such as ‘ecosystem services’, and anthropocentric the-
ory such as ‘adaptive management’ to continue the old anthropocentric worldview.
Effectively, they insist that nature is just a ‘thing’, a machine for human use (Crist
2012). Ecocentric conservationists insist that nature has intrinsic value, a right to
exist for itself (Curry 2011; Washington et al. 2017), and nature must be a locus of
justice—ecojustice (Washington et al. 2018). Critically, ecocentrism also provides
nature with respect, and insists that humanity has a ‘duty of care’ towards nature
(Curry 2011). Ecocentrism is thus a truly appropriate conservation strategy, while
anthropocentrism is a literal ‘dead end’ (Washington 2018a). The key decision that
society has to make now is whether ethics and justice remain locked just into human-
ity—or whether we finally extend them to the nature from which we evolved (our
kin).

Scientists (biologists included) have pretended for centuries that science is not
about ethics. Yet science has actually been ethically dominated by an anthropocen-
trism that saw nature as essentially a dead machine (Vetlesen 2015). Those of us
who do want to retain the amazing wealth of life on Earth will now have to stand
up and speak out about ethics. What we are doing to our planet is simply wrong—a
grand injustice to life, a moral crime of enormous magnitude. So we should not be
fooled by nice-sounding phrases such as ‘sustainable use’ or ‘just conservation’ that
actually leave out any justice for nonhuman life (Washington et al. 2018). The future
of conservation now requires ethical extensionism to the rest of life we share our
planet with. Only by changing our worldview from anthropocentrism to ecocentrism
do we have a chance of conserving into the future most of the life on Earth. Only by
something of a revolution (or evolution) in biology and ecology will they gain the
ethics that supports viable conservation into the future.

Society and academia are not doing well in terms of this key and necessary tran-
sition to ecocentrism, as several authors in this volume reflect on (Crist focuses
in detail on Western society’s obsession with ‘ownership’). The science is clear,
society is currently undertaking massive ecocide. However, biologists and ecologists
today predominantly seem to be involved in a blinkered discussion of ‘conservation’,
based on an insidious andunacknowledged anthropocentric theory—adiscussion that
ignores the need to foreground ecojustice (Washington et al. 2018). It is time to put
our sense of wonder towards nature back into the biological sciences (Weber 2016;
Washington 2018a). If ever there was an appropriate time to bring back feeling and
a ‘joy of life’ into biology—it is now.
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Chapter 5
With Friends like These Wilderness
and Biodiversity Do Not Need Enemies

David Johns

The human footprint is growing at the expense of other species and the integrity of
ecosystems (Ewing et al. 2009; Butchart et al. 2010; Brashares 2010). What poet
of the wild Snyder (1990) called the growth monster remains not just unchecked
but embraced in theory and practice by virtually all human societies (Wright 2004).
There is nothing new in this situation—it has been accelerating for several millennia
and especially the last few hundred years. Nor is there anything new in the arguments
made by those who justify it (Czech 2013; Nadeau 2006). Although the expression
of self-righteous greed is rarer and sounds extreme amidst claims by business and
political leaders that biodiversity is important, human behavior has not changedmuch
judged by its consequences—we take more and more and continue to squander a
heritage that we can never replace. Each species humans destroy diminishes not only
the Earth community, but all who remain.

Those leading the conversion and reduction of more and more life into profit
have always had apologists. In the mid-1990s conservationists responded to a wave
of attacks on wilderness and biodiversity (Burks 1994; Callicott and Nelson 1998).
In the last few years concerted attacks have again emerged and although they are
shopworn, riddled with factual errors and marbled with hierarchical values, they also
appear well-funded, get lots of media attention, and are advanced with great energy,
as if careers depended on them.

In this essay I address five criticisms of wilderness and biodiversity conservation:
that wilderness and biodiversity protection goals must be curtailed and tied to human
interests in order to be achievable; that humans have always been everywhere and
there is no real wilderness left; that our effects on other species, and our efforts to
dominate or turn the world into a garden, are natural and therefore acceptable (if not
good); that protected semi-wild and wild areas separate humans from the world; and
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that human wants (as a whole or a group) should take precedence over the survival
of all other species and entire ecological communities.

As a practical matter, factual assertions in arguments are entwined with the val-
ues, purposes, and meanings their proponents wish to further, but the distinction is
important in analyzing arguments. Factual assertions about how the world works are
generally subject to testing against reality. Individuals, groups and even whole cul-
tures, may make factual assertions not based on testing for cause and effect but based
on compatibility with the purposes and meanings they hold. The distinction between
knowledge and mere belief is important and led Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan to
say that people are entitled to their own opinion but not their own facts (Hume 1995).
Critics of conservation often have their facts wrong. But even values, meanings, and
purposes—plainly human creations—may be subject to a kind of testing over the
longer term: cultural orientations are more or less adaptive, serving the actual and
long term’s needs of groups or undermining them. Rappaport (1976: 65) observed
that economic and political institutions which undercut “biological well-being…
may be considered maladaptive.” Many of the values and purposes advocated by
critics of conservation are problematic from this perspective.

(1) Wilderness and biodiversity protection goals must be curtailed and tied clearly
to human interests in order to be achievable.

Justly unhappy that the world’s governments are not meeting biodiversity protection
goals for 2010 established by the Convention on Biological Diversity, a group of pre-
eminent scientists write that it is “critical” that goals for protecting biodiversity “be
grounded in the real interests that people have in benefits provided by biodiversity”
(Perrings et al. 2010a: 323). In response to criticism that their view, if adopted, would
leave much biodiversity vulnerable because many species or ecosystem functions
might not clearly serve human interests, they state that because arguments on behalf
of biodiversity’s intrinsic value have failed to sway policy-makers a new argument
is needed based on human self-interest (Perrings et al. 2010b: 1745). Kareiva and
Marvier (2007) make similar arguments.

Scientists are not street fighters though at least one editorial in Nature (Grantham
2012) encouraged them to learn the trade. Nonetheless it is disappointing that some
scientists seem prepared to backtrack on goals that scientific findings point to simply
because such findings and the values thatmake such findings relevant fail to persuade.
Scientific research is critical—it describes how the world works. This knowledge is
essential to maintaining and recovering healthy species’ populations and ecological
integrity. But other kinds of “argument” are needed to persuade societal decision-
makers—arguments that hinge on the capacity of groups seeking a policy to reward
and punish decision-makers more effectively than opponents. Carrots and sticks
include campaign contributions or the equivalent (Duffy 2007; Kamieniecki 2006);
bringing media resources to bear to define issues and acceptable solutions (Duffy
2007; Kamieniecki 2006; Layzer 2007; Libby 1999); economic leverage—such as
that possessed by banks too big to fail or by mass popular unrest (Kamieniecki 2006;
Lindblom 1977; Grover 1989; Gonzalez 2001); control of information (Cogkianese
2007); and personal relationships often based on long-shared interests (Gonzalez
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2001; Dye 2014; Domhoff 1998, 2012; Furlong 2006). These “arguments” help or
hinder decision-makers in gaining or keeping the power they desire and therein is
their persuasiveness.

The intrinsic value argument has not failed conservation; it is conservationists’
failure to organize enough people willing to act on behalf of biodiversity that has
limited realization of conservation goals. The consequences of biodiversity loss for
various humangroups are important in organizing groups to act, but so aremoral argu-
ments (Kelman 2001; Stern 2000), emotionally compelling stories (Polletta 2006),
the creation of a strong community around biodiversity (Staggenborg 2011), and
other factors including transcending narrow notions of self-interest (Johns 2009;
Rodman 1977).

Justifying biodiversity protection based on narrowly conceived human well-being
(essentially cost-benefit analysis) ignores that benefits are often difficult to quantify
and that invoking future generations is not the same as political pressure in the here
and now: the future does not organize and bring political pressure.

There is no escape for conservation from the need to organize a strong political
force.

(2) Humans have always been everywhere, have fundamentally changed virtually
every place on Earth, and so there are no pristine lands (wilderness) to protect.

There is no question that the collective human impact on other species and ecosystems
is significant andhas been accelerating rapidly since the availability of hugequantities
of energy that magnify our actions (Rands et al. 2010; Goudie 2005). We have been
causing extinctions since we left Africa 60,000 years ago (e.g. Barnosky 2008; Rule
et al. 2012; McGlone 2012), although once the initial and significant large-animal
extinctions accompanying human arrival had occurred the impacts were much more
limited (McKee 2012; Alroy 2001). Low population, low population density, stone
technology, and a largely egalitarian social orderwhich checks aggrandizing schemes
of conquest, accumulation, and other sorts of domination (Johnson and Earle 2000;
Boehm 1999) probably contributed to this. With the transition to agriculture humans
began a more systematic conversion of ecosystems to human use, reducing species’
populations and range, causing extinctions, and generally simplifying ecological
interactions. The fossil-fueled industrial revolution further ratcheted up the reach,
intensity, and pace of human colonization and exploitation of ecosystems and other
species (for overviews see McNeill 2000; Goudie 2005; Simmons 2007). If large
mammals have been particularly hard hit because of their range needs or perceived
threat to humans, then forests have been the hardest hit ecosystems over the longer
term (Williams 2003). But the oceans’ biota has also been seriously depleted from
overfishing and other destructive fishing practices andmany areas have been damaged
by the marine equivalent of clearcutting, i.e. bottom trawling (Halperin et al. 2012;
Brewer and Peltzer 2009; Norse and Crowder 2005). A review article (Jones 2011)
about whether the human impact on the Earth merits the designation of a new age—
the Anthropocene—notes that humans have significantly altered just over half of
the ice-free land mass. About 25% remain wildlands, another 20% or so are “semi-
natural,” and the rest are in crops, grazing range, or heavily settled. And even wild
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lands and the oceans are affected by global forces such as climate change, airborne
pollution, human noise, and the like.

The human impact is not only significant but negative: humans have diminished
biological diversity and disrupted, degraded, and in many cases simply destroyed
ecological function. Yet critics of the existence of wildlands and waters are mistaken
on twomajor points: that wildlands no longer exist in anymeaningful way because of
human influence and that this state of affairs is long-standing, uniformly pervasive,
and no restoration is possible.

Critics of the existence of wildlands usually posit a red herring: that wilderness by
definition means pristine or completely without human imprint. The U.S.Wilderness
Act of 1964 (PL 88-577 §2(c))—the product of over a decade of work by conser-
vationists—does not use the term pristine, but instead deliberately uses the term
untrammeled (Scott 2001); a term very close to the original meaning of wildlands as
undomesticated or self-willed land but not necessarily “pristine” (Vest 1985). Many
conservation groups around the globe do focus on protection of largely intact lands
and waters, often high in biodiversity, from further damage including loss of native
species, but they are not concernedwith purity (Noss 1991; Soulé andTerborgh1999),
any more than civil libertarians cease defending the US Bill of Rights just because
they are routinely ignored by governments. Such places are wild and biologically
critical. They offer the clear opportunity for halting further degradation, for healing,
and for expansion and connection to other areas as part of a conservation strategy
to hold the line against continued population and consumption growth—growth that
has already overshot Earth’s carrying capacity (Ewing et al. 2010). These areas,
moreover, are not the exclusive focus of conservation (e.g. Layzer 2011). But claims
that humans are not simply destroying habitat but creating new habitat (e.g. Kareiva
et al. 2011) are disingenuous and obfuscating—they ignore the comparative bio-
logical poverty of, for example, tree farms to forests and monoculture croplands to
grasslands.

Largely intact placeswon’t solve every conservation problembut they are essential
to preserving wildness, biodiversity, and ecological communities (Noss 1993). To
work successfully, such places require good enforcement, size (bigger is better), the
right location, good buffers, and appropriate connections (e.g. Jeffrey 2012; Laurence
et al. 2012; Gilbert-Norton et al. 2010; Lester et al. 2009; Hilborn et al. 2006; Oates
1999). Two Nature editorials (2011, 2012) call for addressing outside effects on
wildlands and protected areas, as have earlier scientific and strategic assessments
(Noss 1993; Soule and Terborgh 1999). Conservation is not served by counseling
surrender to further encroachment.

The notion that wilderness no longer exists and that substantial biodiversity losses
must be accepted as inevitable is often accompanied by claims that people have
always been everywhere and therefore nothing can be done. It is also often linked
to the idea that significant human presence and impact means that humans are in
charge—“already running the whole Earth” (Marris 2011: 2). Such literary imagi-
nation is coupled with massive denial about the overwhelming biological damage
resulting from human management.
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This view of perennial and ubiquitous human presence fails to discern the dif-
ference between a few million humans and seven billion, between dense and sparse
settlement, and between differing levels of energy use, resource extraction, and tech-
nology; it also ignores humanity’s short career compared to length of time other
species have been present in places. Many areas of the Earth have been until recently
relatively free of human presence, or were occupied only seasonally or transiently;
and many areas were used only in a limited way, e.g. for sacred purposes (Simmons
2007; Diamond 1992; Denevan 1992; Klein 1989; Harris and Ross 1987; McNeill
1986; Ellen 1982). Claims, for example, that the Amazon is a human constructed
garden are dubious; settlement has been sparse (McMichael et al. 2012). The same
can be said for many other regions such as the boreal forests.

Although the cycle of intensification (populationgrowth>more “resource” extrac-
tion to support more people > more population growth > more intense extraction)
has its roots in the Neolithic (Johnson and Earle 2000; Harris 1977; Lenzen et al.
2012; Essl et al. 2011; Chew 2001), in the last few hundred years, with greater popu-
lations and densities, more intrusive technologies, more energy at human command,
self-aggrandizing elites making ever greater demands, the vaster reach of population
centers into distant areas, and denser trade networks, the effect on wildlands and bio-
diversity has been globally devastating (e.g.; Goudie 2005; Tucker 2000; Smil 2013).
Globalization is not new but its reach and intensity is (Chase-Dunn and Hall 1997;
Chase-Dunn and Anderson 2005). To argue that this extreme and relatively recent
state of affairs must be accepted despite its biological destructiveness is like arguing
that colonial domination and exploitation must be accepted despite their obliteration
of other peoples and cultures.

That we will never, “return a substantial part of the Earth to a preindustrial state”
(Kareiva and Marvier 2007: 56) is an example of either Occidental (Enlightenment)
fatalism or an effort to rationalize the current grim biological trend in the interests of
those who benefit disproportionately from degrading the natural world. The inertia
behind the current human trajectory is tremendous. But apartheid was overthrown,
slavery in most of the world has been abolished, and women in much of the world
enjoy improved conditions. Major change is possible. In some parts of the world the
restoration of species and ecosystems has increased the store of wildness.

Species can be repatriated. Biologically degrading influences such as industrial
incursions, roads, pollution, and exotic species can be halted. Injuries can be healed.
Processes that have been suppressed or disrupted (such as fire, migrations, and suc-
cession) can be re-established, enhancing resilience. Humans can try to cast their
interventions to mimic natural healing, while recognizing the limits of knowledge
and wisdom, and try to minimize the need for future intervention or intensive man-
agement, allowing for eventual self-regulation. That means restoring very large areas
and/or linking them to mostly intact areas.

Such restorative intervention contrasts with the violence done to species and
ecosystems by large-scale industrial or agricultural resource extraction—extraction
based on the exercise of power and the object of control. Large-scale resource extrac-
tion refuses to acknowledge that other species are ends-in-themselves and not merely
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means for human purposes, or that human well-being is antithetical to power and
control over others. Humans have a place and it is not as lords of creation.

For all of the ink (soy-based included) spilled over the idea of wilderness the
problem is plain: humans are inadequate to the task of managing nature. Humans
lack the knowledge, intelligence, and wisdom. Though management has achieved
goods, to rely on it to ensure the future of biodiversity it is like resting our fate on
the failed Biosphere Project. Former American Association for the Advancement of
Science President and US presidential advisor, John Holdren, noted that, “I’m a great
believer in science and technology, but the notion that science and technology will
ride to the rescue is a pernicious one. Believing in technological miracles is usually
a mistake” (2007: 1068). A vibrant Earth requires large, intact, and connected places
(including restored places), off limits to exploitation by industrial and agricultural
peoples whose inability to control their numbers andwants has beenmore than amply
demonstrated in the last 12 thousand years.

(3) Humans are part of nature and so our effects on other species, our efforts to
dominate, and to turn the world into a garden are all natural.

How can human behavior be anything but part of nature? We are the products of
evolution, we breath air, eat, and are otherwise dependent upon the Earth. Unless
one invokes the supernatural then by definition everything we do is natural but that
doesn’t get us very far. If we reflect on the use of natural and unnatural we see that
they designate something as good or not good (a cultural judgment) and also seek to
transform the designation into a property of the world rather than a human creation.
Much human behavior is not genetically determined and is instead regulated mostly
by culture (shared emotions, attitudes, and worldviews shaped by experience and
transmitted from one generation or group to another). Where does this leave us? We
must address the consequences for the living world of culturally shaped behavior.

For conservationists, behavior which converts, diminishes, or destroys the Earth’s
biodiversity and ecological systems is morally wrong—we have no right to cause
extinctions or take so much for one species anymore than we have a right to enslave
others (once culturally right and considered natural). As a practical matter it is stupid
(maladaptive, per Rappaport 1976) to destroy systems we depend on and may not be
able to fix once broken. As Leopold suggested, it’s unintelligent to throw parts away
when tinkering with something important (1993).

Acknowledging humans as part of nature does not and cannot justify our ever-
growing footprint. Like the colonial domination of somepeoples by others, the human
domination of other species and ecosystems, although common in recent millennia,
shares the same attributes as intra-human colonialism for its victims: visiting brutally
stupid exploitation, displacement, and death.Wemight better askwhether the societal
machinery that converts so much of the world into commodities for one species—
and disproportionately for a few millions at the very top of social hierarchies—is
adaptive, healthy, or just. For James Lovelock (1979: 145) the answer is clear: “(A)ll
attempts to rationalize a subjugated biosphere with man in charge are as doomed to
failure as the similar concept of benevolent colonialism. They all assume that man
is possessor of this planet, if not the owner, than the tenant.”
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Lovelock is certainly not alone (Ehrenfeld 1979; Rodman 1977). Brand’s (1968)
appropriation from another of the notion that we are “godlike” and should get good
at it, and Marris’s (2011) view that we can be competent gardeners, are just more
examples of the same hubris that generates extinction, ocean dead zones, dust bowls,
desertification and depleted soils, superfund sites, climate change, and nuclear power
plants built in tsunami zones.We are about as godlike as a bull in a china shop (Wright
2004).

The human conceit of being godlike rests on assumptions that gained dominance
among European elites in the Enlightenment and have since spread to most elites
and others. These assumptions include notions that all problems are solvable by
human reason, technology, or changes in social organization; that if humans face
great difficulties we will rise to the occasion; and that resources are infinite or there
will always be substitutes (Ehrenfeld 1979: 16–7). Ehrenfeld (1979), Peet (1992),
Dietz and O’Neill (2013) and the Global Footprint Network (Ewing et al. 2009) have
documented the mounting evidence undermining these assumptions. Our capacity to
problem-solve is limited by the world’s complexity. Our pretensions to divinity are
belied by our limited ability to grasp how the world works well enough to manage it,
even if we actually had the requisite wisdom, judgment, and political will. As a result
our “solutions” are inadequate and generate new and more complex problems that
take more resources to address, in part because there is more inertia to be overcome
(Ehrenfeld 1979: 107).

Bad “choices” are the result of structural constraints not just limited wisdom
and intelligence. The few thousands of decision-makers at the head of government
and business institutions are heavily invested in the current order and generally
resist changes that could undermine their positions of power. Their awareness is
also constrained by the insulation that technology and hierarchy provides from the
consequences of their actions (Johnson and Earle 2000; Jackson 1987; Harris 1977).
When an elite is united it may effectively constrain societal choices by controlling
problem identification, formulation, and the range of acceptable solutions (Guber
and Bosso 2007; Layzer 2007; Lindblom 1977). Elites also influence or control the
machinery of repression: laws, police, armies, prisons (e.g. Singer 2007;Klare 2002).

Societal structure constrains choices in other ways. Dorothy Dinnerstein argued
that it is not just our psychopathology that leaves us unable to confront what we are
doing to Earth and ourselves; the societal process is now too, “mindlessly complex,
…unwieldy and … overcentralized” that even if we saw how bad things are it is
questionable we could do much with the existing decision making apparatus. It is
part of the problem; only relatively small groups can express healthy emotion and
reason (1976: 254). Searles (1960: 78–101) and Shepard (1982) argue that a sense of
self and a healthy identity depend on close contact with nonhumans and the broader
ecology during development. Only with such contact can we connect with and be
grounded in reality, recognizing, inter alia, that we are kin with the rest of the world.
Absent such connection people are left with the experience of human hierarchy as
the only model of order.
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(4) Humans are part of nature and reserves of various sorts separate us from the
natural world.

It is not the advocates of placing some lands and waterways off limits to human
exploitation who have separated humans from the rest of the world. Agriculture and
civilization did that (Lancy 2008; Berman 1989; Shepard 1982; Harris 1977; Searles
1960). Agricultural and industrial societies depend on the systematic effort to control
and reshape ecosystems for the benefit of humans at the expense of other species.
They enhance human carrying capacity by subjugating others, just as imperial Britain
reshaped the Indian economy to serve British rather than Indian interests (Smil 2013;
Chase-Dunn andAnderson 2005;Goudie 2005; Chase-Dunn andHall 1997; Rodman
1977).

Colonization and concomitant exploitation divides humans from the rest of the
world just as surely as it divides peoples and nations despite the effort tomask it under
Orwellian terms such as “interdependence.” Colonization markedly ratchets up the
intensification of extraction from and conversion of the natural world, generating
ever larger-scale and more hierarchical human societies. Devaluing and distancing
fromwhat is conquered is a psychological necessity (Grossman 2009; Fromm 1964).
The ability to love and the drive to control are opposites.

Modern conservationists are not the first to lament the changes from forager to
conqueror. Roman poet Ovid (1990: 71) wrote that once the Earth gave, “crops from
fields unfurrowed/And fruits, and honey from a hollow tree,/And no one scored the
soil with sturdy ploughshares.” Human cleverness changed all that, bringing tragedy.
A few hundred years earlier Tsu (1972, Chap. 29) asked: “Do you think you can take
over the universe and improve it?/I do not believe it can be done./The universe is
sacred./You cannot improve it./If you try to change it, you will ruin it.”

The idea of wilderness (self-willed land) emerged from the dualism that charac-
terizes agricultural societies and their successors in order to describe those places not
yet conquered (Turner 1980; Shepard 1982). Humans initiated the divorce, not bears
or birds or rivers. In seeking to conquer the natural world, humans set themselves at
odds with the Earth just as the slave-master is with the slave and the colonizer with
the colonized (Jordan 1968; Fanon 1963). Other creatures’ homes and necessities
merely constitute space or food that we covet. To merely stop thinking in terms of
the wilderness/civilization dichotomy—as the wilderness debunkers ask us to do—
cannot resolve the actual material separation resulting from the quest to dominate.

Calls to make wilderness and comprehensive biodiversity protection subservient
to growth—as if more growth will solve inequality anymore in the future than it has
in the past—is the language of conquest and colonization using different words. It
rationalizes the death warrants of large, intact areas and of the species dependent
on them such as large predators and wide-ranging species. Marginalizing wilderness
and biodiversity protection negates the best insurance we have against human fool-
ishness. Gardening can neither replace wilderness nor heal the self-inflicted wound
of estrangement. Trying to make ourselves feel good about our overreach is like
taking 19th Century nostrom for a life-threatening disease. To abandon wilderness
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and large-scale restoration in the name of transcending dualism is to leave the Earth
vulnerable to further impoverishment.

Those groups (e.g. Hopi, Hadza, Bushmen, Gwich’n) who seem to remain most
connected with the Earth have small footprints and share some obvious attributes:
they are few in numbers, lack dense settlements, and do not rely on industrial tech-
nologies and vast inputs ofmaterials and energy (Johnson andEarle 2000).Most have
been pushed to the margins of habitable land by more powerful societies and states.
Can 7 billion adopt these attributes? Humans first went from foraging to agriculture
despite poorer diet and increased disease because of population pressure (Cohen and
Crane-Kramer 2007).

What, then, is the path toward healing our separateness if there is no return to
the pre-Neolithic? This essay is not the place to set out a detailed vision or strategy
to contain the machinery of control that separates humans from the world that gave
them birth. But if wilderness is destroyed healingwill become impossible.We cannot
expect the path to reconnection to be led by those heavily invested in the status quo as
some have suggested (Kareiva et al. 2011). The path forward is not about sacrifice.
It is about recovering what we have long ago sacrificed—our wholeness and our
connection to other life and our deepest selves. We traded these away for hierarchy
and distractions in a deal we did not understand.

(5) Human wants must take priority over the needs of other species, even to the
point of extinction.

The belief that human wants should have priority over the survival needs of species
and the integrity of ecological processes is variously expressed but the end is always
the same: humans have the right to alter the world for their benefit at the expense
of other species regardless of the consequences: suffering, death, extinction, or the
destruction of entire ecological communities. The Great Chain of Being has fallen
before the Rights of Man, but it remains alive and thriving in human relations with
other species.

That the Earth belongs to us rests on notions that we uniquely possess some
attributes other species lack. Why these attributes are a suitable basis for elevating
us to godhood is never explained because it would reveal the contest to be rigged.
It is difficult to know whether the claim of specialness is based on a genuine if
misplaced sense of achievement, or arises from a deeply compensatory impulse:
like Gilgamesh, we are frightened by our mortality, feel insignificant in a very large
universe, or, having divorced ourselves from our wild home, we feel lost and so
create grand narratives in which we can be the hero.

The delusion that Earth belongs to us is not harmless like the notion that lightning
manifests the anger of Zeus. It is more akin to the inaccurate claim that tiger bone
or rhino horn have medicinal properties. Such claims rationalize violence, disrupt
ecological relationships, and carry a high risk of extinction; this harm obtains even
if the claims are true.

Claims by powerful states in the last century that they had the right to control other
states or nations have lost legitimacy even though exploitation continues in different
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forms and carrying capacity continues to be transferred from poor to rich (e.g. Tucker
2000; Klare 2002; Lawrence 2008; Monbiot 2008). Today we see plainly that past
exploitation was based on power not on the merit of the colonizer. Colonialism
is always violent. We can also see today how the human need to feel good about
ourselves causes us to dress up the theft and murder of conquest. In 1870 the Big
Horn Association of Cheyenne Wyoming published the following:

The rich and beautiful valleys of Wyoming are destined for the occupancy and sustenance
of the Anglo-Saxon race. The wealth that for untold ages has lain hidden beneath the snow-
capped summits of our mountains has been placed there by Providence to reward the brave
spirits whose lot it is to compose the advance-guard of civilization. The Indians must stand
aside or be overwhelmed by the ever advancing and ever increasing tide of emigration….The
same inscrutable Arbiter that decreed the downfall of Rome has pronounced the doom of
extinction on the red men of America.

Colonialism is nowhere more apparent and thriving than in the relationship between
humanity and the rest of theEarth.1 Humans takewhat theywantwith limited restraint
and dress it up like the Big Horn Association (Kareiva et al. 2011;Marris 2011). That
there is any restraint at all is the result of conservation success: protected areas that
are actually protected, laws that are mostly enforced such as the Convention on
International Trade in Endangered Species or the US Endangered Species Act. This
restraint is the exception and it must be constantly defended.

Rationalizing Nature’s colonization does not hide the ugly realities. Remaking
the Earth in the human image is violent: forests and grasslands are transformed into
tree farms, pasture, subdivisions, and endless corn and soybean fields or rice paddies.
Inconvenient species are persecuted. Ecosystems are altered for the benefit of one
species and the community as a whole is discounted. Colonization diminishes the
capacity of lands and waters to support diversity, replacing many species with a few
or even one. Colonization means human numbers grow and consumption increases
at the expense of other species’ numbers, range, diversity, and even existence. The
self-regulation of the community as a whole is replaced with control by a part for
its own exclusive benefit; and spontaneity, liveliness, and biological integrity are
diminished. The tiger is caged or dead and the oxen bred to plod endlessly before
the plow. We do it because we can.

Most of the destruction inflicted by colonizing nature is unnecessary. We have
long had the means to control our numbers though some have always had fears
about who will fill the armies and workshops and support the old. Much collective
human consumption is unnecessary as well—a vain effort to control our anxiety over
mortality (Solomon et al. 2004). The world’s poor do not simply aspire to full bellies,
they want what the middle classes have.

There was a time when humanity was grounded enough to see ourselves as part
of the cycle of things. We were troubled by killing (Shepard 1973). We could see
ourselves in the other and sought reassurance in ritual that acknowledged the “sac-

1I am indebted to Rodman (1977) who to my knowledge first used the analogy of colonialism to
describe the post-forager human relationship to the rest of nature.
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rifice” of the other. That insight and the imperfect restraint it brought is gone. The
factory farms are invisible and death is not real.

No other animal is as behaviorally flexible as we are. We have choices. Other
species do not. It may be that most humans will never be biocentric. But if we do
not behave as if we were, if we continue on the current path, we will impoverish the
Earth and at last become the “stewards” of a graveyard. We cannot degrade Nature
without doing the same to ourselves. To call ethical rules which rationalize human
lordship is to make the notion of ethics meaningless.

In the End…
…What matters is not endless blather over gardening, pristine wilderness, how

long people have occupied a place, or how much damage they have done. What
matters is this: humans are behaving like an asteroid hitting the Earth in slowmotion.
We are destroyingwhat we could never create. The Earth did recover (after 10million
years) from the Cretaceous extinction 65 million years ago; it was not the end of the
Earth. But it was the end of many creatures. Is being an asteroid the great purpose
of our species? To steal the lives and homes of millions of species and billions of
creatures?

Almost two centuries ago an astute observer of human behavior said that a person
is wealthy in proportion to what they can leave alone (Thoreau 1964: 335). By that
measure societieswhich enshrine striving forwealth, power, and fame are desperately
poor and needy. Our stomachs are full but we are hollow in our souls. In separating
ourselves from the world by trying to control it we have created a hunger that things
can never fill, though we keep trying. We have wounded our souls and our capacity
for empathy and love. “This is what is the matter with us,” D. H. Lawrence wrote
(1968: 504). “We are bleeding at the roots, because we are cut off from the earth and
sun and stars, and love is a grinning mockery, because, poor blossom, we plucked it
from its stem on the tree of life, and expected it to keep on blooming in our civilized
vase on the table.” This is the great sacrifice we have made and it need not be.
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Chapter 6
Ecosystem Services—A Key Step
Forward or Anthropocentrism’s ‘Trojan
Horse’ in Conservation?

Haydn Washington

Introduction

As an ecologist, I well remember when theMillenniumEcosystemAssessment came
out in 2005 (MEA 2005). I found it exciting, as here was a definitive report of the
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) that showed that humanity was
‘living beyond itsmeans’. It focused on the term ‘ecosystem services’ (here truncated
to ES). It seemed promising, for here was a term (grounded in environmental science)
that showed how society depended on all the services and benefits nature provides us
for free. It seemed to provide another argument which environmentalists could use to
push for the conservation of nature—because society fully relies on nature to survive.
Many environmentalists thought that the MEA would ‘wake up’ society, that society
would at last comprehend that it could not (as it were) saw off the branch it rested
on. However, it is now 13 years since the MEA came out, and the environmental
crisis has worsened. Environmental indicators are all in decline, as the 6th mass
extinction event in the history of life on Earth accelerates—due to human actions
(Wijkman and Rockstrom 2012; Ceballos et al. 2015;WWF 2018; GFN 2018). Since
the MEA put ES in the spotlight, they have been much discussed, and as of April,
2017 over 17,000 papers had been publishedwith the term in the paper’s title, abstract
or keywords—over 2800 in 2016 alone (Costanza et al. 2017).

As I became more interested in ecological ethics, I started to look at ES from dif-
ferent perspectives, and to question whether the concept was truly the best approach
to retaining the diversity of life on Earth. This chapter will consider whether ES are
a good idea for conservation, and whether they consider (or help reconcile) ecojus-
tice and social justice. Alternatively, are they a ‘Trojan Horse’ for anthropocentrism
within conservation?
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Definitions

The functioning of ecosystems in terms of providing humanity with what are now
called ‘ecosystem services’ was first described in a US government report on ‘Man’s
Impact on the Global Environment’ (SCEP 1970). It listed nine services that would
decline if there was a decline in ecosystem function. This was slightly expanded
by Holdren and Ehrlich (1974). The services ecosystems provide humanity were
subsequently referred to as ‘public services of the global ecosystem’ (Ehrlich et al.
1977) and ‘nature’s services’ (Westman 1977). Finally, it was termed ecosystem
services by Ehrlich and Ehrlich (1981). ‘Natural capital’ was another idea coined by
Vogt (1948) and further developed by Schumacher (1973), Herman Daly and Robert
Costanza (e.g. Costanza and Daly 1992), and Hawken et al. (1999). The ecosystems
that provide ES are seen as ‘natural capital’, using the general definition of capital as
a stock that yields a flow of services over time (Costanza andDaly 1992). TheNatural
Capital Coalition similarly defines it as: ‘the stock of renewable and non-renewable
resources (e.g. plants, animals, air, water, soils, minerals) that combine to yield a flow
of benefits to people’ (NCC n.d.). ‘Critical natural capital’ has been defined as natural
capital which is responsible for important environmental functions (for humans), and
which cannot be substituted for (Ekins et al. 2003). In other words they are ecological
assets essential for human well-being or survival (Pearce 1993). However, defining
a subgroup of natural capital that is critical for human use undermines the idea that
total natural capital must remain constant, as argued by Costanza and Daly (1992).

Daily (1997: 3) defines ES as the: ‘conditions and processes throughwhich natural
ecosystems, and the species that make them up, sustain and fulfil human life’. They
maintain biodiversity and the production of ecosystem goods such as seafood, forage,
timber, biomass fuels, fibre, medicines and industrial products (ibid). Costanza et al.
(2017) define them as the ecological characteristics, functions, or processes that
directly or indirectly contribute to human wellbeing: that is, the benefits that people
derive from functioning ecosystems.

The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment

The term ‘ecosystem services’ really came into vogue with the 2005 Millennium
Ecosystem Assessment (MEA 2005) written by 1360 experts from 95 countries.
The term sought to encapsulate the idea that nature provides essential services to
humanity that we depend on. Basically, ES as a term highlights what is obvious to
any ecologist (if not to society), that humanity is fully dependent on nature. The
MEA (2005: v) stated:

The human species, while buffered against environment changes by culture and technology,
is fundamentally dependent on the flow of ecosystem services.

Figure 6.1 shows how the MEA (2005) saw ecosystem services relating to human
well-being.
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Fig. 6.1 The relationships between ecosystem health and human well-being (Source MEA 2005)

The MEA noted that few ES have been the focus of research, and thus the data is
often inadequate for their detailed global assessment. It split ES into 31 topics, organ-
ised under four types: provisioning services (products obtained from ecosystems);
regulating services (benefits obtained from regulation of ecosystem processes); cul-
tural services (non-material benefits); and supporting services (those necessary for
the production of all other ES).

The MEA (2005) showed true leadership by recognising ‘cultural ecosystem ser-
vices’ as a category, even though they don’t provide physical benefits. Small et al.
(2017) argue that more correctly these should be called ‘non-material’ ES. Many
religions (and also many ‘non-religious’ people) attach spiritual values to ecosys-
tems and wild places (Washington 2018a). People value the ‘sense of place’ that is
associated with recognized features of their environment (ibid). The font of human
creativity and art is tied up with a deep spiritual bonding to place, and a sense of
wonder at life and the Universe (Berry 1988; Curry 2011). At a fundamental level
people’s spiritual connection to nature deserves recognition as something not only
necessary—but essential (Washington 2018a). Their inclusion in the MEA showed
an implicit (if unstated) understanding that the roots of the environmental crisis
are tied up with our worldviews and ethics. Such non-material values have been
called ‘existence values’ and ‘warm glow values’ and are rightly considered to be ES
(Davidson 2013). However, Chan et al. (2012) note that the current ES framework
is essentially set up for material values, and that non-material values really require a
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new vision and new methods. However, we should also remember that non-material
benefits remain benefits to humanity that nature provides, and hence do not coincide
with benefits to nature herself. They do not in fact acknowledge the intrinsic value
of nature to exist for itself, nor do they express our moral duties towards nature
(Davidson 2013).

Ecosystem Services and ‘TEEB’

Six years after the MEA, ‘The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity’ or TEEB
(a project run by UNEP) modified the list of ES down to 22 topics (Kumar 2010).
The ‘provisioning’ and ‘regulating’ services are much the same as in the MEA. The
major changes were in ‘cultural services’, which became ‘cultural and amenity ser-
vices’, and in ‘supporting services’, which was replaced by ‘habitat services’. The
cultural services category was also substantially reduced, through omitting ‘sense
of place’ and ‘knowledge systems’. Spiritual and religious values became just spir-
itual ‘experience’. The inclusion of ‘amenity’ in the new title ‘cultural and amenity
services’ gives an indication as to where TEEB was coming from philosophically,
as ‘amenity’ is about human use and comfort. Values in TEEB other than monetary
values received only token status (less than one page on ‘intrinsic value’). So TEEB
represented (possibly unwittingly) a strengthening of anthropocentrism in terms of
the discussion of ES. As an ecocentric ecologist, I find the original MEA (2005)
list of ES a more holistic, ethical, and understandable approach to ES than those of
TEEB.

State of Play of Ecosystem Services

So what is happening to ES? The MEA (2005) noted that human use of all ES is
growing rapidly. Half of provisioning services such as food and water supply, and
70% of regulating and cultural services were being degraded or used unsustainably.
Overall it concluded 60% of ES were being degraded or used unsustainably (ibid).
Many ES were being degraded primarily to increase food supply. Take a moment to
sit back and think about this. These are the categories of the essential products and
processes that ecosystems provide humanity. However, half of the products ecosys-
tems provide us, and 70% of the regulating services (and also cultural services) are in
decline, being degraded or used unsustainably. The MEA came out in 2005, and this
single statement should have rung (and continued to ring) alarm bells across society.
However, the message has not got through, or if it was heard it was not understood.
The reason it was not understood is likely due to society’s ongoing ecological igno-
rance (Orr 1994; Washington 2013), plus the dominant anthropocentric worldview,
and our capacity to deny unpleasant realities (Washington 2018b).
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TheMEAconcluded that degradation of ES could increase significantly during the
first half of the century and stop achievement of the Millennium Development Goals
(now the Sustainable Development Goals). Any progress achieved in addressing
these goals of poverty and hunger eradication, improved health, and environmen-
tal sustainability was deemed unlikely to be sustained if most of the ES on which
humanity relies continued to be degraded (MEA 2005; Kopnina 2016). The degra-
dation of ES is harming many of the world’s poorest people, and is sometimes the
principal factor causing poverty (Washington 2013). The reliance of the rural poor on
free ES is rarely measured and often overlooked. As human well-being declines, the
options available to people to enable them to regulate the use of natural resources (at
sustainable levels) also declines. This increases the pressures on ES, and can create a
downward spiral of increasing poverty and degradation of ES (MEA 2005; Costanza
et al. 2017). The MEA also noted that both economic growth and population growth
lead to increased consumption of ES.

The main problem (TEEB concluded) was that society does not think about or
value ES. ES are seen as natural capital assets not included in our national accounts,
and economic indicators such as GDP don’t measure their degradation (MEA 2005).
Most resource management decisions are influenced by ES entering markets, and
non-market benefits are often lost or degraded (MEA 2005). Many ES (such as
purification of water, regulation of floods or provision of aesthetic benefits) don’t
pass through markets and are largely unrecorded. The non-market benefits of ES
however are often high, and sometimes higher than the marketed benefits (MEA
2005). The authors of TEEB argued that the lack of progress to protect ES after the
release of the MEA stemmed from the failures of markets and systems of economic
analysis and accounting (notably GDP) to capture values of ES (Kumar 2010). There
are no markets for the largely public goods and services that flow from ecosystems
and biodiversity, and so there are no established ‘prices’. TEEB noted that this is in
fact ‘market failure’, as markets exist only to trade ‘private’ claims (Sukhdev 2010).

Valuing Ecosystem Services—The Key Debate

So how do we value ES? Daily (1997) explained that ES are absolutely essential to
civilisation, but modern urban life obscures their existence. She concluded ES have
infinite use value, because human life could not be sustained without them. However,
the actual assigning of value to ES may arouse great suspicion, and for good reason,
Daily concluded. This valuation involves resolving fundamental philosophical issues,
such as the underlying basis for ‘value’. This is a debate that has continued to the
present day, and is arguably a key cause of the environmental crisis (Curry 2011;
Rolston 2012; Washington 2018a). The MEA (2005) touched on this issue, while
TEEB (Kumar 2010) gave it more coverage. TEEB argued that abstaining from
explicit valuation (on apparently valid scientific or ethical grounds) often amounted
to no more than an acceptance of someone else’s implicit valuation, which is then
used to determine environmental trade-offs (Sukhdev 2010).
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The above statement at first glance sounds reasonable, but the issue is more com-
plicated than it suggests. TEEB argued that economic valuation of ES was both
necessary and ethical, and that ‘shadow prices’ can and should be calculated and
presented (Sukhdev 2010). TEEB argued that so deep-seated is modern society’s
inherent market-centric mindset, that the mere device of demonstrating economic
value for ES can become an important strategy for positive change (Sukhdev 2010).
TEEB felt it sufficed at times just to recognize value (be it intrinsic, spiritual or social)
to create a policy response favouring conservation or sustainable use (Sukhdev 2010).
Many of the authors of TEEB accepted that it is not a risk-free exercise to demon-
strate value by deriving and propagating ‘shadow prices’. There is always the risk
that misguided decision-makers or exploitative interests may want to ‘use the prices
for the wrong ends’ (Sukhdev 2010: xii).

TEEB observed that the common metric in economics is monetary valuation, so
accordingly they used this. However, it should be emphasised that this is accepting
the arguments and assumptions of neoclassical economics. One chapter of TEEB
believed that the reliance on this has plagued many ES assessments, failing to show
values that are critical to understanding the relation between society and nature (De
Groot et al. 2010). I share this concern. Another chapter of TEEB acknowledged that
economic valuation functions as a system of ‘cultural projection’ which imposes a
way of thinking and form of relationship with the environment, and reflects particular
perceived realities, worldviews, mind-sets and belief systems (Brondizio et al. 2010).
They note also that economic values are not objective ‘facts’, nor do they reflect
universal truths (ibid). TEEB however concluded overall that the right ethical choice
was to compute these imperfect valuations for society to use. This is the heart of
the issue—is this actually the ‘right’ ethical choice? They believed valuations were
a powerful feedback mechanism for a society that has distanced itself from the
biosphere, upon which its very health and survival depends. However, valuation can
contribute to the creation of a ‘commodity fiction’ orWestern construct that nature is
pure materiality (Brondizio et al. 2010). The danger of this commodity fiction is that
the commoditized environment becomes a contrived artefact of itself, as ecosystems
and biodiversity can be owned and traded in the market system for money (ibid).
Brondizio et al. (2010) thus understand that this is the commodification of nature,
one that can remove non-material valuation of ES altogether out of the equation
(James 2015). Costanza et al. (2014) however argue that valuation of ecoservices
(in whatever units) is not the same as commodification or privatization. They argue
(p. 152) that: ‘these services must be (and are being) valued, and we need new,
common asset institutions to better take these values into account’.

However, TEEB concluded that the mainstream economic beliefs of the values
of ecosystems and biodiversity are defined by people’s willingness to pay for them.
In other words, it accepts the Cost Benefit Analysis approach (Davidson 2013).
However, the neoclassical approach to valuation (people’s willingness to pay) is
based on the belief that there is no intrinsic value except as perceived by humans
(Crabbe 2008). This approach cannot measure benefits to nature by asking people
about their willingness to pay for benefits from nature to humanity (Davidson 2013).
It has been argued that intrinsic value lies outside the scope of the wide palette of
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ES, and that: ‘Intrinsic value is incompatible with any ecosystem service (Davidson
2013: 172). However, while TEEB acknowledged the danger of monetary valuation,
its authors concluded they had to value ES in monetary values to save them. This is
a difficult ethical call, as we shall see.

So how to value ES meaningfully? Having warned of the problem of deriving
value, TEEB described three ways to articulate value (Brondizio et al. 2010: 163):

1. Contingent valuation method—value is deemed to be pre-existing and needs
to be ‘discovered’. There is a separation between values and facts, and human
and nature. It works on the principle that you can substitute money for ecosystem
goods and services.

2. Deliberative or social process methods—has a democratic stance, and value is
‘constructed’ in social processes, and unknown values evolve through delibera-
tion.

3. Multi-criteria methods—involves complexity, value is understood in terms of
ranked importance.

However, clearly none of the above gives nature a voice. All of the above are anthro-
pocentric, and none of them accept that nature has intrinsic value. The first believes
that money can replace essential ES, which is a delusion in terms of ecological
reality (Washington 2013). The second seems to think that value depends just on
the group of people who ‘construct’ it (a strongly postmodernist stance). This may
at first glance seem ‘democratic’ but is only a partial human democracy, with no
ecodemocracy in play (see Chap. 11 in this volume by Gray and Curry). The third
basically seems to dodge the issue, being made up of many small values that can be
easily biased (Pascual et al. 2010). Accordingly, each of the above has problems and
is unsatisfactory to value ES, both practically and ethically.

However, I do understand the dilemma faced by the authors of TEEB, wondering
what else they could do that has not been tried before? Intrinsic, non-material, sci-
entific and spiritual values have been put forward time and again for the protection
of nature (e.g. Catton 1982; Ehrlich and Ehrlich 1991; Curry 2011; Wijkman and
Rockstrom 2012), and Western society has not listened, or listened and not acted.
However, I remain unconvinced TEEB chose the best approach out of this dilemma.

Are ‘Natural Capital’ and ‘Ecosystem Services’
Anthropocentric?

First, let us consider ‘natural capital’. By using terms such as ‘natural resources’ and
‘natural capital’, society is effectively reducing the diversity of life (in all its beauty)
down to just a ‘resource’ (Crist 2012) and a natural form of ‘capital’ for neoclassical
economics to consider (Rolston 2012). Braungart andMcDonough (2008: 155) point
out that the idea of ‘natural capital’ might have been valid 200 years ago but: ‘now
it cries out for rethinking’. It should be emphasized that Costanza and Daly (1992)
argued that Total Natural Capital must remain constant, and cannot be traded for
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human-made capital (the ‘weak sustainability’ argument, Washington 2015). How-
ever, it is clear from Costanza and Daly (1992) that natural capital is something that
society can ‘bequeath’ to future human generations. Dobson (1998) notes that the
description of nature as a form of capital: ‘is to look at it [nature] in a certain light,
as economic asset of some description’. Chesiera and De Groot (2003: 221) argue
that such an appraisal of nature as capital: ‘simply reiterates the reductionistic and
utilitarian vision of neo-classical economics’. This ignores the fact that Daly and
Costanza are renowned ecological economists, however it is correct to characterize
the concept as utilitarian. It also appears to be implicitly anthropocentric. However,
Daly (2014a) explains the confusion around the way the term is being used. Neoclas-
sical economics was treating nature as though it was ‘income’ that can be consumed,
rather than ‘capital’ that should not be consumed. Hence Schumacher (1973) and
Daly (2014a) speak of natural capital in terms of ‘stocks and flows’ of matter and
energy in nature, arguing they must not be diminished. They were not arguing that it
should be given a monetary value and commodified, quite the opposite. Daly (2014a)
argues strongly that nature does have intrinsic value. Daly (2014a) agrees with Mon-
biot (2014) that the monetary commodification of the term ‘natural capital’ is a bad
thing. It was never what he was arguing for, yet this meaning of commodification
has now taken over discussion of ‘natural capital’.

Monbiot (2014) argues that natural capital (in the commodified sense) is the
triumph of neoliberalism, where we don’t speak of ‘nature’ anymore, for:

It is now called natural capital. Ecological processes are called ecosystem services because,
of course, they exist only to serve us. Hills, forests, rivers: these are terribly out-dated terms.
They are now called green infrastructure. Biodiversity and habitats? Not at all à la mode my
dear. We now call them asset classes in an ecosystems market.

He argues themonetary values derived for natural capital are gobbledegook, as we
are dealing with values which are non-commensurable. Sullivan (2017) points out
that Credit Suisse, with the backing of the international environmental organizations
WWF and the IUCN, produced a series of reports that proposed ‘capitalizing con-
served natures’ in situ. This demonstrates that natural capital is being commodified,
where investors are involved with a focus of making money—rather than protecting
nature for its intrinsic value. It is notable that the ‘Natural Capital Project’ (https://
www.naturalcapitalproject.org/) set up by StanfordUniversity, the ChineseAcademy
of Sciences, and the University of Minnesota has no discussion of the ethics of the
commodification of natural capital. Even more worryingly, the focus on ‘critical nat-
ural capital’ suggests that some natural capital is not in fact critical to humanity, and
hence is not something to be concerned about.

Moving to ES, Costanza et al. (2014: 153) argue:

Probably the most important contribution of the widespread recognition of ecosystem ser-
vices is that it reframes the relationship between humans and the rest of nature.

However, one must question if this is true? Do ES actually reframe the relation-
ship between humans and nature? ‘Ecocentrism’ as a worldview certainly does this
(Washington et al. 2017) but do ES? Costanza et al. (2017: 3) argue that ES are not

https://www.naturalcapitalproject.org/
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anthropocentric: ‘rather than implying that humans are the only thing that matters,
the concept of ecosystem services makes it clear that the whole system matters’.
Why this is the case however is not clearly explained.

We need to return to the big picture, and consider how ES relates to conservation
and ecojustice. ES as defined are anthropocentric in that they are all about the services
provided ‘to humanity’ by nature. The term could have been defined differently,
being the services ecosystems provide their species (not just humans). Clearly, all
species on Earth require the services that their ecosystems provide. However, that
was not the definition used, and we seem stuck with this anthropocentric definition.
TEEB argued that the basic assumption is that society can assign values to ES and
biodiversity, but only to the extent that these fulfil needs of conferring satisfaction to
humans, either directly or indirectly (Pascual et al. 2010). The economic conception
of ‘value’ they admitted was thus anthropocentric. Others recognise the limitations
of ES, and Pascual et al. (2017) suggest that it be replaced by the term ‘Nature’s
Contributions to People’ (NCP). They state it (p. 15): ‘…goes further by explicitly
embracing concepts associated with other worldviews on human–nature relations
and knowledge systems (e.g. ‘nature’s gifts’ in many indigenous cultures)’. While
the broadening of the term to consider other worldviews is of value, this is still
anthropocentric as it remains contributions to people. As such it has missed the point
that all species require contributions (gifts) from their ecosystems. A recent article
on NCP (Diaz et al. 2018) fails to discuss their anthropocentric origin or to even
mention the word ‘ethics’. Perhaps it is time to ethically consider an alternative
term—‘People’s Contributions to Nature’ (PCN)?

Batavia and Nelson (2017) argue that ES clearly are anthropocentric and utilitar-
ian. It has also been argued that the ES concept is not meant to replace biocentric
arguments, but bundles a broad variety of anthropocentric arguments for protection
and sustainable human use of ecosystems (Chan et al. 2012; Luck et al. 2012). These
authors hence accept that ES are anthropocentric, and that biocentric arguments are
also needed (ibid). Pascual et al. (2010) agree that ES valuation should be used to
complement, but not substitute for, other legitimate ethical or scientific reasoning
(and arguments) relating to biodiversity conservation. Davidson (2013: 175) takes a
slightly differing stance, arguing:

That ecosystem services do not cover intrinsic value does not necessarily make ecosystem
services an anthropocentric concept in the moral sense, however. The concept of ecosystem
services only becomes anthropocentric in the moral sense if accompanied by the denial that
nature or benefits to nature have intrinsic value.

In fact Davidson argues for a ‘Total Economic Value’ (TEV) that has ‘benefits
to humans’ as one main category and ‘benefits to nature (intrinsic value)’ as the
other main category. However, he admits that how you measure the latter is as yet
‘unknown territory’ (ibid).However, academia overwhelmingly does ignore ‘benefits
to nature’, and similarly denies that nature has intrinsic value. This lack of academic
focus on ecocentrism and ecological ethics (Curry 2011) makes clear that ES, as
currently applied by academia, is decidedly anthropocentric.
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As noted in the valuation section, TEEB decided that society operates according
to neoclassical economics, including neoliberal markets, hence they concluded (with
a degree of evident desperation) that they simply had to adopt a monetary approach.
However, the growth economy espoused by neoclassical economics is fundamen-
tally unsustainable, and arguably the key cause of ecocide (Rees 2008; Daly 1991,
2014b; Dietz and O’Neill 2013). Costanza et al. (2017: 1) argue: ‘the substantial
contributions of ecosystem services to the sustainable wellbeing of humans and the
rest of nature should be at the core of the fundamental change needed in economic
theory and practice if we are to achieve a societal transformation to a sustainable and
desirable future’. However, clearly ES cannot properly foreground the sustainable
well-being of the ‘rest of nature’, when all ES benefits are for humanity.

Turnhout et al. (2013), Monbiot (2014) and Sullivan (2017) see valuation and
shadow-pricing as leading to commodification. Costanza et al. (2017) argue that val-
uation of nature using ES is not commodification, but is this correct? Once monetary
values are allocated, then neoclassical economics will insist that ‘the market’ decide
whether we conserve an area of nature—or not. Ethically, the commodification of
nature has never been a good idea, as it plays into the idea that nature is just a pool
of resources for human mastery (Curry 2011; Crist 2012; Monbiot 2014; Kopnina
2017), and ignores the intrinsic value of nature. Daly and Cobb (1994: 379) con-
cluded that a: ‘sustained willingness to change depends on a love of the earth that
humans once felt strongly but that has been thinned and demeaned as the land was
commodified’. Similarly, the psychological and spiritual values of nature cannot be
meaningfully commodified. The sacred has no cost we can establish, it is sacred.
No monetary value given to a wild river (as discussed in Chap. 8 by Strang in this
volume) or a sacred mountain can ever be considered ‘ethical’ in terms of ecological
ethics (Curry 2011). Monetary values in a Cost-Benefit Analysis are designed to be
compared against each other to determine what we protect, and what we develop.
By commodifying nature, we are thus playing the game of anthropocentrism and
neoliberalism (Monbiot 2014)—two ethically flawed worldviews that ignore eco-
logical reality (Washington 2015). By doing so I believe we are thus failing ethically
and philosophically to support a viable transition to a truly sustainable future. Or
as Monbiot (2014) argues, by assigning monetary values to natural capital we are
effectively pushing the natural world even further into the neoliberal market system
that is ‘eating it alive’.

However, Pascual et al. (2017) suggest that the ‘pluralistic valuation’ in Fig. 6.2
may move society away from the neoclassical Cost-Benefit Analysis. This could be
a constructive way forward. It is difficult however to see the dominant neoclassical
economics supporting such a pluralistic valuation, hence the need for society to
swiftly change to ecological economics (Daly 2014b).
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Fig. 6.2 Economic valuation versus pluralistic valuation (Source Pascual et al. 2017)

Have ES Worked for Conservation?

In practical terms, we should ask: ‘Have 13 years of ES worked for conservation?’.
This remains a difficult question to arbitrate. Has it made a difference practically in
terms of protecting nature?Native habitat continues to be cleared and fragmented, cli-
mate change degrades ecosystems, native species are still overharvested, and species
pushed towards extinction as the 6th mass extinction accelerates (Ceballos et al.
2015). Jordan (2018) argues that the natural capital approach has increased tree and
plant cover so that China now has the highest rate of reafforestation in the world.
Ehrlich (2018) argues: “In my view both natural capital and ecosystem services have
made major contributions to the (basically losing) fight for conservation. We’d be in
much worse shape without them”. However, he also argues that “ethical arguments
go nowhere”. In contrast, I believe ethical arguments based on intrinsic value are
both the best chance we have for long-term conservation, but also for a meaningful
sustainability (Washington 2015). It has also been argued that planning and executing
conservation strategies that are based on ES provision might not safeguard biodiver-
sity, but only divert away attention and interest from more fundamental problems
(Vira and Adams 2009). Kopnina (2017) warns that the prevailing assumption of
human entitlement to the benefits of nature will facilitate the conversion of the last
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remaining wilderness into ‘resources’. Batavia and Nelson (2017) argue the idea of
nonhuman intrinsic value is certainly at risk, and will likely become functionally
extinct, if the ES approach continues to subsume conservation practice and policy.
This is especially worrying, as the intrinsic value of nature is a fundamental part of
ecocentrism, and arguably the ethical basis for most past conservation strategies. ES
are also being used to justify anthropocentric conservation strategies such as ‘new
conservation’ (Batavia and Nelson 2017).

The use of ‘Payment for Ecosystem Services’ (PES) has arguably had a positive
effect in some countries, such as increasing rainforest area in Costa Rica (Barton
2013). Others however argue that PES has yet to demonstrate efficacy and financial
sustainability (Hiedanpaa and Bromley 2014). Indeed, even staunch advocates of
ES such as Costanza et al. (2017: 13) note that: ‘practical applications are still
limited’. Given my original hope raised in the Introduction regarding ES, one key
question to ask is: ‘Has it taught society that we are fully dependent on nature?’. This
clearly was the original hope of Schumacher (1973) and Costanza and Daly (1992)
when speaking of ‘natural capital’, and of Ehrlich and Ehrlich (1981) when they
originally formalised the term ‘ecosystem services’. However, the answer is clearly
‘no’, terms such as natural capital and ES have not embedded in society the reality
of human dependence on nature. Indeed the idea of human mastery of nature via
techno-centrism is worse than ever in Western society (Bonnett 2007; Curry 2011;
Washington 2013; Vetlesen 2015) and natural capital and ES are arguably being used
as the Trojan Horse to ideologically embed neoliberalism in conservation (Monbiot
2014).

Conclusion

The last 20 years have seen enormous discussion of natural capital and ES, yet
despite this the environmental crisis has worsened, as have prospects for the long-
term conservation of nature. It may be that through ES, some decision-makers are
now more aware that society is completely dependent on nature, and thus some
decisions may have been better than they might otherwise have been. We should ask
how ES (and natural capital in its commodified sense) relate to ecojustice? One can
only conclude: ‘not well’. All the stakeholders for natural capital and ES are human
stakeholders, and the benefits come only to humans. Do ES relate any better to social
justice? At first glance their focus on benefits to humans (and the accompanying
argument that we need nature to provide ES) may suggest this. However, the fact
that ES ignore ‘benefits to nature’ means that over time biodiversity will continue to
decline, with consequent impacts on society, especially the poor. The benefit of ES
to social justice are thus questionable. Similarly, ES do not help reconcile the two
justices (social and ecological)—as both ‘natural capital’ and ES were born out of an
anthropocentric worldview. Perhaps it is time to consider that if the worldview and
ethics that defined ESwere flawed, the term itself may be also? If the anthropocentric
and utilitarian ethics of neoclassical economics are flawed, then maybe the idea of
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assigning ‘shadow prices’ is indeed part of commodifying nature, and hence it too is
flawed? Of course ES (or NCP) are not going to go away, however perhaps we should
acknowledge their origins and inherent bias? Its value to conservation remains to be
seen, but may improve if the suggested strategy of ‘pluralistic valuation’ (Fig. 6.2)
became mandatory.

The point of this chapter was to consider whether ES will help conservation in
the future, as well as whether they would help to reconcile social justice and ecojus-
tice? Given the anthropocentric underpinnings of ES and natural capital, this seems
unlikely. It is increasingly likely that many anthropocentric scientists will agree to
research what biodiversity is needed to retain ES for people. Thus they would seek
primarily to protect only ‘critical natural capital’, with the implication that society
can dispense with that natural capital that is not critical to human survival. Because
of the flaw in its definition, some anthropocentric ES practitioners may indeed be
happy to let the rest of nature (not necessary for human survival)—slip away. Such
an approach however is not conservation, but acquiescence to further ecocide and
extinction. ‘Ecosystem services’ thus remain a conflicted term, and certainly cannot
be considered one that foregrounds ecocentrism and ecojustice. It may well be one
more ‘Trojan Horse’ of anthropocentrism within the conservation community (sim-
ilar to ‘new conservation’ and ‘critical social science’). ES on balance may thus be
negative, as they assist in denying the need for ecological ethics, and assist in burying
the key ethical premise that nature should—first and foremost—be conserved for its
intrinsic value.
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Part II
Ideas that Expand the Debate—Rights,

TEK and Education



Chapter 7
Has Anthropocentrism Replaced
Ecocentrism in Conservation?

Dominick A. DellaSala

Surfing the Conservation Biology Wave

I cut my intellectual teeth at the pinnacle of the 1980s conservation biology move-
ment. Inspired by outspoken scientists the likes of EdwardWilson, Thomas Lovejoy,
Reed Noss, Michael Soulé, Jane Goodall, Rachel Carson, and Carl Sagan, it was an
exciting time to be at the forefront of an emerging planetary discipline. An intellec-
tual buzz permeated the halls of my Alma Mater, the University of Michigan, where
graduate students elbowed for lab space to organize bio-blitzes—rapid field work
to catalogue some of the planet’s most biodiverse regions ahead of the developers.
Schooled in the intrinsic standing of Nature perspectives of Naess (1973) and Devall
and Sessions (1985), we debated what it meant to be a ‘deep’ (i.e. interconnected-
ness and intrinsic value of natural systems and species; see Chap. 1) versus ‘shallow’
(i.e. how humans benefit from Nature; see Chap. 1) ecologist. Years later, I got my
first job at the non-profit World Wildlife Fund, where I learned the real-world prac-
tice of conservation biology within a supportive think- and action-tank, much like a
United Nations for biodiversity. Through a vast international network of dedicated
conservationists, I began to understand the biodiversity of majestic rainforests from
Alaska to Peru, Chile to Borneo, and many other fascinating places. Forests were the
hip-hop of the times, biodiversity our professional calling card, Peterson’s (1973)
‘Field Guide to the North American Birds’ our Bible, and a curiosity of all things
Wild oozed from our intellectual pores. Oh, how I long for those days to return.

Having worked as a conservation biologist for over three decades, I bear witness
to a tsunami of recent tactical changes by conservation groups that have placed
biodiversity messaging behind a green curtain of an ever-increasing anthropocentric
(i.e. utilitarian—havingprimarily a human focus, seeChap. 1) chorus of ‘what’s-in-it-
for-me.’Guided by public polls, expensivemarketing research, and a desire to partner
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even at significant costs to Nature with ‘natural resource’ extractionists (corporate
executives, logging companies, government agencies), biodiversity became passé
and old-school, to be replaced by the modernist view of the ‘natural’ world (Kareiva
and Marvier 2012; Foreman 2012; Kloor 2015; also see neoliberalism—Chap. 1).
Private foundations and major donors increasingly moved from funding ecocentric
to other worthy but human-centered causes, most notably, social justice, renewable
energy, poverty alleviation, and indigenous land-tenure rights. Meanwhile, because
conservation groups rise and fall with donations, they followed the money, treating
biodiversity like the ‘crazy uncle’ in the closet (we knowhe’s in there butwe don’t pay
him much attention). Although many groups still have biodiversity in their mission
statements, today’s tactics are fundamentally aligned with anthropocentric views of
Nature. How far the programmatic scales tip one way (Nature) or the other (humans)
has the feeling of ‘deja vu’ from the early days of deep versus shallow ecology.

I still considermyself a deep ecologist, which I now argue is evenmore urgent than
at any point in the emergence of conservation biology as a discipline. However, I also
work with the ‘what’s-in-it-for-me’ crowd, where I provide a voice for the voiceless
(i.e. defending ecojustice) and a hopeful way to bridge the growing divide between
the anthropocentric and ecocentric platforms. That’s what this essay is about. It is not
a deep dive into the howandwhyof the shifts in perspectives, but rather a combination
of fundamental conservation biology constructs and personal examples of witnessing
a growing rift within the conservation movement, spearheaded especially by certain
BINGOs (Big International Non-Governmental Organizations) such as The Nature
Conservancy (TNC). I unpack some of themain schisms in perspectives and conclude
with an urgent call for conservationists to embrace their ecocentric roots, not at the
expense of humanity, but for the purpose of achieving justice for humans and Nature
alike (see Chap. 1).

In general, most conservation groups practice Nature conservation along a contin-
uum tilted one way (anthropocentric) or the other (ecocentric) (Table 7.1). I discuss
how a tilt toward the anthropocentric is damaging to both humans and Nature while,
the alternative, striving for an optimal decision space tilted toward ecojustice can
protect Nature while incorporating compatible human needs. While my focus is on
western US forests, other examples (not covered) are being played out in many
places, unfortunately at Nature’s expense.

To Be or Not to Be a Forest: Nature in the Eyes
of the Beholder

Let me now share two personal examples of where an anthropocentric or ecocentric
tilt has vastly different implications and outcomes for nature.
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Table 7.1 A simplified comparison of two viewpoints of nature that in practice are blended

Attribute Ecocentric view Anthropocentric view

Biodiversity Intrinsically important (for its own
sake), nature is sacred and to be
revered, everything is connected to
everything else, we are all
participants in a diverse (divine)
and complex web-of-life

Coupled with ecosystem services
and utilitarian perspectives.
Examples: ‘working forests,’
‘feedstock’ for biomass burning,
huntable and fishable wildlife (e.g.
National Wild Turkey Federation,
Trout Unlimited, Ducks
Unlimited)

Old-growth (or
ancient) forest

Unique, rare, exceptionally diverse Provisioning ecosystem services
(e.g. wood fiber, water
purification, climate regulation),
decadent (also called ‘senescent’
by foresters in Australia) and
needing to be replaced by
vigorous young growing trees (e.g.
old-school forestry)

Wetlands and
nearshore
ecosystems

Habitat for rare, endemic and
threatened species, extraordinary
biodiversity especially in ecotones
and areas where water is limiting
(e.g. desert oases)

Flood abatement for towns, storm
proofing shorelines for cities,
‘blue’ carbon (e.g. kelp beds) for
climate regulation, coral reefs as
food for people, areas to be
drained for development

Native versus
invasive species

Natives to be conserved, invasives
to be contained and eliminated
where possible

It’s all mixed up anyhow, so just
embrace what’s there rather than
favor native species

Wildfire Self-willed force shaping certain
ecosystems that have coevolved
with fire for millennia

‘Good versus bad’ fire, the ‘right
fire’ in the ‘right places’ is a
slowly creeping fire along the
ground, non-threatening to people
and without much smoke

Predators Apex species necessary for intact
ecosystem functions

Much like fire: the ‘right’ kinds in
the ‘right’ places (e.g. grizzly
bears only in national parks)

Snag forest Recovered from the green forest
and restored by Nature for
fire-adapted species

‘Catastrophically’ destroyed by
fire and needing to be ‘restored’
by logging and replanting with
young vigorously growing trees

Ecological integrity
versus healthy forest

Having native species
composition, complex structure,
and intact processes expected for a
particular site based on historic or
reference conditions

Having the ‘right mix’ of age
classes, species composition, and
disturbance processes based on
utilitarian views (forests
engineered for a specific purpose)

Source compiled by the author
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Rainforests as the ‘No-Brainer’ Conservation Objective

Upon completion of my book “Temperate and Boreal Rainforests of the World:
Ecology and Conservation” (DellaSala 2011), I began to understand some of the
inner workings of a rainforest. I trained my eye to see these forests as verdant, old
growth with lush plant and animal life spanning centuries of tightly interwoven and
complex ecological and evolutionary interactions (Fig. 7.1a, b). A sort of surreal
image emerged in my mind where widespread death of trees seldom showed up,
unless through clearcut logging (Fig. 7.1c). Scientists understand this view, the public
gets it, and even some politicians see intrinsic value in rainforests—an all-around
no-brainer for conservation. Today, nearly everyone loves rainforests as evident by
thriving ecotourism businesses, zoo exhibits, stuffed animals, t-shirts, and postcards
that are easy to find.

While there have been some modest but important rainforest conservation victo-
ries over the years, the threats to rainforests have overall escalated mainly from rapid
climate change, agriculture (both animal and crop), industrial-scale logging and
road-building for wood fiber, woody biomass and hydro-development for energy

Fig. 7.1 Views of the forest through the lens of verdant rainforest. aOld-growth temperate rainfor-
est, Tongass National Forest, southeast Alaska; b scientists on a bio-blitz in the inland rainforests
of BC before they are likely destroyed by such logging, as shown in (c) (Source D. DellaSala)
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production, poaching of wildlife, and mining, among other threats (e.g. Williams
2006). A blending of perspectives tilted toward ecojustice presents a possible path
forward, but time is running short given the scale and pace of forest losses (see
Mackey et al. 2014).

An example of where a tilt toward ecocentrism has the potential to work is the
Tongass rainforest in Alaska. Here, the USDA Forest Service (2016), after decades
of public controversy, has proposed to shift logging out of old-growth forests and
into previously logged and reforested sites. According to the agency, the transition
would not fully take hold until around 2030 or so; although faster timelines have
been proposed by conservation groups. In this case, ecocentric (old growth protec-
tions) and anthropocentric (wood supply) can coexist by living within the means of
what the rainforest can give back without compromising irreplaceable ecosystem
benefits such as biodiversity, salmon runs, carbon capture, and water purification
(also see Kopnina 2017). Ticking the box on problem-solving in favor of the ecocen-
tric standpoint means quickly (in years instead of decades) transitioning to a more
ecologically-compatible forestry approach (see Washington 2015). This is almost
never achieved anywhere in the world because human needs nearly always take
precedence, but blending perspectives with a tilt toward the ecocentric would avoid
irreparable losses to this unique rainforest. Unfortunately, while the Tongass transi-
tion plan exists on paper, in reality, the political winds shifted when President Trump
was elected. Under the Trump administration there is the real threat that intact old-
growth forests on the Tongass will once again be opened to logging, thus shifting
the approach from predominately ecocentric to exclusively anthropocentric. In this
case anthropocentric wins in the short-term, while Nature loses in the long-term.
Tilting it back to ecocentric will require a shift in US politics (perhaps with the 2020
presidential election) that favor an accelerated transition to rainforest protection,
along with projects that demonstrably show how young trees can be used to supply
wood-product needs instead of old growth.

If a Tree Dies in the Forest (or the Forest ‘Dies’ Itself)
from Wildfire Does Anybody Care?

Before turning to a discussion of the intrinsic role ofwildfire as an architect ofNature,
I must begin with a general statement that different regions around the world have
vastly different fire regimes with varied effects on people and Nature. For instance,
in tropical rainforests non-anthropogenic fires are exceptionally rare and human-
caused fires are ecologically devastating. Examples of hugely destructive anthro-
pogenic fires in rainforests include slash-and-burn fires in Amazonia and Indochina
for land conversion into animal and/or crop agriculture. Climate change is increas-
ingly exacerbating the effects of human-set fires; indeed, climate change is emerging
as an anthropogenic cause or major aggravator of forest fires in its own right. In con-
trast, fire is a frequent natural occurrence in many dry forests (DellaSala and Hanson
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Fig. 7.2 Pyrodiversity (the diversity of burn effects on vegetation viewed as a quilt-like mosaic
pattern at landscape scales) begets biodiversity (e.g. south Kalmiopsis region, southwest Oregon).
Fire-mosaics are intrinsically valuable for species that require either the emerging forest (e.g. deer,
woodpeckers, songbirds, butterflies) or the old-growth forest that escaped the flames (such as North-
ern Spotted Owls—Strix occidentalis caurina; Lee 2018) (photo by author)

2015) and grasslands (see Noss 2018) that have evolved to require fire in order to
rejuvenate these ecosystems. Widespread fire suppression and logging to ‘control’
fires, rather than the fires per se, have had a negative impact on biodiversity in these
cases.

In the example I consider below, the beneficial ecosystem effects of wildfire apply
to dry forests [mixed conifer and pine (Pinus spp.)] in low- to mid-montane regions
of the western US (DellaSala and Hanson 2015). Large wildfires in these forests
typically have mixed mortality effects on vegetation, from light under-burn patches
(most trees survive) to moderate (some trees survive) to high severity (most trees are
killed) effects all in the same fire complex. The ultimate net effect of these different
post-fire patch types is extraordinary levels of biodiversity and the rejuvenation of
forests overtime (Fig. 7.2), but fire in general is at loggerheads with anthropocentric
values, as discussed below.

Nature’s Phoenix—While taking a spring hike with my eight-year old daughter,
shortly after my rainforest book came out (DellaSala 2011), I got a chance to witness
firsthand the effects of a pyrodiverse landscape on biodiversity. We stopped for lunch
in a recently burned forest where nearly all the trees were fire-killed (large and
small patches). My daughter was excited about the kaleidoscope of flowering plants,
busy pollinating bees and butterflies, sonorous songbirds, and persistently drumming
woodpeckers. A proliferation of chest-high conifer seedlings, the progeny of their
‘parent’ trees now fire-killed, punctuated the canopy of dense shrubs, while slowly
ascending to form the newly emerging overstory canopy. In this fire-created forest,
life and death were conjoined by a rebirthing process that has recurred countless
times before (Fig. 7.3a, b). It was then that my views of a forest changed. I began
to see the forest in more dynamic, diachronic terms than simply its collection of
constituent trees. It occurred to me that if a eight-year old Nature/self-aware child
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Fig. 7.3 a Antelope fire area Grizzly Peak, Ashland, Oregon, where my views on forests were
changed by my daughter who saw beauty in forest death. The drone in the center of the photo was
used by local news media to provide a ‘birds-eye’ view of the rejuvenating forested landscape. b
Complex-early seral forest on the Stanislaus National Forest, Sierra region, California. Note the
young conifer in the foreground shielded by its ‘parent’ that did not survive the fire. c Post-fire
‘salvage’ on the Klamath National Forest, northwest California, destroys the rejuvenating forest
perceived as having only economic value and needing ‘restoration’ because of fire. Note the damage
to soils from ruts caused by dragging logs up steep, erosive soils. This logging, and not the wildfire
itself, is the true ecological catastrophe (Source Photos by the author)

could see beauty in the forest’s cycle of death and life, then perhaps members of
Congress, the media, and certainly my fellow conservationists could. Unfortunately,
this has not been the case given the predominance of anthropocentric views on fire,
which almost invariably provide an excuse to log these biodiverse forests in the name
of fire suppression or control (Fig. 7.3c).

Since the day of that perspective-altering hike, my colleagues and I have been
bio-blitizing burned landscapes, describing the resultant fire-forest as ‘complex early
seral’ or ‘snag forest’ (DellaSala et al. 2014; charcoal or emerging forest also have
been used as terms). Dead trees (snags), known as ‘biological legacies’ (Fig. 7.3a,
b), are the most vital structural components of these newly emergent forests as they
anchor soils, shield tree seedlings from intense sunlight, and provide habitat for
scores of insect-eating bats and birds and other fauna. Scientists are now paying
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closer attention to these post-fire forests, because they are under-appreciated and
menaced by logging (Swanson et al. 2011; DellaSala et al. 2014; DellaSala and
Hanson 2015).

Over the years, I have used my field expertise in an educational role about wild-
fires. This includes testifying at numerous congressional hearings, debating fellow
conservationists about the intrinsic value of burned forests, and being quoted in
weekly news stories about how the fires that produce these forests are not an eco-
catastrophe as claimed, but rather a natural part of these forests’ cycles—Nature’s
Phoenix (DellaSala and Hanson 2015), if you will. Unlike the plethora of rainforest
exhibits and postcards, I am unaware of comparable educational efforts aimed at
burned forests; although the National Park Service in Yellowstone routinely gives
fire tours to photo-snapping tourists who are at the park presumably for other rea-
sons. Where we go from here will determine the fate of these forests and humanity’s
relationship to wildfire more generally.

Nature Loses When Anthropocentric Views Dominate

In my three decades as a deep ecologist and conservation biologist, in nearly every
case, I have witnessed Nature lose when anthropocentric views predominate. In the
case ofwildfires, this is because the publicmostly regards fire as a predatory nuisance,
health hazard (smoke), and safety risk to homes and fire-fighters as hundreds of
lives and thousands of structures are sometimes lost in large fires. The nightly news
sensationalizes fires barreling down on unprepared communities, including the tragic
loss of life and homes, while seldom covering the miracle of forest rejuvenation in
processes that follow the subsiding of the flames. Politicians introduce sweeping
legislation to log the forest to ‘save’ it from burning again, and some even blame
recent fires on ‘lack of logging’ such as the recent remarks by President Trump
regarding the presumed cause of California fires. Even some conservation groups
will tilt the decision space in favor of anthropocentric perceptions of fire at the
expense of the complex, rejuvenating role of fires in ecosystems that have evolved
with them.

Witness the world’s largest international conservation group, TNC, which has
gone as far as claiming that through ‘active management’ (code for certain forms
of logging) they can ‘prevent smoke and fire’ (see SOFRC 2017; Medford Mail
Tribune 2018). TNC advocates that thinning (logging) of certain trees in a forest
will ‘restore’ overgrown forests to more ‘open park-like’ conditions less susceptible
to burning (Metlen et al. 2018) even though scientists have questioned these claims
(DellaSala et al. 2018).

Organizations like TNC are highly skilled at message-framing, including setting
up a false dichotomy of ‘good’ fire (low severity under-burns) versus ‘bad’ fire (tree-
killing fires, see USDA Forest Service/The Nature Conservancy/Catamount Center
for Geography of the Southern Rockies 2005). Instead of solving for the optimal
decision space, this view reinforces the public’s fear of fire. TNC also has supported
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congressional legislation to fund massive fire suppression (TNC 2018a, b) without
fully addressing the substantial ecological costs on fire-mediated biodiversity. TNC’s
anthropocentric view is not only restricted to itswestern forest policies. InWisconsin,
TNC promotes timber sales for ‘restoration’ and job creation, making that organi-
zation sound more like a logging company than a conservation group (Wisconsin
Public Radio 2017).

All of this is masquerading under TNC’s mission statement:

…to conserve the lands and waters on which all life depends. Our vision is a world where
the diversity of life thrives, and people act to conserve nature for its own sake and its ability
to fulfill our needs and enrich our lives.

While there is no doubt a need to demonstrate how people benefit when Nature is
properly protected and stewarded (see below), how far the scales tip one way or the
other will determine whether Nature and humans can coexist. Notably, the account-
ability of wildfire claims is often difficult to track, especially when projects are on
long timelines. For instance, in southwest Oregon, TNC claims it can lower fire
risks by some 70% by ‘treating’ 25% of landscapes over a 20-year period (TNC
2018a, b; Medford Mail Tribune 2018). They estimate it will cost >$30 million per
year to thin around 105,000 acres annually (for 1.1 million acres this ratchets up
to ~$600 million total). Such expenses are costly to implement in practice, leading
to escalating pressures to log big fire-resistant trees in order to pay for small tree
thinning, as is currently the case for Bureau of Land Management timber sales fol-
lowing TNC’s guidance and project approval (DellaSala et al. 2018). Thus, while on
paper ‘forest management’ can be made to sound innocuous, during implementation
such management with the approval of TNC can become far more impactful and
destructive. In sum, the primary emphasis on anthropocentrism in this situation has
led to a complete misunderstanding of the importance of fire-mediated biodiversity,
while setting the public up for a false sense of fire security via logging approaches
as promoted by the world’s largest ‘conservation’ organization. This is nothing new
for TNC, as they have been advocating that conservation biology needs to become
more anthropocentric because of the emergence of the ‘Anthropocene’ (see Kareiva
and Marvier 2012 vs. Greenwald et al. 2013 and Noss et al. 2013; Chaps. 1 and 2).
Yet as we will see, solving problems for human needs and fire safety does not have
to come at the expense of either.

Optimizing the Decision Space

The social and environmental justice movements, in the absence of an ecojustice
perspective, will not solve for the ecocide crisis that is occurring globally or locally.
Therefore, like Foreman (2012), I challenge my fellow conservationist groups to go
back to their conservation roots, not by divorcing the anthropocentric and ecocentric
perspectives, but rather by doing a better job of showing how ecojustice can be
compatible with social and environmental justice and human needs more generally
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(human and Nature together, Chap. 1). The key here is not to fall into the proverbial
chicken-and-egg trap of ‘which comes first’—humans or Nature, as both are sacred
andworthy causes (social/environmental justice, ecojustice). Humans needNature to
thrive, as humanity evolved within an integrated relationship with the natural world,
but the reverse is certainly not true. Nature does not need humans to persist or thrive
(Washington 2013; also see Chap. 1). It then becomes a question of moving from a
collision of values to one of humanity living within Nature’s means. Whatever we do
to Nature, we ultimately do to ourselves, so protecting the natural world and abiding
by what it needs to thrive will be in the long-term interest of humanity as well (Treves
et al. 2019).

Conservation groups also need to reinvent messaging by embracing humanity as
part of Nature, instead of the predominant view that Nature is primarily a ‘resource’
to be exploited (see Johns and DellaSala 2017 for discussion of the term ‘natural
resource’). Human systems need to self-regulate by operating within the bounds
delimited by a biodiverse world on human population growth and consumption. The
consequences of not blending perspectives with a prudent bias toward the ecocentric
is that we are approaching unprecedented disrepair of the Earth’s life-support sys-
tems, especially the biosphere and atmosphere. Since human beings are part of this
integrated whole, such damage will undoubtedly cause widespread human suffering
as we are already seeing.

I believe in starting with a tilt toward the ecocentric paradigm and then bringing
in the compatible anthropocentric elements. If compatibility is operative, then a true
‘win-win’ situation for ecojustice and social/environmental justice is the desired
outcome. If the decision space results in an anthropocentric tilt, then we must go
back to the drawing board and solve for ecojustice. The Nature Needs Half (https://
natureneedshalf.org/) and Half Earth (http://www.half-earthproject.org/) movements
(discussed in Chaps. 1 and 2) are bold visions for human and Nature coexistence on
a shrinking planet with a rapidly expanding human footprint. However, these move-
ments need to be coupled with efforts to address runaway consumption, population
growth, and growth-based economies (Soskolne 2008; Washington 2015). After all,
a living planet full of prospering, biodiverse life and a safe climate is the desirable
outcome for everyone. We are thus called to recognize that putting Nature first with
an ecocentric tilt is in humanity’s best interests (Treves et al. 2019).

For the snag forest, the road ahead is tenuous at best, given that human safety is
both paramount and a seemingly insurmountable challenge if we are going to have
fire-mediated biodiversity in wild areas. In many ways, we are where the old-growth
forest campaign was in the 1980s—old growth was viewed then by foresters as deca-
dent or senescent, with clearcut logging and replanting young vigorously growing
trees (i.e. ‘we plant two trees for every one that is logged’) the desired anthropocentric
outcome. Over the years, logging old growth became socially unacceptable through
the persistent organizing and effective messaging that aptly blended ecocentric with
anthropocentric (ecosystem services) views. Snag forests are now the ‘new’ old
growth—appreciated by few, treated by politicians as decadent/destroyed by fire,
and even by some conservation groups as in need of ‘restoration’ logging and tree
planting (the ‘Nature needs humans’ perspective). In the meantime, conservationists

https://natureneedshalf.org/
http://www.half-earthproject.org/
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need to come out of the biodiversity closet, embrace their mission roots, and recal-
ibrate public messaging to show how these underappreciated and increasingly rare
forests are intrinsically valuable and part of an important ecological process, while
simultaneously addressing human health, safety, and survival needs. Thus, justice
for Nature and humans can be thought through and championed together.

The good news is that efforts are underway to do just that. Scientists are increas-
ingly calling on decision-makers to get to coexistence with fire (Moritz et al. 2014;
DellaSala and Hanson 2015; Schoennagel et al. 2017; Noss 2018), given no amount
of logging (‘thinning’) will stop or reduce wildfires during extreme fire weather
ramped up in our time by a rapidly changing climate. That means providing eco-
justice options that solve for human health and safety so that fire can perform its
vital ecological role safely in the backcountry—a backcountry that we must allow to
become vast again to optimally handlewildfires and protect biodiversity (Treves et al.
2019). Here are some ways to get to coexistence from a western US fire perspective:

• Reduce fire risks to home structures (e.g. build with fire resistant structures and
practice defensible space within a ~30-m radius around homes), instead of logging
the wildlands which does nothing to protect homes.

• Make developers and governments aware of risks and liabilities of building in
fire-unsafe areas via growth containment measures.

• Thin and prescribe-burn flammable plantations (see Bradley et al. 2016; Zald and
Dunn 2018) left by industrial-scale logging and reform forestry practices to be
‘fire safe’ (by ending clearcut logging).

• Keep fossil carbon in the ground by switching to clean-renewable energy, and store
more carbon in forest ecosystems by protecting old forests and allowing them to
expand to store large amounts of carbon (Law et al. 2018).

• Recognize that we are one of the millions of magnificent species sharing this
shrinking planet; we thus have a moral obligation to treat Nature’s innumerable
denizens as planetary co-inhabitants and to include future generations in our deci-
sions (Treves et al. 2019).

Conservation groups also must change tactics if the desired outcome is Nature
conservation. While it is true that a pure-ecocentric perspective has not succeeded in
averting catastrophic human impact (witness the sixthmass extinction event and rapid
climate change), it is equally true that shifting to a predominately anthropocentric per-
spective will only temporarily postpone the inevitable catastrophes from boomerang-
ing on humanity. For the largest conservation groups, improving public image and
accountability may mean reforming board development to be more aligned with bio-
diversity/ecocentric mission statements, instead of chasing deep-pocket donors that,
in turn, result in mission drift or ‘greenwashing’ conservation. More biodiversity
scientists, ecojustice advocates, and nature philosophers on governing boards would
help balance the increasing presence of pro ‘business interests.’

Attention to social/environmental justice issues, while worthy in its own right,
in the absence of a robust ecojustice stance comes with enormous consequences to
the natural world. Conservation investments thus need to include a more ecocen-
tric focus that can work harmoniously with social/environmental justice issues. The
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lack of funding of ecocentric causes is why most large and even small conservation
groups have lost their way. Sadly, the ecocentric platform is no longer financially
prosperous; hence, the capitulation in favor of more fundable anthropocentric per-
spectives. However, by demonstrating that ecojustice and social justice are equally
needed and compatible, conservation groups can re-invigorate funders to put more
financial resources into ecocentric causes.

For smaller groups that are struggling to exist in an increasingly anthropocentric
donor world, this means producing results with clear biodiversity outcomes while
motivating the public, donors, and even our fellow colleagues (especially the BIN-
GOs) to step up their conservation investments in order to stem the unprecedented
and irreplaceable losses to Nature.

Embracing ecojustice means building on the social justice theme of ‘justice for
all,’ by including all life-forms as integral to the social and ecological fabric (Treves
et al. 2019). This will enable the emergence of a truly just world where all earthlings
(human and nonhuman) prosper. Ecojustice for all life formsmeans all native species
have an inalienable right to exist as planetary co-inhabitants. Getting there will take
a concerted and well-funded effort to put humanity back into Nature. As conserva-
tionists and cultural creatives, we can take back the ecocentric ‘center’ from which
we came, lest we become part of the problem we seek to resolve. Borrowing on the
#MeToo movement—it’s time for a #NatureToo movement to rise up from the ashes
as the Phoenix that will regenerate humanity by living in justice with Nature, and
not at its expense. To get there will take both the social/environmental and ecojustice
movements working together for a common cause—a shared thriving world. After
all, the alternative, namely destruction of Nature, is especially damaging to minori-
ties and the economically disadvantaged and to all of humanity, sooner or later (see
Chap. 1).
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Chapter 8
The Rights of the River: Water, Culture
and Ecological Justice

Veronica Strang

Introduction

After nearly 150 years of debate with Māori iwis (tribes), and recent intense efforts
to bring complex changes through the legal system, the New Zealand Government
announced in 2017 that the Whanganui River had been granted the status of a living
entity. This defined ‘the River from the mountains to the sea, its tributaries, and all
its physical and metaphysical elements, as an indivisible and living whole’ (New
Zealand Government 2017: 129). In accord with the bi-culturalism through which
New Zealand/Aotearoa strives to acknowledge the cultural beliefs and values of its
indigenous people, the decision was largely a response to the tikanga (customs and
beliefs) of the Māori people located along and around the river. For them, the river is
a living ancestor (Te Awa Tupua): an entity indivisible from themselves, and whose
well-being is interdependent with their own (Muru-Lanning 2010) (Fig. 8.1).

Although it is more common to draw a distinction between a ‘living entity’, which
may or may not be a person, and ‘personhood’, which is generally assumed to entail
a specific social identity, in this instance, these definitions were conflated. From
now on, the new law stated, the river would have rights similar to those granted to
corporate ‘persons’ such as trusts, companies and societies (Stone 1972). ‘Te Awa
Tupua is a legal person and has all the rights, powers, duties, and liabilities of a legal
person’ (Ibid: 14(1)). Nominated individuals—a representative for the Crown and
one from the Whanganui iwi [tribes]—would have a responsibility to ‘speak for’ the
river and promote its rights and interests, not just in terms of its management and
use, but also within the legal system. A new role, To Pou Tupua was created by the
Bill ‘to be the human face of Te Awa Tupua and act in the name of Te Awa Tupua’
(Ibid: 18(2)). Reflecting the relationship between the Māori iwis and the River, the
Bill lists various functions for this office, including:
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Fig. 8.1 The Whanganui
River between Jerusalem and
Matahiwi. Wikimedia,
Creative Commons

• to act and speak for and on behalf of Te Awa Tupua;
• to promote and protect the health and well-being of Te Awa Tupua;
• to perform landowner functions with respect to land vested in Te Awa Tupua under
the legislation;

• tomaintain theTe Awa Tupua register, which is a register of hearing commissioners
qualified to hear and determine applications under the Resource Management Act
1991 for resource consents (a) relating to the Whanganui River: (b) for activities
in the Whanganui River catchment that affect the Whanganui River (Ibid. 57. See
also New Zealand Government 1991) and

• to administer a contestable trust fund established to ‘support the health and well-
being of Te Awa Tupua (Ibid: 57).

The legal decision provided a settlement of $80m (NZD) in legal redress, and a
further $1m to establish a legal framework for the protection of the river, which will
also serve, potentially, as a model for similar protective measures elsewhere (Ruru
2013).

TheMinister responsible for the Treaty ofWaitangi negotiations, Chris Finlayson,
noted that the decision brought the longest-running litigation in the country’s history
to an end:

Te Awa Tupua will have its own legal identity with all the corresponding rights, duties and
liabilities of a legal person…The approach of granting legal personality to a river is unique…
it responds to the view of the iwi of the Whanganui river which has long recognised Te Awa
Tupua through its traditions, customs and practice. (Roy 2017)

The lead negotiator for the Whanganui iwi, Gerrard Albert expressed a hope
that the decision would set a precedent. He observed that the decision reflected a
basic premise of a Māori worldview in which people considered themselves to be
at one with, and having equal status to, the mountains, the rivers and the seas, thus
encapsulating the core principles of ecological justice:
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We have fought to find an approximation in law so that all others can understand that from
our perspective treating the river as a living entity is the correct way to approach it, as an
indivisible whole, instead of the traditional model for the last 100 years of treating it from a
perspective of ownership and management. (Roy 2017)

Responses, both within New Zealand/Aotearoa and internationally, represented a
spectrum of views. There were those who found it ‘inspirational’ that such respect
and acknowledgement of intrinsic value could be accorded to a river. Comments on
newspaper websites (Roy 2017) (anonymised here) included:

Themost uplifting development in howwe regard our planet that I think I’ve ever read about.
Pure joy.

Lovely news - I love it when the law is used to stand up for the environment.

This story really made me smile. I’m so glad that there are people fiercely defending the
planet we’re so keen on destroying.

Bang on!Very proud to be aNewZealander and to see the legitimate interests, and grievances,
of Māori recognised and dealt with such innovative measures… People inevitably ‘joke’
about the river being like a person but this is a very significant and historic event.

What a glorious precedent - recognition that a complex ecosystem really is a living entity.

However, therewere alsomany negative comments on publicwebsites (and quite a
fewmore ‘removed by the moderator’). In New Zealand, although some respondents
were sympathetic to the history of colonial dispossession and disadvantage that had
to be navigated, and to the idea that there was case for redress both for the Māori
communities and the river, there was some cynicism about the financial settlement.
But the majority of negative comments were those that rejected the notion that a river
could be a person, or equal to a person. Reflecting a common tendency to conflate
ethical and religious ideas, these often expressed unease with what they saw as the
introduction of ‘religious’ ideas into a purportedly secular legal system.

You got environmental laws for this. What’s next - equating a rock to a human?

I can see how rights will work but how is the river going to meet its ‘duties and liabilities as
a legal person’? If it floods and damages something will it/the tribe pay compensation?

It has no characteristics of a living entity. Idiocy. It has no sentient capabilities… More
religious twaddle made into law. Protect the river, but do it through environmental laws.

Oh dear. I’m all in favour of keeping rivers clean but modern secular states shouldn’t make
decisions on the basis of religious beliefs.

For themost part, the international coverage provided little or no insight intoMāori
lifeways, or considered that there might be diverse viewpoints within these. Many
commentators nevertheless accepted that the decision was based on accommodating
a (rather monolithic) view of indigenous ways of thinking, and welcomed this as a
general critique of dominant practices:

This is the best, most sane item of news I’ve read for a long long time. The Maoris believe
things we all need to believe in order to live honestly in our environment. Thank you New
Zealand and the tribe of Whanganui for your flexible thinking and persistence - respectively.

Respondents expressed relatively little anxiety about acknowledging the river as
a living entity. However, without the benefit of details about the cultural context,
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there was some bafflement as to why this categorisation should apply specifically to
a river:

If a river is a living entity, then so is the rest of the universe … there are all manner of
uncontroversial living entities (for example, dragonflies and crocodiles) that would also
need to be granted the same legal status as a human being.

If a river can be given human rights, then why not a meadow?

Some people got the point that the objective was to define more egalitarian rela-
tionships with the non-human world:

At last, somewhere, humanity is waking up to the truth. We share this planet equally with
all beings and nature’s creation.

Like many people here, I was hugely heartened to see this item… We need a better, more
accurate way of seeing ourselves, i.e. as an integral part of Nature in which ‘we live, move
and have our being’.

However, for many commentators, such as the one quoted below, this did not
translate into a concept of personhood or legal rights:

I have tried in vain to find in the article the argument from moving from the river’s status as
a living entity to granting it the same legal status as a human being.

Protection in Law

The establishment of theWhanganui River as a legal ‘person’ therefore brought to the
fore some pressing questions about how societies define living kinds and personhood;
whether non-human species, rivers, or even whole ecosystems should be considered
in these terms; and whether they should have legal rights and protection similar or
equal to those accorded to human beings. The case also highlighted somemore subtle
issues about who decides these matters and how, and the extent to which minority
viewsmight influence such debates (see Chap. 11, Gray and Curry on ecodemocracy,
this volume).

Indigenous communities have long provided inspiration to conservationists’
efforts to promote the interests of non-human beings and ‘nature’ more generally.
Though their relations with ‘nature’ have sometimes been romanticised, respect for
non-human well-being is often integral to indigenous beliefs and values, and embed-
ded in their traditional forms of law (Bicker et al. 2004). For example, in Aboriginal
Australia, Ancestral Law, transmitted from one generation to the next via stories,
images, and performance, often contains homilies about not overusing resources.
Kunjen elders in Cape York therefore note instructions about being required to
replace the main root in harvesting yams; maintaining sufficient ‘spear tree’ to allow
regrowth; and respecting restrictions on hunting and gathering at sacred sites which,
it has been posited, therefore act as generative ‘game reserves’ (Strang 1997; see also
Dudley et al. 2009). The long-term persistence of Aboriginal lifeways over millennia
suggests that the integration of these values with low resource use and population
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control (which Kunjen elders recall as a normal practice prior to colonial settlement)
has enabled high levels of social and ecological sustainability.

Attempts to enshrine protection for non-human beings also have a long history
in legal systems based on Roman Law. For example, one of the first (written) laws
to provide such protection was initiated by St. Cuthbert on Lindisfarne Island in
the sixth century, to protect his beloved Eider Ducks, still known locally as ‘Cuddy
Ducks’ because of his efforts. However, despite a plethora of such legislation, partic-
ularly in the last century, industrialised societies have adopted wholly unsustainable
growth-based economic practices and levels of population expansion. The result is a
major failure to protect the needs and interests of non-human beings and ecosystems
sufficiently to prevent a massive global reduction in biodiversity and a rate of species
loss equivalent to previous mass extinction events (IUCN 2018).

Recognition of this failure has driven a campaign to reframe the debate in terms of
legal rights for non-human beings, aiming for some degree of equivalence to human
rights, for example those set out in the Declaration of Human Rights established by
the United Nations’ General Assembly in 1948. These included a right to life, the
prohibition of slavery, a right to basic dignity, adequate standards of living, and a
range of freedoms (for example in thought, movement, beliefs, and associations).

Such endeavours build on earlier concerns about animal experimentation. The
1990s saw a campaign to extend legal rights and protection to ‘higher’ primates, in
particular chimpanzees, gorillas, orangutans and bonobos. The Great Apes Project,
established in 1993 by the philosophers Peter Singer and Paola Cavalieri, argued
that ‘non-human hominids’ should enjoy the right to life, freedom and not to be
tortured, and should be regarded as sentient ‘persons’. These rights were approved
by the Spanish Government, and, as Pedro Pozas, the Spanish director of the Great
Apes Project, put it: ‘This is a historic day in the struggle for animal rights and in
defense of our evolutionary comrades which will doubtless go down in the history of
humanity’ (Glendinning 2008). Not long afterwards, the British Government passed
laws preventing experimentation on chimpanzees, orangutans and gorillas, and in
1999 the New Zealand Government did likewise.

However, Perlo identifies a problem with ‘moral schizophrenia’ in which, on
the one hand, many societies do want to accept that non-human beings should have
rights and interests, but at the same time remain unwilling to undertake the changes in
behaviour towards them that would reflect any equality in this regard (2009: 4). There
is a persistent problem that ‘when push comes to shove’, good intentions quickly give
way to pressing human interests. Thus in the Great Apes campaign, Colin Blakemore
(Head of the UK’s Medical Research Council 2003–2007), pointed out that, while
he was pleased that the great apes were not being used for experiments, a pandemic
affecting only human and non-human apes might re-open the case for such research
(Glendinning 2008).

This suggests that while the campaign to assert legal rights for non-human beings
and ‘living entities’ is a useful pull towards more reciprocal human-non-human
relations, as long as ‘push comes to shove’ for humankind, as it does most of the
time, achieving significant ecological justice is likely to remain challenging.
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Recently, there have been increasing efforts to establish legal rights for nature
more broadly (Berry 2002; Cullinan 2003;Washington 2013). In response to pressure
from its indigenous communities, the Government of Ecuador passed legislation
in 2008 securing the ‘rights of nature’, Pachamama, in its Constitution. Bolivia
followed suit a few years later with a ‘Law for Mother Earth’. As illustrated by the
Standing Rock debate, indigenous communities in America have continued to try
to apply similarly protective laws based on their own cultural beliefs and values.
Their voice is also evident in some State-based campaigns for ecological justice,
for example in Washington State (see Washington State Department of Health 2017;
Washington Environment Council 2018). At an international level, activists have
been campaigning for a UN Declaration specifically protecting the Rights of Nature
(Gray and Curry 2016; Schläppy and Grey 2017; see also Global Alliance for the
Rights of Nature 2018).

New Zealand/Aotearoa itself has gone down this road previously. In a 2014 Wai-
tangi Treaty settlement with the Ngäi Tuhoe iwi, their forest homeland, Te Urew-
era, was provided with its own legal identity and, as with the Whanganui River, an
arrangement was made through which iwi and Crown nominees would act in its best
interests (New Zealand Government 2014). There have been attempts to confer sim-
ilar rights on rivers in various parts of the world, with some success in relation to the
Ganges and Yamuna Rivers in India, and the Atrato River in Colombia. A campaign
to establish further such rights has been promoted by the Earth Law Centre (ELC).
Based in New York and San Francisco, but linked to multiple NGOs internationally,
the ELC aspires to be ‘a global force of advocates for the rights of nature’:

Just as people have fundamental rights, so too should nature. EARTH LAW is the idea that
ecosystems have the right to exist, thrive, and evolve – and that nature should be able to
defend its rights in court. EARTH LAW looks at the pressures on the Earth that contribute
to the destruction of its ecosystems and species. It then argues that a balanced approach can
provide for the entire Earth community, including humans. We envision a future in which
humans and nature flourish together. (Earth law Centre website 2018)

The ELC has devised a Universal Declaration of rights for rivers:

The Earth Law Center is committed to achieving legal personhood for more rivers and
waterways. In support of a campaign to establish rights for the Rio Magdalena and other
rivers, ELC has developed a draft Universal Declaration of River Rights. The Declaration
draws from victories for the rights of rivers worldwide as well as scientific understandings
of healthy river systems. (Ibid)

Deepening anxieties about climate change and the destruction of ecosystems have
sharpened debates about how to avert catastrophic levels of extinction, environmental
degradation, major shortfalls in freshwater supplies and threats to food security. In
the last few years there has been somewhat of a confluence of ideas between activist
counter-movements and parts of the academy. Philosophical and anthropological
ideas about non-human and material worlds have found increasing common ground
with the worldviews of indigenous communities and the aims of conservationists
(Brightman and Lewis 2017; Chen et al. 2013). Although not going so far as to
define rights for non-human beings, a recent initiative by the United Nations to
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develop some new Principles for Water, has foregrounded the intrinsic value of
water (United Nations 2018; Strang 2017). While societies continue to struggle to
institute real changes, there is growing recognition that a new intellectual paradigm—
a repositioning of humankind in relation to non-human kinds—is needed to move
towards more sustainable practices.

However, instituting such fundamental changes—if achievable at all—is a long-
term endeavour. Given the lack of impact of previous legislative efforts, and the
continuing rise in extinctions, many international activists feel that providing non-
human species, rivers and ecosystems with legal rights akin to those accorded to
humans is key to ensuring that greater parity and immediacy is given to non-human
needs and interests. The comments responding to the announcement regarding the
Whanganui River indicate that gaining widespread understanding and support for
such rights is challenging. This is something that might benefit from anthropology’s
capacities for cross-cultural translation, and its abilities to elucidate diverse world-
views.

Rivers as Living Kinds

There are several areas of anthropological thinking that illuminate how a river might
be considered as a living entity. The first is classic ethnographic research examining
how societies think about whether or not things are ‘alive’. Atran (1990) observed
that, cross-culturally, there is a general expectation of animation—i.e. that things
that are alive will move, an idea that is nicely encapsulated in the Biblical phrase
defining the difference between: ‘the quick and the dead’ (King James Bible 1611).
However, what is considered to be animate, and the extent to which this overlaps with
concepts of animism (which is not the same thing by any means) varies considerably
across cultures. For many indigenous communities, things such as rocks, trees, water
bodies and entire landscapes may be animated by ancestral or spiritual forces which,
in local cosmological terms, renders them ‘alive’ and sentient (Fig. 8.2).

Aboriginal Australian cultural landscapes provide a useful example. Living as
hunter-gatherers formillennia prior to European colonisation,many indigenous com-
munities have maintained permanent relations with the clan ‘country’ from which,
according to their beliefs, they are spiritually generated and to which, at the end
of their lives, their spirit must return. This is a sentient landscape, inhabited by the
totemic ancestral beings who created the world and its human and non-human inhab-
itants during the ‘early days’ of cosmogenesis, commonly called the Dreamtime or
Story Time. The ancestral beings remain, held in the land and its waters, as a source of
the Ancestral Law that underpins every aspect of Aboriginal life, and as a continued
presence that renders the landscape sentient, alive and responsive to human action.
Thus ancestral beings inhabiting trees that manifest their presence may ‘become’
new ones when their current ‘home’ dies. Objects may become visible, or disappear.
Even rocks might be said to ‘move around’. In explaining these powers, Kunjen
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Fig. 8.2 Kunjen elder Alma
Wason beside the Mitchell
River on Cape York. Photo,
Veronica Strang

elders provide their own translation of ideas, drawing an analogy between ancestral
forces and electric batteries, whose charge enables action or animation (Strang 1997).

Similar ideas underpinMāori cultural beliefs in which ancestral beings created the
world, also taking non-human form as manifestations of seas, forests, rivers and so
forth. Their continued presences composes a sentient, responsive environmentwhich,
as Gerrard Albert observed (in 2017), is ‘not divisible’ from its human inhabitants.

For bothMāori and for Aboriginal Australians, then, the non-human world and its
material components contain the consciousness and agency of their ancestral beings.
In both cases,water itself has a central role, in that it is the substance that carries ‘living
being’ over time. In Australia, this understanding is expressed through the Rainbow
Serpent, fromwhich all other beings emerged in theDreamtime, andwhich continues
to generate all forms of life. In New Zealand/Aotearoa, while water guardian beings
such as taniwha serve to articulateMāori ideas about the sentience and responsiveness
of non-humanworlds, rivers are primarily understoodmore holistically, as the ‘living
entities’ from which life emerges over time. They are thus readily described as
the ‘living ancestors’ of the human communities conjoined with them ‘from the
mountains to the sea’ (New Zealand Government 2017: 129(1)).

For industrialised societies, ideas about ‘aliveness’ come primarily from science,
in which the category of living kinds is generally confined to biological organisms in
which there are discernible material processes in motion, such as transpiration and
growth in plants, and respiration, circulation etc. in animals. Scientific categories
underpin popular understandings that plants are ‘alive’, but lacking in sentience,
and that non-human animal species inhabit some kind of spectrum of sentience
or consciousness, with those inhabiting the ‘upper’ echelons (i.e. those most like
humans) assumed to have more intrinsic value in consequence (Singer 1975). The
potential to consider a river as a ‘living entity’ is similarly hampered by a Cartesian
view of a material world composed of physical properties and behaviours rather than
sentient forces (Oelschlaeger 1991). The ‘disenchantment’ of science reduces water
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to H2O: a cleaning and irrigating fluid, composed of atoms rather than ancestors
(Illich 1986; see also Linton 2010).

However, Western societies contain both historical and recent ideas about water
that, if brought to the fore, provide some basis for thinking more imaginatively. For
those assuming that there is a spiritual dimension of being, there are deep tempo-
ral aquifers of beliefs about ‘living water’ to which Celtic and, Roman societies
subscribed, believing its agency to be manifested in aquatic deities; in wells with
generative and healing forces; or in ‘holy water’ imbued with spiritual power (Bord
and Bord 1985; Taylor 2010). The extraordinary persistence of such ideas over time
is demonstrated in contemporary pagan and New Age beliefs in water’s spiritual
or healing powers, and in contemporary Christianity, which—having adopted such
ideas foundationally—continues to represent water as the substance of the spirit
(Tvedt and Oestigaard 2010; Lykke-Syse and Oestigaard 2010).

Those committed to secular ways of thinking are by nomeans bereft of such ideas.
A universal understanding that water is essential to the functionality of all biological
organisms also imbues itwith a coremeaning as the essence of life. In this sense,water
‘animates’ all living kinds, providing a secular vision of ‘quickness’ that requires no
religious underpinnings. It also provides an important image of interconnectedness
that, both materially and imaginatively, locates humankind within the larger non-
human world. Such thinking has been articulated via visions of the ‘biosphere’, first
proposed byVernadsky in the early 1920s (1986), and further developed by Lovelock
in his ‘Gaia’ theory (1987[1979]). Also useful in this regard is the McMenamin and
McMenamim (1994) connective notion of the ‘Hypersea,’ in which they observe that
all biological organisms began in a deep aquatic past, so that even after making it onto
terra firma, they nevertheless retained their total reliance upon a shared irrigating
flow—a Hypersea—of water.

Recent anthropological writing onmaterialism has widened understandings about
the dynamic interactions between all material and living kinds (Coole and Frost
2010). Latour (2005) has provided a vision of interacting ‘assemblages’ of people,
non-human beings and things; Tsing has observed the active ‘friction’ between the
material and organic participants in systems (2004); and Bennett (2009) has consid-
ered the liveliness of matter. This work foregrounds the ‘quickness’ of the material
world and its active agency in events. Thus Edgeworth highlights the power of rivers
in acting upon the landscape, and upon ourselves (2011); Krause looks at how the
movements of rivers encapsulate notions of liveliness (2016); and De la Croix high-
lights the way that water enables concepts of flow (2014). As I have noted in my
own work, water also contains its own ‘liveliness’. Its material properties—fluidity,
reflectivity etc.—mean that it is constantly animated or in motion, and is therefore
readily perceived as being alive.

Although thenewmaterialismcited abovehas sometimes been criticised for down-
playing human responsibilities for a destructive Anthropocene, a dynamic view of
the world as a flux of lively, interactive processes does make it more feasible to
locate all living kinds, including ourselves, within it. Such an inclusive repositioning
of humankind is further aided by increasing understandings about non-human living
kinds, their cognitive and sensory capacities, and their own ways of engaging with
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and perceiving environments. Building on earlier work about human-animal relations
(Serpell 1996; Haraway 2008), recent interspecies ethnographies have both illumi-
nated non-human experiences and highlighted the multiple relationalities between
living kinds (Kirksey and Helmreich 2010). Such insights into non-human worlds
can also serve to strengthen appreciation of their complexities, to evoke wonder, and
to heighten concern for their well-being.

Placed within these ways of thinking, the notion of a river as a ‘living entity’
is not difficult to comprehend, and it is not a much larger stretch to appreciate its
generative capacities as a ‘living ancestor’. Nor is it hard to see the flow of water that
a river represents as part of a wider flow of life processes that are indeed visible as
well in a meadow, a forest, or in entire ecosystems. If humans lived for long enough,
we would also be able to discern much slower material processes of erosion, entropy
etc. As Heraclitus put it, anticipating physicists in their development of rheology,
‘everything flows’ (πάντα ·ε‹) (Cratylus n.d.). It is merely a matter of time (Strang
2015). But this reality also highlights the brief temporality of ‘persons’ which helps
to explain why it may be difficult to extend this notion to entities with less visible
lifespans.

Rivers as Persons

Anthropological research has articulated considerable cultural diversity in notions
of what constitutes a person. Material culture specialists have explored the ways in
which personhood is embedded in objects (Csikzentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton
1981), and as noted above, work on human-animal relations has shown how non-
human beings can be quite readily accepted as kin or semi-persons. Also useful is
the literature on how wider extensions of social identity and personhood might be
considered as manifestations of ‘extended mind’ (Clark and Chalmers 1998). How-
ever, there remains a considerable gap between abstract projections of personhood
into things, environments and non-human beings, and a more specific acceptance
of non-human beings and things as persons with concomitant legal rights (Kopnina
2017).

While acknowledging rivers as living entitiesmay provide a partial bridge towards
this idea, the notion of a river as a person is challenging. Personhood ismore generally
defined in conjunction with social identity and reflexive consciousness. The notion
of ‘higher primates’ being included as ‘evolutionary comrades’ (as defined by the
GreatApes project) is therefore not impossible to countenance.Manypeople consider
their domestic pets as persons and even kin (and indeed might treat them better than
their human relatives), but they still draw a distinction between human and non-
human persons. There is a much larger gap between companion animals and the
domesticated species categorised as ‘food’ and, as noted above, with the Cartesian
‘disenchantment’ of the material world, an even sharper distinction between persons
and non-sentient things, including rivers.
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For European societies there are further impediments to seeing non-humans as
persons. Industrialised economic practices, dependent upon consumerism, are intrin-
sically exploitative of non-humanworlds, and are supported by secular neoliberalism.
A heavy influence is maintained by Christian religious beliefs historically contain-
ing a deep concern to separate humankind from ‘the beasts of the field’, and to
assume the moral superiority of human (or at least male human) beings. Evolution-
ary thinking, while promoting a sense of shared origins, has also encouraged a vision
of progressive development and hierarchy in which human-non-human relations are
intrinsically unequal. Such influences have contributed to notions of ‘dominion’, and
dislocated humanity from a shared sphere of living kinds.

They have also entrenched, over centuries, a dualistic worldview in which (femi-
nised) Nature is ‘other’ to (masculinised) humanCulture, creating a sharp divergence
of ideas between societies in which these ideas became dominant, and those for
whom such dualism is not meaningful, and who locate their social identity within an
undifferentiated human and non-human world (Plumwood 1993). In writing about
indigenous Australians, I have described this contrast as a concept of Nature as ‘Self’
and ‘Other’ (Strang 2005; see also Kopnina 2016; Rolston 2001). Ingold (2000) pro-
posed a similar division between those dwelling ‘in’ and ‘on’ the earth, commenting
that ‘the world can only exist as nature for a being who does not belong there’ (P.
20). It has been argued that culture may be seen as a (distinctive) part of nature
(Gare 1995; Plumwood 2002), which quite reasonably implies that culture is simply
a thing that humans do. Anthropological work on cultural landscapes (Bender 1993)
has made it clear that these emerge from both human and non-human agencies. How-
ever, common definitions of culture as a product of specifically human activities, and
persistent ideas about nature as ‘other’, present some risk that defining the ‘rights of
nature’, while potentially upholding non-human rights, may also reaffirm a flawed
perceptual dualism between Nature and Culture.

Identification with the non-human is clearly important in defining the extent to
which it is seen as something that must be protected (Naess 1985; see also Milton
2002). How does such co-identification come about? Close affective attachment to
places and their non-human inhabitants often goes hand in hand with belief systems
that include non-human (totemic) ancestral beings (Morris 2000). This enables a
powerful co-identification that embraces the non-human as ‘self’ rather than ‘other’.
Returning to our ethnographic examples above, in Cape York, clans are typically
‘descended from’ ancestral beings in the form of animals, birds, and elements of
the material world, such as clouds or floodwaters. And, because water embodies the
Rainbow Serpent itself, which is the source of all ancestral beings, rivers and water
sources are particularly imbued with a powerful ancestral presence (Strang 1997,
2009).

Māori creation stories similarly involve non-human deities such as Tane, the God
of theForest, anddescribe both humanandnon-humanancestral beings,withmultiple
stories about ancestral taniwha (water beings). Older renditions of such stories are
quite literal:
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Of all the descendants of Rua-pani, the Ngati-Hine-hika and Ngati-Pohatu, of Te Reinga,
are perhaps the most interesting… Their ancestor Tane-kino… is said to have intermarried
with a race of Taniwha, who were the original inhabitants of the Whakapunake mountain
and Te Reinga falls… From the tale told by Ngati-Hine-hika, it would seem that the first six
generations… were not quite men or women as we understand the term at the present day,
but were a species of man-god, or substantial water-spirit. (Gudgeon 1897: 180)

Today, just as Biblical accounts are now more fully recognised as metaphorical
devices, Māori are more likely to present such stories as a way of thinking about the
generative powers, the spiritual essence (mauri) of the non-human world, encapsu-
lated in more abstract terms such as ‘living ancestor’ or ‘living entity’.

On both sides of the Tasman Sea, then, the landscape is the spiritual and material
substance of human persons: just as the well-being of Māori people and their home-
lands is seen as mutually interdependent, Aboriginal elders in Cape York describe
howpeople are ‘grownup by’ and composed of their country (Strang 1997). Thewell-
being of both is so closely intertwined that negative impacts upon one are believed to
have a detrimental effect upon the other. This intimate sense of interconnectedness,
and the capacity to co-identify with non-human beings, is a powerful projection of
personhood, and thus a substantial basis for describing a river as a legal person.

As indigenous communities have achieved an influential voice in conversations
across global networks, ideas about more equal and collaborative relations with non-
human worlds are coming to the fore, and now form the basis of much ethical debate.
Some degree of co-identification with the non-human is implicit in some of the ideas
outlined earlier: for example in the notion of the biosphere (Vernadsky 1986), in
Lovelock’s Gaia theory (1987[1979]), or in the ‘connected by water’ vision of the
Hypersea (McMenamin and McMenamin 1994). However, these are quite large and
abstract concepts with rather less affective force than is provided by the ‘ancestral’
co-relations that form the basis of identity for many indigenous communities. In
industrialised societies, then, the challenge is how to give real immediacy to ideas
that reposition humankind more collaboratively amongst all living kinds.

Conclusion

As the ethnographic examples above suggest, a willingness to consider rivers as
persons is more than an intellectual exercise. Enshrining non-human rights in law is
fundamentally a statement of values, and—as relationships between beliefs and val-
ues and actions are recursive—a pragmatic viewmight be that to establish legal rights
for rivers in the first place will initiate a relational shift. However, there is clearly
a need to follow through by expressing these values in practice. The indigenous
lifeways described above demonstrate that achieving more egalitarian and recipro-
cal human-environmental relationships means integrating such beliefs and values in
all domains, including social and economic activities. In practice, for larger soci-
eties, this means that efforts to rethink relations with non-human beings must be
accompanied by real striving to reduce the pressure of human needs and interests:
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by addressing population issues; by cutting excessive resource exploitation, and by
eschewing short-termist capitalist ideologies and over-dependence on growth-based
economic systems.

Here too, indigenous lifeways—though not replicable on a larger scale—can sug-
gest some principles that might be applied to practical questions, for example in
thinking about ways that water infrastructures are designed and employed. To change
the ways that we engage with and make use of rivers is a large task, but thinking
about them as living entities, and promoting their legal rights as persons, is surely a
good place to start.
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Chapter 9
Strengthening Traditional Environmental
Knowledge for the Integration of Social
and Ecological Justice

Alessio Thomasberger

Introduction

This chapter considers the conservation aspects of increasing deforestation for char-
coal production in Ghana, and the way in which Traditional Environmental Knowl-
edge (TEK) relates to this. The previous chapter (Chap. 8 by Strang in this volume)
discussed that implementing indigenous beliefs into constitutions is not enough to
reach egalitarianism between humans and non-human beings, but that relationality
must reach all domains of society. The focus of this chapter is on the role of existing
TEK for the implementation of social and ecological justice in the local context of
Dawadawa 2, Ghana.

In the transitional forest/savannah zone in Ghana, between the cities of Kintampo
and Buipe, there are eight communities along the N10 highway in the Kintampo
north district that produce large amounts of charcoal. One of these communities is
Dawadawa 2. From January toMarch 2017 I conducted field research (Thomasberger
2017) on the charcoal supply chain in Ghana. Undertaking participant observation,
Dawadawa 2 was my focal field site. I lived for ten weeks among community mem-
bers, out of which I spent six actively accompanying charcoal producers as they
undertook their charcoal production process. Living among community members
gave me insights into the reasons why people seek to engage in charcoal production.

The research was separated into two parts: First, I engaged in qualitative data
collection. In the second part the collected data was verified among other households
in the immediate community, and where possible with residents of other villages in
the area. It is through an analysis of this data, collected among farmers who engage
in deforestation for charcoal production, that I discuss the integration of social and
ecological justice, and why it is necessary for successful conservation in an area of
deforestation.
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The need for the integration of social and ecological justice is at the center of the
first two chapters of this volume. It has been noted that the ecocentric worldview,
affiliated to ecojustice advocates, coheres with (and is influenced by) TEK in terms
of biotic kinship ethics (Washington et al. 2018). However, there has not been a lot of
discussion regarding what role TEK actually plays for the integration of social and
ecological justice in rural and threatened environments in which TEK is still present
around the world. ‘Threatened’ here refers to any activity, such as deforestation,
mining or agriculture that may cause damage to the natural environment.

In the following part of this chapter, TEK in general, and in Dawadawa 2 in
particular, will be considered. Thereafter, the background of charcoal production
and justice will be considered in Ghana. Then the relevance of charcoal production
for deforestation and conservation will be stressed. Thereafter, this chapter discusses
the relevance of an implementation of social justice with ecological justice, and the
role TEK must play in this process and for conservation. The threats responsible for
declining TEK will be clarified.

Traditional Environmental Knowledge

TEK is an ‘umbrella-term’ that refers to a society’s (generally indigenous) ‘body of
knowledge’ with regards to the relationship between natural and human entities. One
definition, provided by Berkes (1993: 3), defines it as:

… a cumulative body of knowledge, belief, and practice, evolving by accumulation of TEK
and handed down through generations through traditional songs, stories and beliefs. It is
concerned with the relationship of living beings (including human) with their traditional
groups and with their environment.

With Berkes’ definition in mind, the relevance of TEK for conservation should be
considered in regard to the integration of social and ecological justice. Curry (2011:
175) argues that “at the heart of non-modern sustainability… is a mixture of local or
bioregional scientifically ecological wisdom” which, along with animism and socio-
political ethics, makes up TEK. TEK is often reflected in biotic kinship beliefs and
a belief in a ‘great spirit’ and/or attributes personhood to prey animals (e.g. Ingold
2002), wild animals, or landscapes such as mountains or rivers (see Chap. 8 by
Strang in this volume). It evolves over time (Berkes 1993) and is applied differently
around the world (Taylor 2010; Sponsel 2013). The ecocentric aspect of TEK, which
can assist regarding sustainable living with nature, not only makes TEK relevant to
the implementation of social and ecological justice, but also makes it intrinsically
important for conservation itself. Boafo et al. (2016) note that in Ghana there has
been a growing interest in TEK in regard to assisting sustainable resource use in
the past decades. However, although a wide variety of TEK has been reported in
rural areas (Abayie-Boateng 1998; Appiah-Opoku and Hyma 1999), it seems to be
in decline in Ghana (Millar 2003; Gyampoh et al. 2008).



9 Strengthening Traditional Environmental Knowledge … 123

In Dawadawa 2, TEK was predominantly spiritual. As the tribes in Dawadawa 2
migrated to the area around the time when the British commenced building the N10
highway, their spiritual connection to the land in Dawadawa 2 is arguably weaker
in comparison to their spiritual relation to their ‘homeland’. For example, burial
procedures involving spiritual contestations only took place in an individual’s ‘place
of origin’. Meanwhile, people’s local ecological wisdom included knowledge about
plants, and this was partly reflected through specific taboos that set specific rules and
framed their relation to specific animals and plants. For my informants, some wild
animals and trees were seen as being inhabited by spirits; the same spirits are seen as
also inhabiting humans. This contributed to a reciprocal relation of humans to some
beings in nature.

However, although TEK was relatively weak in Dawadawa 2—as the first tribes
only arrived some 100 years ago—my research indicates that the real problem seems
to come from globalizing modernity; the exploitative ‘nature’ of neoliberalism’s
market forces, and consumerism. Regarding its relation to nature TEK can be con-
sidered to oppose ‘modernity’ because the latter is anthropocentric and therefore
values nature as lifeless ‘matter in motion’ (Oelschlaeger 1991), which is assumed
to exist as a servant of human development and economic growth (Crist 2012). TEK,
on the other hand, is predominantly ecocentric (Curry 2011) and coheres to the realm
of ecological ethics, relationality and care for nature with ecojustice. Faced with this
context, TEKwould be hard–pressed to evolve to counteract modernity. The possible
reasons for a decline of TEK in Dawadawa 2 (and arguably all of Ghana) will be
considered later.

Background of Charcoal Production in Dawadawa 2

Goodenvironmental conditions for growing rice,maize, beans andyamhave attracted
migrating farmers to the area.About ten different tribes have settled in the community
of Dawadawa 2 to farm on the communal land, under the administrative rule of a
chief. From what I learnt during fieldwork, many of its inhabitants retained ties to
their ‘homeland’ in the north.

For themajority of tribes in Dawadawa 2 farming has always been their traditional
livelihood, and most of its inhabitants would consider themselves farmers. However,
among the last migrating tribes to arrive in the area were the Sissala. In 1978, 46
Sissala tribesmen migrated to Dawadawa 2. They were traditionally blacksmiths,
and consequently, experts in the production of charcoal. As a result, the Sissala
have progressively introduced their charcoal production knowledge to the larger
community. Although it is common in Sub-Saharan Africa for farmers to engage in
alternative livelihood activities, such as charcoal production, during the dry season
(e.g. Jansen 2010) at the time of my research, the seeds that people were using for
the upcoming farming season in Dawadawa 2 were bought using the money they had
made fromcharcoal production. This indicates that charcoal production has gradually
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Fig. 9.1 Charcoal is
collected after the
carbonization process in an
artisanal oven. Photo Alessio
Thomasberger

become the farmers main source of income, and therefore something to rely on (as
opposed to a side-activity) (Fig. 9.1).

Approximately 2.2 million Ghanaian households are dependent on charcoal for
cooking and heating their homes (UNDP2014). The cities ofAccra andKumasi alone
consume 80% of all charcoal produced (Obiri et al. 2014). Around 98,000 people
in Ghana make their livelihood from charcoal (Mafro 2010), making it a significant
part of the national economy by providing income and employment. However, in the
last 50 years Ghana has lost 90% of its primary rainforest for bushfires, gold min-
ing, agriculture and use for fuel (Mongabay 2006). Deforestation for unsustainable
charcoal production on the African continent accounts for a loss of 3 million ha of
forest, an area the size of Belgium, annually (Sousa 2017). In Ghana this equates to
an average loss of 135,000 ha or 2% of forest per year, which is one of the highest
deforestation rates in the world (Gyampoh 2011).Much of the Ghanaian forest loss is
due to charcoal production (Obiri et al. 2014). Thus, while charcoal production may
secure people’s livelihoods, it has disastrous consequences for nature. Dawadawa 2 is
a community in the Brong-Ahafo Region, which produces 40% of Ghana’s charcoal
(UNDP 2014).

Deforestation for charcoal production is supposedly controlled by Ghanaian laws.
The 1927 Forest Act was consolidated by the Ghanaian post-colonial government,
which declared all forest land, whether private, communal and governmental as
forests reserves. Offences towards forests were newly codified with the 1975 Forest
Protection Act and the 1998 Timber Resource Management Act condemning and
prohibiting all unregistered use of forests reserve land. However, these laws do not
seem to be enforced due to the economic significance of charcoal production today.
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The Impact of Population

Population growth matters anywhere, as it produces a growing ecological footprint
(Engelman 2010). Ghana’s population, however, grows at an average of 2.2% per
annum, which is one of the fastest growing populations in the world. While in Ghana
about 30% of the population are below the age of 14 (Worldometers 2018), in rural
Dawadawa 2 it was not uncommon for a married woman to be the mother of 5–10
children. More children result in more intensified subsistence agriculture as the pres-
sure to feed mouths rises. Rising population, therefore, is thus clearly a contributor
to deforestation.

The disturbing impact of cattle aswell as inconsistent rainfall,which has in the past
caused four consecutive years of bad harvests, were reasons for the farmers to engage
in charcoal production (Thomasberger 2017). This contextual backdrop of growing
economic pressures, combined with population growth, were the central ongoing
pressures that drove many of Dawadawa 2’s inhabitants to look for alternative land
uses, and/or alternative livelihoods.

Farmers were likely to take higher risks under growing pressures. Risks are
reflected in their growing dependency on products like fertilizers for intensified
agriculture, which has a negative effect on nature. Intensified agriculture does not
only refer to the increased clearing and preparing of land, but also a toxification of
land, rivers and groundwater, by pesticides and fertilizers and growing CO2 release
(Fianko et al. 2011).

Debt/Creditor Relations in Charcoal Production

Credits from rural banks created long-term debt relations for farmers. Farmers
received seeds and fertilizers from their creditor, and some were not able to reim-
burse their debts. According to my informants, the only possible option to boost their
financial income seemed to be part of a local microfinance system based on charcoal
production.

The charcoal microfinance system has become the backbone of the Dawdawa
2 community in times of crisis. Central to this were the creditors, or ‘Road Side
Sellers’ who gave credits in form of money to farmers, and received charcoal as
payment. They then sold charcoal directly to their business partners, as well as
on the market. For the creditors it was crucial that credits were only reimbursed
via charcoal production. The relative independence of charcoal production from
short-term environmental variabilities, provided farmers the security that they could
repay their debts. For farmers, the reasons for entering charcoal debt relations can be
succinctly categorized: food, seeds, school fees, donations for funerals, medicine and
debts at rural banks. The majority of farmers thus engaged in charcoal production to
satisfy their basic needs (Thomasberger 2017).
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How Does Charcoal Production Relate to Deforestation
and Conservation?

As no meaningful afforestation is taking place in Dawadawa 2, nor for the whole of
Ghana, charcoal production is fundamentally unsustainable as it necessitates contin-
ued deforestation. Globally, deforestation is estimated to contribute 15% of anthro-
pogenically caused CO2 emissions (Engelman 2010), threatening life for human and
non-human beings alike. Beyond the release of CO2 emissions, unsustainable char-
coal production, in terms of deforestation, contributes to biodiversity loss and thus
is a serious problem for conservation.

Conservation by definition is the “preservation, protection, or restoration of the
natural environment and of wildlife” (Oxford Dictionary 2018). The general ‘tool’
of conservation is the establishment of Protected Areas (PAs), which are established
to protect wildlife, biodiversity and ‘natural resources’ (Adams 2009). In Ghana,
twenty-one wildlife protected areas have been established, totaling 1,347,600 ha or
5.6% of the country (IUCN/PAPACO 2010). While PAs have greatly increased in the
past decades in Ghana (Abukari and Mwalyosi 2018), Wilson (2016) argues that the
expansion of PAs to at least 50% of the total land surface of the globe is necessary
to curb biodiversity loss. Adams (2009), however, notes that wildlife is not secured
by simply expanding PAs, as wildlife is not limited to these areas. Conservation,
therefore, is clearly relevant beyond PAs, and the case of Dawadawa 2 is relevant for
understanding the problems that conservation faces outside of these protected areas.

What Justice? The Role of Justice for Conservation
in Dawadawa 2

The Conflict Between Social Justice and Conservation
in Dawadawa 2

Scholars have argued that social, as well as environmental justice, is not concerned
with the environment per se, being instead a fair distribution of resources among
humans (see Chaps. 1 and 2) (Kopnina et al. 2018; Washington et al. 2018). This
makes them anthropocentric (Ibid.). The case of Dawadawa 2 shows why this is
insufficient for conservation, and arguably explainswhymany conservation strategies
fail.

Measures for social protection are not at play inDawadawa2beyond schooling and
basic medical care. Rising market pressures create social pressures that conflict with
forest protection laws. To protect forests, informal chainsaw milling was prohibited
by theGhanaian government in 1998 (Obiri et al. 2014). In 2017, however, it was clear
that the law was not being enforced by the responsible institutions in the area where I
was conductingmy research. The Forestry Commission, the governmental institution
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in charge of protecting forests and enforcing relevant laws, was so underfunded that
it was unable to replant a sufficient number of trees, and (unwilling to) enforce the
law. The same institution receives 1 Ghana Cedi (~0.20 e) in tax fees per bag of
charcoal. The Forestry Commission thus relies on income from charcoal production.
This is paradoxical as this is a key cause of forest loss. This conflict of interest is
undoubtedly key to comprehendingwhy the institution in charge of protecting forests
and wildlife is seemingly inactive; because a primary source of funds comes from
the commodification of the very forests that it is in place to protect. As stated on the
commission’s homepage:

The Forestry Commission of Ghana is responsible for the regulation and utilization of for-
est and wildlife resources, the conservation and management of those resources and the
coordination of policies related to them (FCG 2018). (my emphasis)

This is clearly operating from an anthropocentric stance. The head Forestry Com-
missioner of the Kintampo South District—the district to the south of Dawadawa
2—pointed to the economically challenging situation of the farmers legitimizing the
absence of law enforcement. In Dawadawa 2, forests on communal land are recog-
nizedprotection zones fromchainsawmilling.However,when social issues causedby
the neoliberal market for charcoal arose, their legal protection status was ignored by
the very institution that is in charge of protecting forests and wildlife. This is because
the Forestry Commission is not really about ‘conservation’ but the ‘utilization of for-
est and wildlife resources’ for humans. This is a typical failure in society, and has
been called the ‘greater value assumption’, an assumption that prioritizes humans
before nature (Curry 2011). People are portrayed as having ‘greater value’, in this
case, than trees, and are therefore legitimized to continue resource extraction. This
is a short-sighted and anthropocentric approach to conservation, and in Dawadawa 2
it has disastrous consequences for nature. It will also consequently negatively affect
humans in the long-term. Prioritizing human before ecological needs leads to a dead
end; firstly, the destruction of nature and secondly, it threatens humans (who depend
on nature).

The case of Dawadawa 2 shows this clearly: while charcoal production secured
the continuation of the farmers’ livelihood in the short term, it threatens to destroy
the very natural foundation of their livelihood in the long term. Forests produce
humidity, which in the form of clouds brings rain; thus forests themselves work
‘as a hydrological pump’ to bring greater rainfall (Makarieva and Gorshkov 2007).
Cutting down forests is not only disastrous for nature, but rural communities in
particular are directly dependent on trees, wildlife as well as ecologically biodiverse
areas (Gyampoh et al. 2008). In the case of Dawadawa 2 this is clear through the
correlation of inconsistent rainfalls and bad harvests. Thus, in the long term, the
destruction of nature through charcoal production rebounds on the inhabitants. This
shows that prioritizing humans and the market (neoliberalism) before ecological
justice is completely insufficient for conservation. Moreover, such a process will
simply lead to greater social injustice in the future.

Stressing the relevance of an ‘equalization of justice’ or, in other words, the
integration of social and ecological justice, I pose the question: “Where would a



128 A. Thomasberger

‘fairer’ distribution among humans and more ‘effective’ use of ‘resources’ in terms
of charcoal and forests lead in the case of Dawadawa 2?”.

The UNDP (2014), consider the implementation of more effective artisanal ovens
for more ‘sustainable’ charcoal production. This is not a meaningful change to the
situation/threats of farmers and their destructive impact on nature at present. More
efficient ovens may lead to a short-term economic gain, as people earn more money.
However, any efforts of efficiency are likely to be offset by population growth and a
growing demand for energy and resources.What is considered ‘sustainable’ charcoal
production by the UNDP would only help people make a living through a slower
destruction of the natural areas that both humans and non-human beings depend
on. This is similar to what Braungart and McDonough (2002) point out; that ‘eco-
efficiency’ at best only slows the process of harming nature. Efficiency in this context,
therefore, is not sustainable, but simply prolongs exploitation, and does little to solve
the problem at its root cause.

Integrating Ecojustice—A Way Towards Bridging the Conflict
Between Social Justice and Conservation—And the Role
of TEK

Advocates of ecojustice have been accused by some scholars of being misanthropic
and have been held responsible for advocating ‘green violence’ (e.g. Fletcher 2014).
Such arguments, however, have falsely categorized the negative effects of wildlife
preservation on local human communities in economic terms as well as land rights
(Shoreman-Ouimet and Kopnina 2015). The authors of this volume, as well as
Shoreman-Ouimet and Kopnina (2015) and Washington et al. (2018) argue that eco-
logical sustainability is really about the reconciliation of social and ecological justice
to achieve what conservation is (and should be) about: conservation of nature, biodi-
versity and geodiversity. A reconciliation such as this is relevant because it can help
curb neoliberal resource extraction. Applying justice to ‘resources’ equates to a more
equal protection of human and non-human beings alike. Ecocentrism and ecojustice
respect the intrinsic value of non-human beings and thereby counteracts the domi-
nating ‘greater value assumption’ (Curry 2011) and opposes the sole application of
value to nature based on its human utilitarian value (Crist 2012).

Scholars have been arguing that social justice is caught within the same paradigm
that is the main cause of biodiversity loss at present—anthropocentrism (see chap-
ters by DellaSala and Washington). Against the backdrop of the sixth—but first
anthropogenically caused—mass extinction in the history of the planet, the inte-
gration of social and ecological justice advocates a change from anthropocentrism
to ecocentrism in conservation. The main difference of the two poles of eco- and
anthropo-centrism manifests itself in the way humans perceive and position them-
selves within the natural world with regards to an applied (or non-applied) moral
value to non-human beings (Washington et al. 2018). Ecocentrism operates through
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Fig. 9.2 The eyes of a
caiman in a nearby river
which is used to fetch water,
wash clothes and recreation.
Photo Alessio Thomasberger

respectful relations between humans and nature (e.g. Curry 2011). Such respectful
relations to some wild animals were inherent in the TEK of the people in Dawadawa
2. Caimans, were one species that were valued. During the rainy season they could
be spotted in the village and in the dry season caimans retreated to the river basins.
The same basins were used by the inhabitants of the human community for washing,
water collection and recreation. People did not like caimans, as every few years a
person was killed by one. However, my informants reported that taboos existed on
killing them, as in their spiritual beliefs personhood was applied to caimans. The
people feared them, but caimans and humans had learned to live side by side. This
demonstrated a respectful relation between caimans and humans, and adds to the
argument that TEK is relevant for conservation as it aids the protection of wildlife.
The baobab tree is also perceived as a spiritual being. The tree, however, is scarce at
Dawadawa 2, being more common further north in the people’s ‘homeland’. There,
the tree is diminishing due to its prestigious rosewood (ENA 2018). The people’s
TEK beliefs however would act as an obstacle to its decline. In this case, the spiritual
taboo would aid a sustainable use of the baobab tree. In regard to these examples,
TEKcohereswith ecojustice in terms of relationality and reciprocal relation to nature
(Fig. 9.2).

Considering this cohesion, and taking into account the fact that human well-being
is dependent on a healthy ecosystem, TEK has great relevance for the integration of
social and ecological justice in conservation. However, in Dawadawa 2 (as in many
parts of the world) TEK is in decline.

Threats to TEK in Dawadawa 2

From my research I argue that the economic pressure of globalizing modernity and
neoliberalmarket forces (aswell as population growth and consumption) do not leave
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the necessary time and physical resources for people to relate to the land outside a
context dominated by extractivism. A number of examples show that societies that
historically engaged in deforestation also engaged in reforestation (e.g. Fairhead
and Leach 1996; Brightman 2015), and this is also true for the Sissala. The Sissala
introduced charcoal production to the community, and they also replanted trees for
charcoal production. However, although other tribes present in the community may
have been taught this relational dimension by the Sissala, only their knowledge of
how to produce charcoal was still present during my research period. For short-
term economic opportunity, farmers were constrained to act anthropocentrically to
make their living. TEK in Dawadawa 2 is not predominantly ecocentric (as TEK
in some other places is), but of limited spiritual aspect. Through spiritual beliefs,
people would relate to certain beings from the natural world. Encapsulated in a
neoliberal context, I argue that any reciprocal relationality to other living beings is in
decline for the reason of an increasing engagement in neoliberal economic activities.
As people’s traditional livelihood does not provide enough money to pay for new
economic costs, TEK is discarded in favor of anthropocentric neoliberalism, which
becomes increasingly dominant (as commonly happens through globalization).

Charcoal production in the neoliberal context influences the farmer to solely per-
ceive the monetary value of trees once turned into charcoal. When I asked about
specific trees’ names in the tribal language I was told that the names relate to other
elements in the natural world. For instance, the ‘water-tree’ typically grows in a wet
area, which is important for the farmer when seeding rice. Regarding charcoal, how-
ever, the farmers were predominantly interested in the density of wood which would
secure better and greater amounts of charcoal (which equates to money). They knew
that X trees would make X charcoal bags and therefore X amount of money. This
change of value, I argue, is characterized by a shift of values due to the commodifi-
cation of what Western society tends to categorize as ‘resources’ (Crist 2012). The
adoption of such ‘modern values’ is arguably comparable to the ‘colonization of the
human mind’, identified by Kidner (2014), who claims that industrialized systems
are the underlying reason for the spread of anthropocentrism. Kidner’s words apply
here (2014: 6):

A system based around money, then, not only backgrounds human subjectivity in judging
value; it also reduces the complexity of the entire natural order to something much simpler,
so that our values, identity, and understanding of the world are uprooted from the natural
order and relocated in the industrial system.

Moreover, when discussing low prices and wages for charcoal workers, farmers gen-
erally referred to ‘the market’. For the farmers, the market decides, and is responsible
for their situation.

Themajority of the inhabitants of Dawadawa 2 settled the region formore promis-
ing conditions to farm in wetter areas with a different local environmental condition
to their ‘homeland’. As they have not been present in the landscape for very long, it is
likely that people’s TEK—in relation to the Dawadawa 2 region—is not fully devel-
oped. The possible ‘re-working’ of TEK in Dawadawa 2 is further hindered by the
growing influence of globalization and modern institutions such asWestern-oriented
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education. For example, the movie ‘Schooling the World’ (Black 2010) exposes the
negative aspect of schooling on the transfer of knowledge in the ‘global south’. In
many cases, local ecologicalwisdom is often disrupted by schooling that favors ‘mod-
ern’ thinking over traditional perspectives, such as TEK. Western schooling gives
more importance to educating people to become part of a ‘developing’ and modern
Ghana, in which consumerism increasingly means status (Black 2010). Hence mod-
ern schooling is one of many modern institutions that is contributing to the loss of
TEK. However, this could change, and schooling could actually be a powerful tool
to rejuvenate TEK.

It could be argued that TEK is in decline because people are increasingly restricted
to short-term livelihood perspectives. Population growth and growing modern con-
sumption demands drive people to engage in charcoal production to raise extra cash.
The engagement in charcoal production (as part of the neoliberal market system)
fosters the spread of anthropocentrism and the adoption of modern Western val-
ues. Unsustainable charcoal production however destroys nature—and therefore the
basis of the people’s livelihood in the future. Unsustainable charcoal production thus
produces ecological and social injustices.

Rejuvenating TEK

With regards to the farmers, solutions that are demanded by the integration of social
and ecological justice must go beyond law enforcement. As we have seen with
regards to the Forestry Commission, mere legislative protection does little to ensure
the protection of forests and wildlife in Ghana, as their protective status often falls
in direct conflict with funding for that department. This conflict of interest leads to
ecological protective rights being ignored in favor of the neoliberal market, implying
that the implementation of top-down law enforcement would have little to no effect
in the context of Ghana.

Although TEK is in decline in Dawadawa 2, historically it has been an impor-
tant way to sustainably relate to nature, which is critically relevant for the aims of
conservation. Therefore, I would argue that the promotion of TEK via grassroots
movements, environmental NGOs, reforestation programs, and schools and univer-
sities is essential. The strengthening of mutual understanding and alliances between
these social and environmental institutions is important for successfully integrating
social and ecological justice in Dawadawa 2.

To realize a strengthening of TEK, the pressures and threats responsible for the
decline of TEK must be analyzed, responded to and alleviated. Central to this situa-
tion are the increasing economic pressures that fall upon individual households and
small communities due to population growth. Secondly, the growing dominance of
modernity and neoliberalism in such societies needs to be reduced. What is evident
in Dawadawa 2 is that, beyond the satisfaction of basic necessities, consumerism,
neoliberalism and growing material inequalities are equally to blame for creating
growing economic pressures. This leads to dependencies via debt relations, the
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increased use of fertilizers and GMO seeds, and the growing engagement in charcoal
production. These threats drive people into a situation where they feel they have ‘no
choice’ but to overexploit nature, and rely on institutions who cultivate dependen-
cies which, in turn, affects their worldview, leading to the decline of TEK (among
other things). As a result, Dawadawa 2 is quickly becoming enveloped within the
globalized anthropocentric ‘monoculture’ that Black (2010) describes. However, a
campaign to teach TEK alongside the aspects of ecocentrism, ecological ethics and
ecojustice could assist in reducing such globalization. Education is a central institu-
tion that must embrace change.

A key element of modernity is its repression of other worldviews, wisdoms and
systems of knowledge. It finds itself embedded within the dichotomy between the
‘modern’ and the ‘traditional’, and the ‘developed’, ‘developing’ or ‘underdeveloped’
(e.g. Escobar 1991), placing ‘traditional’ knowledge in a position of inferiority. In
order for TEK to strengthen, then, modernity needs to be questioned. The modern
worldview is not any realer than any other (Escobar 2017). Taking into consideration
the damage the ‘developed world’ wreaks upon the natural world, if we are to seek a
sustainable relationshipwith nature, it is crucial to questionwho ismore ‘developed’;
the ‘modern’ or the ‘traditional’ (Sponsel 2013).

200 years of modernization has led to human alienation from nature (Washington
2015) which is leading the world towards the sixth mass extinction. Vertebrates have
diminished by 60% in just the past 40 years (WWF 2018). To strengthen traditional
wisdom, we should underline the fact that climate change, biodiversity loss and
increasing inequalities between humans are the direct consequence of decisions taken
in the name of anthropocentric ‘development’. Informing and educating populations
about the negative effects of modernity, therefore, is crucial. Modernity has not only
disastrous effects on a planetary scale, but neoliberal resource extraction and the
adoption of a modern lifestyle has disastrous effects on a local level, as is the case of
Dawadawa 2. Putting emphasis on these negative effects strengthens the importance
of local traditional wisdom and people’s traditional identity.

How Could the Integration of Social and Ecological Justice
via the Empowerment of TEK Take Place?

Breaking with the regime of dominating modernity and population growth, while
empowering TEK could be achieved via different mechanisms. In many cases, the
transmission of local ecological wisdom is disrupted by schooling that prioritizes
the production of ‘modern’ or ‘urban’ minds. Instead of preventing the discussion
of TEK, schooling has the capacity to do the contrary. Elders and spiritual leaders
could be included in school teaching, and ‘classrooms’ could also relocate to outdoor
spaces that are meaningful for the transmission of local environmental knowledge.
Universities similarly can play a crucial role in re-establishing the discussion of
traditional wisdom and knowledge. An example is the indigenous and intercultural
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University ‘URACCAN’ inNicaragua,which has just recently (2015) graduated their
first medicine graduates using a successful focus of the integration of traditional as
well as occidental healing practices in their education (URACCAN 2015).

There are various other grassroots movements that could be promoted. ‘Food
Sovereignty Ghana’ organizes demonstrations against Monsanto and fights against
GM seeds in the courts (FSG 2018). Meanwhile, the ‘Population Media-Center’
(PMC 2018) demonstrates an interesting approach. Through entertainment dramas
(based upon scientific behavioral change theories) they have found a unique way to
foster positive change. They have been able to tackle issues of population growth,
environmental degradation, HIV andwomen’s rights. To date this group has operated
in nearby countries but not in Ghana. If they were to operate in Ghana they may
become a force for positive change. Also, there is ‘ecosia.org’ (Ecosia 2018), a non-
profit web-based search engine that uses the money raised from commercial ads to
plant trees around the world. Since its inception in 2009, they state that they have
supported the plantation of over 40 million trees and aim to plant 1 billion by 2020.
In Ghana, Ecosia’s partner is ‘Tree-Aid’ (TA 2018), an NGO which recognizes the
relevance of trees and nature to make an income for people. While this NGO works
in the northern part of Ghana, a recently uploaded video (DGM 2018a) from the
NGO ‘DGM-Global’ (DGM 2018b) filmed in Dawadawa 2 shows the positive effect
NGOs can have. In this video, a woman explains that she has just learnt about the
connection between trees and rain, and stresses the relevance of replanting trees for
their livelihood in the future. For all such environmental NGOs it is crucial that
they embrace the ecocentric aspect of conservation. Otherwise they are likely to
negatively impact indigenous people in terms of how they value nature (Howell
2017). This would be dangerous, as it could lead to a greater decline in ecocentric
worldview.Adams (2017) states that conservationmust ‘reinvent itself’ to find amid-
ground between top-down and bottom-up conservation. Within this ‘new approach’,
whether for grassroots movements, NGOs or governmental conservation attempts,
the ethical foundation must be ecocentrism. Based on ecological ethics, valuing the
intrinsic value of nature, fostering a reciprocal relation between human and non-
human beings, such an approach is necessary to attain the conservation of biological
and geological diversity (Washington et al. 2018).

From a governmental level, a challenge for this shift in thought, especially in the
‘global south’, is that of overseas debt. Susan George, President of the Transnational
Institute (TNI), 20 years ago made a calculation of interest and debt repayments,
stating that: “Sub-Saharan Africa, which is the poorest part of the world, is pay-
ing 25,000 dollars every minute to Northern creditors” (George 1999). Structural
adjustments implemented by the IMF during the 1980s and 1990s in Ghana, led to
greater resource exploitation for export and increasing inequalities for humans in the
country (Konadu-Agyemang 2010). As nature, once extracted, is a source of income
to repay debts, overseas debts hinder any progress to implement ecological rights on
a governmental level. The establishment of nature as a constitutional entity occurred
in Bolivia and Ecuador in the 1990s. In New Zealand a river has now been given
‘personhood status’ (see Chap. 8 by Strang in this volume). However, governmental
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overseas debt relations hinder such progress in many countries, as governments in
the ‘global south’ become obliged to destroy their own environment to pay their
debts.

The integration of ecocentric values for nature are under pressure in all domains
of society in the context of a modern world dominated by anthropocentrism and
neoliberalism. Meanwhile, not only the implementation of ecocentric elements in
constitutions are signs of positive resistance and recognition of the relevance of TEK
for sustainability. An example can be found in various groups joining together in the
recent climate march in San Francisco. Not only was it attended by 25,000 people but
itwas also led by indigenous people (Scheinman2018). This shows public acceptance
of giving indigenous people a lead role for such actions. Indigenous alliances as the
‘COICA’, which is an umbrella organization of indigenous peoples in the Amazon
(COICA 2018), are growing (Scheinman 2018). This is relevant in regard to a hope
for overall social change. The ‘climate alliance’ (CA 2018) shows that alliances can
also be built between indigenous and ‘modern’ societies, with the central aim being
to support and learn from indigenous people and their relationship to nature. This
shows that the integration of social and ecological justice via strengthening TEK is
most relevant for the aims of conservation in all domains of society.

Conclusion

Traditional Knowledge is still widely spread in Ghana, and in Dawadawa 2 in par-
ticular the element of reciprocity in TEK has played a key role for the conservation
of caimans. The biggest quest for conservation today, I believe, is in the way that
humans re-establish reciprocal relations to non-human beings. Strengthening and
re-creating TEK for the integration of social and ecological justice via grassroots
movements can help conservation to embrace a reciprocal and caring relationship
with nature.

If we took seriously the aims of conservation (the protection of biodiversity and
geodiversity), then the anthropocentric conservation shown by the Forestry Com-
mission in Ghana does not, and will not, lead to a fulfilment of these goals, as it
prioritizes humans over non-human beings. As a response to neoliberal resource
extraction, conservation driven by anthropocentric goals remains unsatisfactory for
the broader aims of conservation. It prioritizes humans before nature. This is short-
sighted because the inhabitants of Dawadawa 2 depend on nature for a living. To
achieve conservation’s aims, the integration of social and ecological justice is now
necessary. It demands strategies that go beyond a distribution of ‘resources’ and law
enforcement. The integration of social and ecological justice demands a care for
nature, and an understanding of relationality between humans and our non-human
cousins. This ecocentric approach to conservation coheres with aspects of TEK in
Dawadawa 2 in regard to the people’s spiritual relation to caimans and the baobab
tree. TEK is in decline because, despite its crucial value in nature protection, it is
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not about generating extra money to spend in the neoliberal market. And why should
TEK consider such ideas, when it is mostly about living sustainably with nature?

In order for conservation to be successful there must be a way to strengthen
and re-create TEK. For this, the adoption of the destructive modern lifestyle and
worldview needs to be modified to find a sustainable middle-ground. To re-create
TEK, schools, universities, NGOs and grassroot movements should now emphasize
the relevance of TEK for the well-being of non-human and human beings alike. It
is of key importance that these NGOs are ecocentric, and based on ecological ethics
themselves (see chapter byDellaSala). The integration of social and ecological justice
is not just relevant for conservation in terms of strengthening TEK. The re-creation
of TEK in Dawadawa 2 in a renewed way could also serve as a way of achieving the
integration of all forms of justice via grassroots movements.
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Chapter 10
Should Justice for People Come Before
Justice for the Environment? Examining
Students’ Reflections on Environmental
Ethics

Helen Kopnina

This chapter will discuss Bachelor level students’ perceptions of social (environ-
mental) and ecological justice. Social justice concerns the fairness of distribution
procedures, based on individual moral convictions of fairness and the willingness
to obey the demands of authorities (Hegtvedt 2008: ix–x). Social justice focuses on
equalizing power relationship and access to natural resources among different social
groups. While in some definitions environmental justice may encompass ecological
justice (Schlosberg 2007), most commonly it is associated with fairness in the distri-
bution of environmental risks and benefits among human groups (Kopnina 2014a).
While nature protection necessitates the need to designate large areas of the Earth as
reserves and necessitate strict regulation (Noss 1992), some social justice advocates
are worried that vulnerable communities will be deprived of land and sources of
livelihood by reserve creation (Guha 1989; Büscher 2015).

As discussed in the first two chapters, this type of exclusive social justice is also
anthropocentric. Anthropocentrism argues that moral consideration rests only with
humanity as the superior and only valued species (Crist 2012; Mathews 2016). By
contrast, ecocentrism, sometimes used interchangeably with the related concepts
of deep ecology (Naess 1973), biophilia (Kellert and Wilson 1995) and ecological
justice (Schlosberg 2007;Washington et al. 2018) to denote a life- or nature-centered
(or geo-centered, zoo-centered, etc.) system of intrinsic values, assumes that moral
consideration should also extend to nonhuman nature.

The so-called ‘pragmatic’ environmental philosophers argued that human and
environmental needs may coincide. This “convergence theory” assumes that main-
taining the environment for human material benefit is the strongest motivation for
nature protection, postulating that anthropocentric self-interest is the best argument
for maintaining the ecological systems on which we depend, ultimately converging
on the same practical outcomes as ecocentric positions (Norton 1984, 1991).
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However, many scholars point out that self-interest, in fact, has not operated well
to protect nature (e.g. Rees 2008). While informed self-interest may produce envi-
ronmentally positive outcomes in situations where both humans and environment are
negatively affected, anthropocentrism does not seek to protect nonhumans that have
no utilitarian value, nor guarantee animal rights (Katz 1996; Shoreman-Ouimet and
Kopnina 2015). In fact, neglect of animalwelfare or the loss of some biodiversitymay
not affect humanity in the short tomedium term (Crist 2012).While many species are
not known to assist in the production of food, fibre, or other ecosystem services, this
is most likely a function of lack of research about such species, some of which may
be keystone species (Washington 2015). What allows so-called pragmatic ethicists
to attempt the rehabilitation of anthropocentrism as a basis of an environmental ethic
is the rejection of the intrinsic value of nature or individual organisms (Katz 1996;
Mathews 2016).

While worldviews and ethics differ based on the social background (Chawla and
Derr 2012; Kopnina 2015), research shows that young people are at the forefront of
environmental protectionmovements (Boeve-dePauwandVanPetegem2010;Wray-
Lake et al. 2010). Surprisingly, however, ecocentric approaches have so far attracted
little interest among educational scientists. Little research has been conducted on
what factors influence student beliefs about the treatment of nature (Boeve-de Pauw
andVanPetegem2010;Erlanger andTsytsarev 2012), especially in relation to justice.
This lack of interest is especially surprising as the strong impact of education on
cultural reproduction of human-environment relationships suggests a rich research
area for educational science (Spannring 2015) and conservation (Wray-Lake et al.
2010; Chawla and Derr 2012).

This chapter will attempt to expand the research on relationships between human
wellbeing, environmental sustainability and justice, both in practical and ethical
terms. Assuming that international students represent a microcosm of global (edu-
cated) citizens, this chapter aims to explore how one might develop a strategy for
effectively educating responsible ‘ecological citizens’ (Gray and Curry in this vol-
ume, Chap. 11). This chapter compares research results with the goal of examining
the students’ view on justice and nature, and distills recommendations for the devel-
opment of an ecocentric educational curriculum.

One of the key objectives of the course described below was not necessarily
to prescribe a particular view, but to ‘learn from students’. The aim was to better
understand students’ reasoning to aid pedagogical strategies aimed at enhancing
ecological sustainability and ecocentric worldview. This study seeks to test the idea
that student assignments reveal larger patterns of environmental awareness. In this
exploration, it is hoped the students’ understandingof environmental ethics in relation
to sustainability be developed. Below, the section on methodology is followed by the
presentation of excerpts from student essays and analysis.
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Methodology

In the autumn of 2016, the students of the elective course “Environment and Devel-
opment” of Leiden University College were asked to engage with topics related to
environmental justice, ecological justice aswell as animal rights andwelfare. In-class
debate “Justice for people should come before justice for the environment”was styled
after the Hallsworth Plenary Debate held at the World Congress of the International
Union of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences, at Manchester University in
2013 [described in Abram et al. (2016) and which can be viewed on https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=oldnYTYMx-k]. This debate reflects a larger discussion in
social science and biological conservation in Chap. 2.

There were 22 (12 females and 10 males) international students enrolled in the
course, with the majority being Dutch (although of mixed ethnic backgrounds), the
rest European, Asian or Middle Eastern. A random sample of student assignments
was selected from the group by selecting assignments in the order that they were
submitted to the lecturer. Opinions in the essays below reflect individual stance rather
than nationality or culture, as segments are disconnected from personal identifying
features to guarantee anonymity. TheEuropeanCommission’s code of research ethics
was followed to protect the collected data (Iphofen n.d.: 42). All assignments were
pasted into one document, which was consequently analysed for recurrent topics and
coded in themes along an anthropocentrism-ecocentrism continuum. In segments
presented below, original style, grammar, and spelling were retained. Student names
were changed.

The lecturer assured students that their ability for critical argument, rather than
their support of the position preferred by the lecturer, would count toward grading.
The lecturer acknowledged her support of ecological justice, without explaining her
reasons prior to the assignment. In their assignments, aside from reflecting on the
debate, the students were asked to read literature representing different sides of the
debate, and to develop an argument supporting their own opinions. The students
had to define and discuss a number of terms, including different types of justice, and
consequently had to articulate and defend their stance towards the central proposition
statement.

Results: Student Assignments

In total, of the twenty-two students four explicitly stated their support for “justice
for people should come first”, seven supported “justice for the environment should
come first”, and the rest chose in-between positions. Relevant comments by students
are shown below.

https://www.youtube.com/watch%3fv%3doldnYTYMx-k
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Menno

Menno wrote an essay revealingly titled “Why I am an anthropocentrist”. Menno
opened his essay with the statement that despite his “strict absence of belief in a
higher power”, he believes that, to speak with Moore’s (1919) words, if a “mortal
was to hear the word of god, it would be in a garden at the cool of day”. However,
he states, “I have no choice but to state that I am a strict anthropocentrist”. This is
because the “environment, the ecosystem or individual non-human entities do not
have personhood” and “are not moral agents”:

It was disturbing to me that my fellow students seem to accept intrinsic value as a given;
it is not an undisputed principle in ethics, and treating it as such pollutes the discourse
surrounding environmentalism […] The environment is not a moral agent, and it has no
value aside from the value that people attach to it. The environment is, on the other hand,
worthy of ourmoral consideration, just because people value it. Justice for people thus comes
before justice for the environment.

Menno continues that therefore the environment, lacking personhood, has “no ability
to even perceive reality, and humans will have to make those judgment for it”:

The consequences of this paradigmare that, even if individual humans care about the environ-
ment, persons and by extension moral agents are the only entities that are able to understand
or express ethical concerns. The concept of ‘justice’ – for the environment or for people
– is thus inherently human. The environment cannot defend itself or evaluate its unethical
experiences. Biospheric equality can therefore not be attained fully.

If humanity has to survive, we have to realise our inherent connection to the environment and
thus find solutions to the potential ecological disaster […] I do, in fact, care a lot about the
environment. I have always had a special connection with nature. It inspires me. It sustains
me. It is the fruits of the environment that I reap, and therefore I shall fight for its conservation
[…]

I believe that, in many cases, preserving the environment, even if this results in a short-term
loss of human utility, does entail justice for people. Essentially, the issue of this debate
is a false dichotomy. I think we should find ways to aid the environment, grant it moral
consideration, and find a way in which justice for mankind and for the environment can
come together.

Eliza

In supporting her position that justice for people should come first, Eliza states
that, “Environmental protection can often be misused in such a way that the poor-
est or most vulnerable groups are hit the hardest […] creating, in a sense, a kind of
reversed environmental racism”. Eliza quotes Peluso (1993: 200) who argues: “some
state interests appropriate the ideology, legitimacy, and technology of conservation
as a means of increasing or appropriating their control over valuable resources and
recalcitrant populations”. Eliza also uses a case in South Africa where conservation-
ists, “applied a fixed carrying capacities for land allowing wealthier individuals to
benefit though exclusive access to land, at the expense of black, poor farmers”. The
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reason why environmentalism is imposed upon developing countries, she reasons,
is that, “Environmental protection policies often protect landscapes which do not
include cities or big factories, farms or companies, because these areas are already
too affected. However, the areas that they do protect are often inhabited by more
vulnerable groups”.

Eliza continues that justice for people should come first, “because of the fact
that people are different from all other organisms on this earth and are more morally
valuable, and practically because of the fact that environmental protection is misused
to repress minorities or poor communities”. She further argues:

Even though it is claimed that humans and other species are on the same levelmorally, we can
clearly see that from our development curve the morality of humans is fundamentally differ-
ent from that of animals […] Even though one might dislike an anthropocentric worldview,
it is the view that speaks most to the general public, and since democracy is currently the
most idealized way of governing a country, the general public must not be underestimated.
This is why I think that the convergence hypothesis might be the answer in the end.

Fatima

Fatima reflected in her essay on interdependency of all species, reflecting that this
interdependency “means that harming one species can eventually lead to harming
human species”. Fatima quoted Strang (2016: 268): “prioritizing the rights of man-
ufacturers or farmers to make short-term profits at the expense of the non-human
is likely to become very expensive for humans themselves.” Our interdependency
shows, Fatima continues, that it is “also in the interest of humans to protect the envi-
ronment”. However, she reasons, not all protection “results from instrumental value”.
The Red List of Threatened Species, Fatima reflects, includes “multiple species that
have no instrumental value”.

Why should we care about other species if all species only care about their own interests?
Why should we, as rational and selfish human-beings, not purchase our own interests, but
instead take into account the rights of other species too? A lion will not stop other lions
from killing deer or humans, so why should humans be treated differently? Fortunately, the
answer can be quite short. We as human beings are the most destructive species on earth,
but also the most intelligent form of life on earth.

We should strive towards a society in which justice for people does not come before justice
for the environment, for reasons that expose the immorality of such behavior, the unequal
distribution of environmental externalities… Our intelligent yet destructive behavior comes
with a certain responsibility to act. If we truly take our responsibility, human beings might be
able to leave something behind: it is justice for all… Initially, I thought that justice for people
should indeed come before justice for the environment. But when you rationally examine
the arguments, you realize that we do not have much grounds to stand on.
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Dorine

Dorine argued that humans are dependent on nature: “An intact natural environment
is also the basis for a sustainable, i.e. intra- and intergenerational just development
providing humane conditions”. Dorine continues that the degradation of soil or pol-
lution of water are, “negatively affecting human livelihood and development and thus
foster social injustice”. Thus, “a healthy biodiversity is no end in itself but a mere
means to support human well-being and living-standard”. However, Dorine notes,
“instrumental incentives for the protection of nature exclude those species that have
no direct use for human society”. Dorine sees the necessity to, “care for nature and
especially for sentient beings”, due to “human empathy as well as a basic notion of
what humans consider to be right and humane”:

How would humans feel if they imagine themselves in the position of animals; to be used
for the testing of chemicals or to be shot down as a hunting trophy? Even though the usage
of other species for nutrition is a natural necessity for survival many human societies are
exploiting animals for “unnatural” reasons or in a manner regardless of the capacity of
animals to feel joy and pain. Does this mean that humans should act on the principle: do as
you would be done by? Is it really possible to apply this principle to other species? […]

Ecological justice should not be neglected for two reasons: first, it can be seen as a necessary
condition for more social justice. Second, one can value nature as the basis and framework of
the existence of all biotic and abiotic beings. Both arguments are stressing the importance of
nature conservation but for two very different reasons: Anthropocentrism and ecocentrism
[…]

There are also some difficulties to define and implement concrete means to promote ecologi-
cal justice […]What is value and by what is it created? […] It appears ethically questionable
to promote justice among different groups of beings via the attempt to introduce ethics and
rights which are exclusively informed by the ideas of one group. Even among different
human cultures no consensus concerning the nature and scope of ethics and law exists.

Another question is: what is the scope of ecological justice, i.e. who and what should
be included: only animals or also plants or even inanimate things like water or soil? Are
pathogens included and if yes would that mean that the use of antibiotics and other medicines
which saved the lives of millions of people is morally wrong?

Moana

Moana reflected that our natural surroundings are, “our facilitators for survival, and
therefore, its acquisition of justice must supersede our own”. She elaborates that we
have a “circular relationship of dependence between ourselves and the environment,
upon which we are dependent, and it is dependent on us for its preservation”.

Therefore, ecocentric behaviour will also reap benefits for humanity, by promoting a sustain-
able usage of natural resources to promote human stability…We as humans are an intrinsic
part of nature and have a certain responsibility to the environment, and we can ultimately
benefit from the long-term commitment to environmental justice […]

Biospheric egalitarianism grants agency to those non-human species. This concept is not as
implausible as it may seem, as many institutions, such as slavery and racist-institutions were
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eradicated as legal practices, their motivations and actions now openly labelled as deplorable
[…]However, at the timeof their existence,many saw these institutions as necessary evils, yet
these attitudes have been drastically reversed within a century. Perhaps such a transformative
change could also occur within our interpretation of the genocide of non-human species, if
we are able to convince mankind that our position is not at the centre of the universe.

Kasim

Kasim reflects that, “we cannot assume that same defiance demonstrated with the
Civil Rights movement” can “occur by factory cows”. Hence, he reflects that we
should think of justice in two ways, as being applicable, “to those that can com-
municate” or due to the fact “that human beings also rely on ecosystem services
and biophysical resources to flourish, justify the necessity of non-human rights as
well?” He argues that “consumerist patterns are facilitated by over-exploitation of
resources”.

This is further aggravated by the growing population, anthropocentric attitudes, and the
ever-growing gap in social equality that seems to eclipse mainstream consideration for non-
human species […] In conclusion, justice for people and justice for non-human species are
both relevant and demonstrate that debates between the two undermine their dependence
on one another. Prioritizing humans overall indulges in anthropocentric ideas, which place
(wo)mankind as outside the realm of the environment. This also, does not consider the
long-term impact that ecological degradation will have on future generations. Furthermore,
eco-centric initiatives are significant, but can also overlook facets of western imperialism as
well as traditional and indigenous populations that depend on (conserved) forestry for their
livelihood. Therefore, reconciling both sides would make for a more fruitful debate.

Damien

Damien disagreed with the statement that, “justice for people should come before
justice for the environment”, explaining it by the fact that, “it is clear that we are
intrinsically linked to the environment”. He writes:

We will eventually damage ourselves and therefore, justice for the environment should
come first […] Foreign companies have used their wealth and influence to alter the politics
of regions and hence the environment. This is also because the environment is a common
pool resource good, and if it is not appropriated in the necessary ways, the whole world will
suffer. Only through beginning to solve the issue of the environment, can we save ourselves
[…]. To provide equality, nonhuman entities and the environment need to be considered
when making economic decisions as otherwise, it constitutes discrimination and a form of
environmental injustice. This is particularly true as they make up the vast majority of Earth’s
inhabitants, and that the survival of other species may hang in the balance.

On thewhole, the academic discourse on justice for people infers that themost disadvantaged
groups ought to have special rights to amend for these long-term imbalances. Nevertheless,
the inevitable short-term gain of saving the environment makes the need to prioritise justice
for the maligned, the minorities, the poor and the non-human even greater. Only through
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looking at the environment as a whole and dispensing the paradigm of anthropocentrism can
we begin to partake in the sustainable process of maintaining both social or environmental
equity.

Discussion

The students are grappling with the distinction between anthropocentrism and eco-
centrism. While saving nature for its ecosystem services is not an intrinsic value
approach, some students seem to think so. For example, Damien speaks of the envi-
ronment as “a common pool resource good” but simultaneously also of “dispensing
the paradigm of anthropocentrism”. There is good evidence in the assignments that
human dependence on nature is accepted as a fact. The students show some under-
standing that humans may not protect natural capital that is not obviously needed
for human survival, but appreciation of the intrinsic value is not always apparent in
the excerpts. As an example, Menno declares he is an anthropocentric but then he
argues that we should find ways to grant moral standing to nature.

Student assignments show the view that social, environmental or ecological jus-
tice often overlap. Damien, for example, speaks of, “sustainable process of main-
taining both social or environmental equity”. Norton’s (1984) convergence theory
finds reflection in some of the student assignments. However, while Norton’s conver-
gence hypothesis may find wide support among students, there is little evidence that
self-interest can achieve wider sustainability objectives (Rees 2008). While conver-
gence theory may be appealing because it panders to the idea that humanity is able
to rationally address sustainability challenges, empirical evidence shows that even
self-interested individuals do not necessarily act to avert climate change or crises of
natural resources (Rees 2008; Washington 2015).

The distinction between protecting nature for its intrinsic value on the one hand,
and for the fact that society is fully dependent on nature on the other is illustrated by
Kasim’s questions in regard to justice.He notes that human beings rely on “ecosystem
services and biophysical resources to flourish”, assuming that humans existentially
need nature. This does not, however, include understanding that nature should be
protected due to its intrinsic value. Other students see a negative loop in regard to
ignoring environmental problems and producing social inequality. Dorine, for exam-
ple, mentions the case of water pollution that fosters social injustice. She recognizes
that society is dependent on nature so degrading it will impact on society, especially
the poor.

Even self-proclaimed ‘anthropocentrist’ Menno is not fully anthropocentric, as
he is willing to see the short-term loss of human utility to protect nature. Presumably,
this is because it will benefit humans in the future, though he does not specifically
say this. Menno points out the complexity of assigning personhood (as discussed by
Strang in this volume, Chap. 8). Dorine also raises this point in posing the question
about the scope of ecological justice. Indeed, the question of who and what should
be included as morally significant, and the fact that intrinsic value is not a given
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(to quote Menno) remains large in other areas of conservation that involve practical
trade-offs, including treatment of invasive species or trophy hunting. The difficulty
of assigning (different) value to entities also translates into the difficulty of making
decisions in the name of nature (see also Chap. 11 in this volume byGray and Curry).

Menno feels that protecting the environment is necessary for all humans. Menno
is unclear when he says it is a false dichotomy, presumably he means it should
be a false dichotomy, as currently there is no dichotomy—as the anthropocentric
view of the world is dominant. Both Menno and Kasim conclude that we need both
ecological and social justice in order to address imbalances in human-environmental
relationships as well as facets of western Imperialism.

Eliza, on the other hand, does link environmental protection to repression of
“minorities or poor communities”. This point is reflected in Dorine’s observation
that it is, “ethically questionable to promote justice among different groups of beings
via the attempt to introduce ethics and rights which are exclusively informed by
the ideas of one group”. However, while Eliza states that environmental protection is
repressing humanminorities, Dorine is saying that the ethics of promoting justice via
the attempt to introduce rights informed by one species (i.e. humans) is questionable.
In this sense Dorine is using an ecocentric argument, saying that justice just for
humans is not ethical, and hence is not in agreement with Eliza, who takes essentially
the opposite position.

Eliza reflects that environmental protection policies often protect, “landscapes
which do not include cities or big factories”, but focus on areas that are still rel-
atively unaffected by industrial development, which are “often inhabited by more
vulnerable groups”. Admittedly, rewilding areas that have been industrially devel-
oped is more difficult than maintaining wilderness where native biodiversity remains
largely undisturbed. Many relatively untouched habitats are indeed found in the
tropics, which are characterized by high biodiversity richness (Noss 1992; Mathews
2016). However, Eliza can only see that some human groups live in wild places and
deserve justice, while not considering ecological justice for the nonhuman nature
that lives alongside them.

Indeed, the difficulty of restoring or rewilding areas in developed countries that
have already been deforested in previous centuries, turned into urban infrastructure
or used for intensive agriculture, is serious. The European and American Rewilding
groups and Nature Needs Half movement have done a great deal of good through
promoting nature’s right to exist (Kopnina 2016a; Wilson 2016; Dinerstein et al.
2017). Yet, these initiatives can hardly address the loss of biodiversity in areas where
it has been historically rich, or indeed to confront larger economic interests that see
“land” as productive property. In broader terms, this implies that imposing control or
management over weaker entities—other humans or nonhumans—becomes easier in
places or circumstanceswhere those in power assume themselves to be superior (Crist
and Kopnina 2014). This does not, however, mean that conservation as practiced
(through protecting tropical habitats and their inhabitants) in any way disadvantages
its human inhabitants. It is hard to see how impoverishing and degrading land cannot
but dispossess its human groups, not to mention the thousands of nonhuman beings
that depend on it.
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Unlike Dorine, Eliza is convinced that humans are indeed superior to other beings
as she states that we can, “clearly see that from our development curve the morality
of humans is fundamentally different from that of animals”. This presents a clear
anthropocentric stance that supports a hierarchy of living beings with one species
“on top”. Eliza’s point about the power of the “general public” (which she assumes to
be anthropocentric) in making political decisions is significant, especially in relation
to the (im)possibility of making democratic decisions on behalf on nonhumans. Like
Menno, she sees convergence as the only way to protect nature.

Similar to Menno and Eliza, Fatima thinks that humans are “exceptional”, but not
necessarily in terms of inherent superiority, but because they are, “the most destruc-
tive species, but also the most intelligent” and thus need to accept responsibility for
their actions. This seems in agreement with the idea of human exceptionalism, the
belief that humans are categorically or essentially different than all other animals
(Smith 2016). It is often argued on religious grounds, though secular arguments have
also been advanced. However, she also raises the interesting aspect of accepting
responsibility, which is in line with ecocentric philosophy’.

The students appear to have some difficulty in recognizing intrinsic values inde-
pendent of human utility. Indeed, Fatima and Dorine also recognize the dependency
of human welfare on ecological integrity (soil degradation or water pollution nega-
tively affect human livelihood). Moana’s idea of a “circular relationship” does not
seem to be exactly balanced or symmetrical. While we are dependent on the environ-
ment—that is, it sustains humanity, environment, on the other hand, it is said to be
“dependent on us for its preservation”—that is humans are in the position to destroy
it. Not destroying nature, however, is not ‘dependence’ but a practical necessity as
well as a recognition of ethical obligation.

While the majority of students are opposed to the statement: “Justice for people
should come first”, in fact, justice for people—especially the poor, vulnerable, or
minority communities are still seen as of paramount importance, as Damien’s essay
demonstrates.

Recommendations

In the future, it might be of value to require students to go out into nature (alone)
and report on their experience, as suggested by Louv (2011) and Bonnett (2013).
Somewhere away from people, where students can listen to the birds, the wind, the
insects, and ask themselves if this nonhuman nature has a right to continued exis-
tence? Louv (2011: 285) believes that what students recalled (or found new) from
such tripswas a: “sense of the unnoticedworld, of the possible, of hope”. Regrettably,
much of the surrounding area where students find themselves in The Hague offers
little original undisturbed nature (Kopnina 2013), with strict environmental manage-
ment of “cultural landscapes” seen as normative in the Netherlands (Van den Berg
and Koole 2006). The celebration of wilderness would thus require lecturers and stu-
dents to read, discuss and contemplate those writers who engage with nature not just
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as managed environments that form behind-the-window-background for classroom
activities, but as a moral entity requiring consideration of justice.

The following step in the development of ecological justice, as Moana reflects,
would be to follow civil rights movements, such as the ones that helped to abolish
slavery. Moana notes that at the time of the existence of discriminatory practices,
theywere seen as normative. Accepting recognition of the political and legal rights of
nature and/or nonhumans is indeed a necessary move, one supported by Schlosberg
(2007) and through Earth jurisprudence (Cullinan 2003).

Hence, in order to move forward, we need to embrace the notions of justice
based on conviviality (Abram 2010) and participation in relations between human
communities and non-humans. If the non-humans are to be entitled to a fair share
of essential goods (Mathews 2016), and their right to ‘flourish’ is recognized, the
inclusion of non-humans through eco-advocates within political systems would be
the next step. To achieve this pedagogically, one suggestion would be the in-class
discussion of how ‘human guardians’ or custodians of nature (discussed by Gray
and Curry in this volume, Chap. 11), can operate most effectively, even in highly
disturbed landscapes.

Ecocentric worldview also demands recognition of the intrinsic value of nonhu-
mans expressed through education targeted at the development of alternative (non-
economic, perhaps instructed by nonwestern traditions) values (Kopnina 2014b,
2016b).When talking about oppressed groups, ecocentric education needs to develop
students’ appreciation that the human poor are not the only oppressed group. Nonhu-
mans are also oppressed—sometimes to the point of extermination. Indeed, nonhu-
mans are not just ‘one’ of the oppressed groups (in Damien’s words, “the maligned,
the minorities, the poor”) but representatives of billions of living beings that deserve
planet-wide ecological justice.

Granted, considering that even acting out of self-interest does not sufficiently
address sustainability aims, asking students (or others) to act beyond self-interest in
the interest of other species independent of their utility does seem very challenging.
Yet, this challenge needs to be undertaken.

Conclusion

This chapter aimed to explain the connection between human wellbeing and the
wellbeing of nature on the basis of the debate in my course about social and eco-
logical justice. The assignment was intended as an exercise to ‘learn from students’,
with the aim of better understanding their reasoning about trade-offs and congruities
between social and ecological justice. Assuming that the exploration of young peo-
ple’s worldviews reveals larger patterns in environmental awareness, the examination
of assignments shows that students tend to seek congruities between human and envi-
ronmental interests. Despite differences between individual perspectives, and some
confusion, most students stressed both types of justice were needed, demonstrating
some willingness to engage with ecocentric ethics.
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The students’ views on social and ecological justice suggest ways in which the
educational curriculum could be improved to support environmental sustainability
and the ethical treatment of nonhuman nature via ecocentric perspectives. Pedagog-
ical strategies to further develop students’ appreciation of ecocentrism need to draw
on students’ understanding of human dependence on nature, and the interconnec-
tivity of concerns for the oppressed—both human vulnerable groups and millions
of nonhumans. Just having the opportunity to think about such issues will widen
the students’ views on ethical aspects of environmental problems. Another way of
deepening this may be through students spending time in and writing about nature,
and engaging in ‘role plays’ where students represent nature. Further discussion
of Earth jurisprudence and ecodemocracy would also help to expand an ecocentric
curriculum.

This study served as an opportunity to think and discuss anthropocentrism versus
ecocentrism, and how people depend on nature. One key aspect that emerged is
that despite confusion about the anthropocentrism-ecocentrism continuum, students
demonstrated compassion, and some allocated value and agency to nature. Hence
this writing exercise was valuable in getting students to think about the key ethical
issue of our times—the moral value of nature.
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Part III
Conservation Solutions



Chapter 11
Ecodemocracy and Political
Representation for Non-human Nature

Joe Gray and Patrick Curry

Contexts and Literature

Aswewitness the sixthmass extinction unfold, it is hard not to feel exasperated by the
lack of a say in human democracy for all the species and ecosystems that are suffering,
if not being destroyed outright, at the hands of humans (seeWashington 2018).We are
making decisions that have dramatic impacts on their fates without stopping to think
what they might want. But this does not need to be the case. This paper is intended
to contribute to the creation of political processes that recognize the intrinsic value
of non-human nature (a value that is independent of any benefits for humans). We
present, first, a review of the background—exploring where ecodemocracy fits into
broader political and ethical theory—and then turn to consider how representation for
non-human nature might be practically implemented in political processes. We are
considering a political scale ranging from local groups all the way up to international
alliances of governments—ecodemocracy can be put into practice at any of these.

There are several theoretical contexts for our discussion but our ability to engage
with them will be constrained by the need to leave room for what is most original
about what we have to offer. This concerns suggestions for systems and mechanisms
for democratically representing the interests of nature (using that word as shorthand
for the naturalworld, including but not limited to humans). Perhaps the largest context
is that of justice, including environmental justice—justice for humans as it relates to
environmental issues such as pollution—and ecological justice or ecojustice, where
the intrinsic value of non-human nature is also recognized (see Baxter 2005). How-
ever, a standard dictionary of politics comments that “Although it is clearly a matter
of great importance, ‘justice’ as a political value can really be analysed no further
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than to say that it requires a ‘fair’ distribution of goods” (Robertson 1993: 262). It
is therefore beyond our remit, the available space, and our current capabilities to
explore the issue farther, except to note that although ecojustice is clearly an impor-
tant part of ecocentrism, caution is required in using justice to advance ecocentric
values.

One reason is the fact that both environmental and ecological justice have been
overlooked, or actively ignored, in most of the justice discourse to date (Washington
et al. 2018). Another reason is that one of the most eminent political theorists of
the last century, John Rawls, made justice the cornerstone of his philosophy, yet
despite (or because of) this commitment, he was notoriously dismissive of attempts
to include animals, let alone more holistic natural entities, within its ambit (Rawls
1971). Andrew Dobson uses the same point—that “justice can only very arguably be
predicated of non-human natural beings”—to retain an anthropocentric concept of
ecological citizenship (Dobson 2003: 113). Finally, Derek R. Bell defends a concept
of “ecological justice” that is compatible with political liberalism but argues that
“liberal ecologism requires that we give priority to humans over nonhuman nature”
(Bell 2006: 216).What these points flagup is the amount ofwork still to bedone (some
of which is to be found elsewhere in this collection) on adapting the concept of justice
to ecocentrism, rather than sacrificing the latter in order to retain its anthropocentric
provenance.

The next context is democracy. Although arguably a subset of justice, it is another
huge and complex subject [“there is little agreement as to what is important in con-
stituting a regime as democratic”, observes another source (Scruton 1983: 116)]. For
our purposes it must suffice to say that by far the dominant modern understanding
and practice of democracy is representative democracy, where decisions are taken
by elected or delegated representatives, usually mixed with liberal democracy, using
constitutional measures to guard against a tyranny of the majority [a fear classi-
cally articulated by Mill (1859) in On Liberty]. This form of democracy has largely
elbowed aside direct and participatory democracy, in which citizens themselves take
the major decisions.

Direct democracy and participatory democracy overlap but are not identical. Par-
ticipatory democracy differs from representative democracy (where most citizens’
participation is limited to voting every few years) in being more actively involved
in decision-making processes, and it differs from direct democracy in allowing, or
encouraging, alongside standard mechanisms of representation, the use of public
enquiries, advisory referendums, consultative bodies, citizens’ panels and so on. All
of these can help foster deliberative democracy, in which decisions are arrived at
through a process of collective reasoning where competing arguments and view-
points are heard and debated. For this reason, participatory democracy is important
in the context of our project, andwhat we advocate is essentially amajor new addition
or extension. To that extent, we differ from Lidskog and Elander (2009), seeking to
address climate change democratically, who want participation and deliberation to
be constrained by democratic representation. However, they do favour ‘a patchwork
of multi-level governance’, which overlaps with our proposals.
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Arguably the oldest, most sophisticated and vigorous tradition of participatory
democracy is civic republicanism (see, e.g. Honohan 2002; Pettit 1997). Put at its
simplest, the emphasis of civic republicanism is on an actively self-governing citi-
zenry, non-domination by small, powerful and unaccountable elites, a wariness of
concentrations of power (including financial and economic power) and their cor-
rupting effects on a polity, and civic virtue; hence its affinity with virtue ethics as
opposed to either of ethics’ modern forms, consequentialist and deontological (see
Curry 2017: 52–60). It is also worth mentioning that there are two broad strains of
civic republicanism, ‘neo-Roman’ (rooted in the Roman Republic, Machiavelli and
the American Founders) and ‘Athenian’ (especially as articulated by Rousseau). Our
affinity is with the former, less absolutist and less utopian sort.

There is now a small but growing body of work on green republicanism, also
sometimes called eco-citizenship. Despite his anthropocentrism, there is much that
is valuable in Dobson (2003) and a great deal more in Barry’s more recent work
(Barry 2012, 2016). Other important contributions are Fremaux (2018) and Cannavò
(2018). One of us has also made an initial attempt to redefine community in an
eco-republican way (Curry 2000).

Let us turn to the smallest (but still important) theoretical context involved,
ecodemocracy. We proposed, back in 2015, the following definition of an ecocentri-
cally modified form of democracy, to be called ‘ecodemocracy’ for short (Gray and
Curry 2016: 21):

Groups and communities using decision-making systems that respect the principles of human
democracy while explicitly extending valuation to include the intrinsic value of non-human
nature, with the ultimate goal of evaluating human wants equally to those of other species
and the living systems that make up the ecosphere.

In our conception of ecodemocracy, consideration should be given to the intrinsic
value of not only the biotic parts of the ecosphere but the abiotic parts too (Gray
2013), such as landforms, rivers and soil. We were not the first authors to offer a
definitionof ecodemocracy.Back in1992, JanLundbergdescribed it as “restructuring
of our society for maximum conservation and equal rights for all species” (Lundberg
1992: 226). We acknowledge that there is a need to refine the definition (and this is
something that should be returned to), but the basic concept is clear. There is also
a need for various mechanisms that could operate at different geographic scales,
from local groups all the way up to international alliances of governments. At each
level, there is a need to recognize non-human stakeholders. Here, we believe that such
mechanisms are of fundamental importance to, in the words of Sarkki and Heikkinen
(2014: 116), “legitimately ‘close down’ decisions in order to resolve complex and
value-laden environmental conflicts” and so avoid legacies from current decision-
making processes “undermining the legitimacy of future decisions.” While Sarkki
and Heikkinen were writing of human stakeholders, their point remains relevant
when extended to include non-human stakeholders too.

At this point, we will head off the criticism that inevitably forms in some minds
when the idea of non-human stakeholders is posited: that non-human nature cannot
sensibly accept the moral obligations associated with the fairness-based underpin-
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ning of stakeholder processes. We counter the rebuttal of “stakeholder identity run
amok,” as Phillips and Reichart (2000: 191) branded it, by arguing that entitlement
for stakeholder status should come not from the capacity to understand fairness
(something which, in any case, can be easily covered by having human proxies) but
instead from the potential to be subjected to clearly unethical outcomes, such as being
driven extinct (Gray and Curry 2016). A similar challenge that we wish to head off
here is that since non-human stakeholders cannot authorize their representation or
be present in political discussion, they are outside the domain of representation. As
O’Neill (2006) observes on this point, legitimacy of representation can instead arise
epistemically, through the possession of knowledge of the interests of non-human
stakeholders.

As important a concept as we feel it to be, the literature to date on representa-
tion for non-human nature is relatively light. The key analysis published thus far,
perhaps, on this topic is to be found within Lundmark’s (1998) Ph.D. thesis, titled
‘Eco-democracy: A green challenge to democratic theory and practice’. A part of
Lundmark’s argument is that the rights of non-human biota call for their democratic
representation. She notes that “if natural entities have inherent worth, they can also
be argued to have interests, and according to established conceptions of democracy,
interests call for equal consideration in the democratic decision-making process”
(Ibid: 50). Citing the work of Burnheim (1995), Dobson (1996) and Mills (1996),
Lundmark discusses the idea of implementing equal consideration through having
human proxies for non-human nature. This, she writes, could be achieved by let-
ting “a random sample of people from the ‘ordinary’ electorate act on behalf of
non-humans” (Lundmark 1998: 52). Lundmark also considers the question of the
qualifications that are needed in order to be able to make effective moral judgements
on behalf of other life-forms. “Through science and experience,” she argues, “we
can increase our understanding of other species and maybe even uncover what they
want,” but “our ability to understand non-humans is primarily restricted to species
that are similar to us.” While, within an ecocentric worldview, we do not see any
such restriction on the scope of human empathy, it is a point worth noting as it may
be presented as a challenge to a broad implementation of ecodemocracy. Lundmark
(Ibid: 54) concludes her analysis of existing ideas on representation by observing
that it rests “on the assumption that it is possible for ‘ordinary people’ to understand
or, at least, feel empathy for other life-forms,” and that she did not detect any “mer-
itocratic undertones suggesting that governing should be left to an ‘environmental
elite’” (meritocracy is a form of representative democracy in which the representa-
tives are selected according to merit).

While not discussing practical elements of representation for non-human nature
to the same extent as Lundmark, Freya Mathews’s edited Ecology and Democracy is
nevertheless an important collection in this context. It sets out to investigate “whether
liberal democracies are, even in principle, capable of responding adequately to the
environmental challenge” (Mathews 1996: 1). After outlining the serious ecological
shortcomings of anthropocentric politics, Mathews argues that what is needed is:
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… a form of democracy dedicated to the maximisation of communication rather than prefer-
ence aggregation… [in which] nature becomes a co-respondent in the new system, capable
of sending signals which may be received and integrated into the deliberative processes
whereby policy is formed. In this way, nature becomes a party to the democratic process
(Ibid: 8)

What is at stake, as she points out, is not only an ecological polity but equally a
truly democratic one since democracy is taken outside just the human species.

In the same collection, Val Plumwood argues cogently that liberal democracy “is
unable to recognize that nature is not just another interest group or another speaker,
but the condition for all our interest and for all our speech” (Plumwood 1996: 142),
a sentiment that reinforces the aformentioned ideas discussed by Lundmark (1998).
But Plumwood also points out that “in a polity in which the privileged have the
sole or central role in decision-making, decisions are likely to reflect their especially
strong interest in maintaining processes destructive of nature.” If the needs of the
least privileged humans cannot effectively be voiced or considered, how much more
so will be ecological information, communities and values, which are seen as outside
the social contract altogether? The implication is that social justice and ecological
justice must proceed hand-in-hand. Otherwise, says Plumwood, “structuring into the
forms of democratic communication political speakers for the interests of nature”
will amount to an exercise in futility, “sowing the wind” (Plumwood 1996: 159).

Also relevant is Robyn Eckersley’s Environmentalism and Political Theory
(1992). This is a critique of political anthropocentrism that calls for a perspective
which “ensures that the interests of nonhuman species and ecological communities
… are not ignored in human decision making simply because they are not human or
because they are not of instrumental value to humans” (Ibid: 57). In later works, how-
ever (e.g. 2004), Eckersley seems to pull back from ecocentrism to a more cautious
position.

Finally, Dobson’s (2010) paper ‘Democracy and nature: Speaking and listening’
contributes an articulate plea for attentiveness, attunement and listening as neglected
virtues with particular urgency in a green political context. He deliberately doesn’t
address the question of how to get the voice of non-human nature heard, so to that
extent is not directly relevant here. However, he has important things to say, making
use of Latour (2004), on how to encourage the admission of nature to the charmed
circle of political subject-hood. (Latour’s own case is unfortunately vitiated by his
usual uncritical admiration for science and technology; the ‘nature’ he considers has
already been reductively defined as exhausted by scientific naturalism, and he is not
really interested in any other kind.)

Elsewhere (Gray and Curry 2016) have reviewed a broader range of suggestions
for green socio-political systems, running from eco-authoritarianism to eco-anarchy
(Hester 2010; Ott 2012; Melo-Escrihuela 2015). None of them, however, included
explicit recognition of ecocentrism and, more importantly for the present context,
none of them help us as regards representation for non-human nature.

Before we turn to consider the practicalities of implementing representation for
non-human nature in detail, let us consider two potentially disabling and over-riding
questions. The first is: “Why would anyone actually support such novel and demand-
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ing measures?” Some people might consider it sufficient to reply, with the doyen of
political studies, Max Weber, that “all historical experience confirms the truth that
man would not have attained the possible unless time and again he had reached
out for the impossible” (2008 [1919]: 207). Reasons to support ecocentric mea-
sures which are convincing for enough people will have to emerge from the work of
ecocentrically-inclined or at least sympathetic politicians, activists, educators, pub-
lic intellectuals and workers in all media. Most crucially, in our view, they need to
articulate (that is, both voice and link) two things: (1) the empirically and personally
evident signs of deepening ecological crisis, together with its anthropogenic causes,
and (2) the advisability of taking responsibility for those causes, given their ethically
contemptible effects on the natural world, including our fellow creatures. To the
extent that these realizations gain sufficient traction among a sufficient number of
people (a number impossible to define, of course, but none the less crucial for that),
experimenting with new political remedies will start to become sufficiently plausible
for it to happen.

The second potentially disabling question is: “What is the point of developing
mechanisms aimed at achieving ecocentrism inwhat is a largely anthropocentric soci-
ety?” Indeed, it would be dishonest for us to suggest that implementing ecodemoc-
racy is as simple as effecting changes to themechanics of decision-making processes.
Instead, for it to come to be fully realized, it is imperative that there is an accompany-
ing shift in human society to a more ecocentric worldview. Otherwise, even if it was
implemented and it achieved successes for ecocentrism in the short term, there are
no guarantees at all that it would be stable in the long run, especially with resource
pressures on humans and non-humans set to escalate over the coming decades (Crist
et al. 2017). That remains as a key challenge, but one that is outside the scope of our
paper.

We are willing, indeed eager, to be as “realistic” as possible, but not to give
that consideration the final say. We are mindful of Anderson’s (1995: 11) acute
observation, concerning calls to meet the demands of ‘realism’, even progressive and
indeed ‘green’ realism: “It is not hard to see how [such] arguments seek in the end
to draw radical ecology into the ‘conversation’ of bureaucracy and managerialism,
from which, once drawn in, it will go nowhere that ‘progress’ does not approve that
it should go.” Quite so, and given in addition the urgency of the ecocrisis, we have
therefore chosen to start not from what seems (by some sort of unspoken consensus)
“possible” to do and then cautiously extend it, but rather from where, if that crisis is
to be ameliorated, let alone stopped, we must end up: ecocentrism in action. That is
where we take our stand.
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Implementing Representation for Non-human Nature
in Practice

The key practical concepts relating to representation for non-human nature that
emerge from our literature review are:

• deliberativemethods (which could, but does not necessarily need to, involve human
proxies for non-human nature);

• human proxies given voting rights;
• and meritocratic principles [this last idea was raised, with a warning flag, by
Lundmark (1998)].

Of these, the simplest way, from a logistical perspective, to ensure that the intrinsic
value of non-human nature is considered in socio-political systems is the first one:
deliberative methods. Here, representation for non-human nature could work inde-
pendently of assigning proxy voting rights by instead simply allocating time in any
decision-making processes that is protected for the discussion of the intrinsic value
and rights of non-human nature. As O’Neill (2006: 271) notes, deliberative democ-
racy allows for “virtual representation” of non-human nature through the internaliza-
tion of wider interests. O’Neill (Ibid: 276) also opines that even where deliberative
democracy fails in resolving conflicts, it is valuable if it helps ensure that “hidden
conflicts are made explicit and silenced voices are heard”.

For this kind of deliberative democracy to be particularly effective, it would be
wise, we believe, to still appoint a number of humans who would be specifically
tasked with speaking for non-human nature in the discussions. This would help
ensure a high-quality discursive process (where ‘quality’ is related to achievement
of a broader ecocentric context). This is because, while anyone participating in the
discussions can of course consider the importance of intrinsic value in their own
inputs, having these proxies in place would help increase the likelihood that any
discussion does not become completely dominated by anthropocentric ideas.

The act of adequately representing another player in nature should not be seen as a
trivial one. Indeed, the undertaking of some form of deeper preparation is fundamen-
tal to the validity of the exercise.While this is particularly important for any ‘ordinary
citizens’ who may be acting as representatives for non-human natures, even those
with richer ecological expertise should not forego such an exercise. This preparation,
we feel, should combine both background reading and solitary reflection or medita-
tion (at an intensity suited to the individual), combined with group-based expressive
exercises. A part of this, where it is practical, should be spending time around what it
is that one is representing (if it’s the trees, for instance, then one or more trips to the
woods should be made). A well-formulated option for this process is a Council of
All Beings, which was conceptualized by John Seed (Rainforest Information Centre
n.d.) and Joanna Macy (Macy and Brown 2014), drawing inspiration from both the
philosophical writings of Arne Naess and Macy’s own ‘despair and empowerment’
workshops (Macy 1983) and Seed’s deep ecology workshops (Seed et al. 1988). In
short, it is a process designed to help participants step aside from their human identity
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and speak on behalf of another life-form. The Council of All Beings method was
originally applied not in a true political context but among groups of people wish-
ing to develop an emotionally richer response to Earth’s destruction, and to better
understand both their place in the ecosphere as humans and how they should behave.
Nevertheless, we think that it could be adapted to our purposes in regard to assisting
those who speak as proxies for non-human nature (see Box 1). Another option for
helping proxies prepare for their role may lie in video games. Alf Seegert, creator
of a course titled ‘Video Games and Storytelling’ at the University of Utah, has
argued that their potential extends to evoking empathy for other species (Seegert
2014). A game that he cites as being especially effective in this regard is Shelter
(Might and Delight, Stockholm, Sweden, 2013), in which the players take on the
role of a mother badger who is trying to keep her cubs safe during a hazardous jour-
ney (Seegert 2014). What is more important than any specific focus of their content,
he argues, is that the games can serve more broadly as training for taking a non-
human perspective (A. Seegert, pers. comm., 2018). Thus, it would not be necessary
to develop games specific to each context in which ecodemocracy was being applied.

Box 1: Preparing to Represent Non-human Nature Through a Council
of All Beings Approach
In marked contrast to ‘normal’ political discussion, a Council of All Beings
is a deeply spiritual process, involving breathing exercises, rituals of remem-
brance, mask-making and more. It may be necessary to lighten and simplify
the spiritual nature of the process, if those who are not used to such exercises
are going to be willing to fully immerse themselves in it (we say this reluc-
tantly and for pragmatic reasons only, knowing that it is stripping something
very important from the method). Seed et al. (1988) offer templates for these
workshops, including a full version that runs over a weekend. It is easy to recoil
at the suggested length, not least as it may dwarf the time given to the official
deliberative process that follows these preparatory exercises. We suggest that
if it is only possible to find, say, two hours to allocate to preparation, then this
would certainly be better than running nothing at all. At the same time, we
observe that if the thing being discussed is, for instance, whether or not to fell
a veteran beech tree, then even the full weekend might only be 0.0001% of
the time spent on the Earth by that tree. Thinking about it on the beech’s time-
scale suggests that a weekend is not such a long time. Whatever the format and
length that is opted for, it is ideal that everyone involved in the discussion does
at least some preliminary work towards developing empathy for non-human
entities, but, as a minimum, the human proxies will certainly need to take part
in the mental preparations, in order to do justice to their particularly important
role.

A way to extend the benefits of the discursive process in deliberative ecodemoc-
racy would be to assign stakeholder status and explicit voting rights to non-humans,
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whichwould, again, be achieved through human proxies. In our view, stakeholder sta-
tus could be assigned to species, ecological communities, or non-living components
of ecosystems such as water and soil. If this principle was applied to a general elec-
tion (just one of countless possible contexts for ecodemocracy), then people might
wish to be granted multiple votes to avoid sacrificing their right to speak on behalf
of themselves too. If, however, this was applied to a committee that was a subset
of the full voting population, then the same issue would not occur and so proxies
and voting non-proxies could each be given a single vote. The balance between the
number of human votes and those given to proxies for non-human entities (and how
those given to non-human nature are themselves divided) is a critical factor here.
In a fully ecocentric system (one designed to govern in the interests of all nature),
non-proxy humans might constitute only a very small proportion of the voting panel
for certain decisions [e.g. cutting down a beech (see Box 1)]. However, even if prox-
ies for non-human nature made up only a minority of the panel this would still be
better than having no proxies, and it would serve as a gateway to a more fully eco-
centric voting process. Arching over these discussions is the consideration that, as
with deliberative ecodemocracy, some form of spiritual or other mental preparation
would be necessary for the role of proxy to be adequately fulfilled.

Also of general relevance in this discussion is the issue of how the identity of
proxies would be decided upon. As mentioned earlier, Lundmark (1998) suggested
that random lot could be used. The other obvious means of appointing proxies would
be by election among volunteers for the roles. The pool of potential proxies would
vary with the context—for decisions affecting a local nature reserve, for instance, the
pool could be all individuals who have chosen to register as stakeholders or it could
be those volunteering in response to a call for candidates sent to locally registered
members of the electoral body. It is not possible to offer definitive recommendations
on the optimal mechanism for appointing proxies, because what we are proposing
is significantly different from traditional democracy, and the learnings do not neces-
sarily apply. Instinctively, however, it feels like it may be preferable to have proxies
who want to be proxies. What we do know is needed is practical experience of using
different methods, with the outcomes being reflected upon and the methods refined.

An alternative to having a number of individual proxies (appointed by random
lot or otherwise) would be to appoint a group of experts in ecology, environmen-
tal science and ethics, and to charge them with producing recommendations, where
decisions were needed, that reflected what they thought would be preferable from the
perspective of the community of life. If these recommendations were automatically
implemented then it would, of course, be a meritocracy, something that is anathema
to many. However, it would be possible to reduce the power of the expert group,
and thus revert the system to a more traditionally accepted form of democracy, by
appointing a second panel, formed of elected individuals, to similarly make rec-
ommendations on the topic, but where the significance of human wants and needs
would be considered in the traditional way (this would not, of course, necessarily
exclude nature conservation). The crux of this suggestion (in which we ensure that
the appointed experts are one step removed from the final stage of decision-making)
is in what we describe next—the mechanism for resolving disputes where the two
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panels disagreewith each other. Here, a jury of citizenswould be taskedwith deciding
whether, within an ecocentric context, the human desires were sufficiently important
to outweigh the needs of the community of life as a whole. It is crucial that this
jury understands the ecocentric remit of their task, as stated in a Charter for this
purpose, since otherwise the decision is not going to differ from that which would be
reached by traditional politicalmeans, and thus the system could not be described as a
form of ecodemocracy. Again, some form of mental preparation would be necessary,
especially for the jury of citizens but also for the members of the expert committee.

The set of mechanisms presented above is not intended as an exhaustive list.
Instead, it has illustrated that there are a number of means of achieving representation
for non-human nature, and it has allowed some of the key practical challenges to
be considered. This is the starting point for broader discussions. Other ideas to be
explored might include ‘veto’ powers for human proxies for non-human nature (to
give expression to the precautionary principle in regard to proposed developments).
We emphasize that ecodemocracy is a work in progress, yet a very necessary work.

Where Do the ‘Rights of Nature’ Fit In?

Within a broader ecodemocratic governance system, the mechanisms described
above for implementing representation for non-human nature could by comple-
mented by the intrinsic rights of non-human nature being written into a statute—
that is, for the rights of nature to be legally recognized. Partnering representa-
tion for non-human nature with legal rights for non-human nature [the latter as
in Earth jurisprudence (Bell 2003; Cullinan 2003)] offers a way of allowing political
decisions to be reached that account for the intrinsic value of non-human nature and
for legal levers to be in place to discourage ecological harm to non-human entities
granted such rights. In other words, the two concepts go hand in hand. Campaigners,
such as Polly Higgins, through her ‘Eradicating Ecocide’ (http://eradicatingecocide.
com/) and ‘Mission LifeForce’ projects (https://www.missionlifeforce.org/), are
working to gain the concept of rights of nature broad acceptance and widespread
implementation. Local victories are beginning to occur across the globe (e.g. Roy
2017). There is a growing body of literature on the topic (but tackling it is outside
the scope of our paper). We see Earth jurisprudence that legislates for the rights of
nature working hand-in-hand with an effective ecodemocracy.

Concluding Remark

We have discussed here where ecodemocracy fits in within broader theory and,
more practically, how representation for non-human nature within political decision-
making could be achieved. Aswe havemade clear, though, on-the-ground experience
of its implementation is, to our knowledge, minimal at present. [A rare case—and

http://eradicatingecocide.com/
https://www.missionlifeforce.org/
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one that we will need to wait to examine the learnings from—is that of the two
‘guardians’ appointed to act on behalf of the Whanganui river in New Zealand (Roy
2017); for more on this see Chap. 8 by Strang in the present volume.] Thus, while
there is still work to be done in refining the definition and scope of ecodemocracy,
it is far more urgent at this point to develop and test practical means of achieving
representation for non-human nature. Once we have a tried-and-tested ‘toolkit’, we
can begin to campaign with vigour for a broader implementation of ecodemocracy.
This will constitute a crucial piece in the jigsaw for fostering and implementing
ecocentrism.
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Chapter 12
The Spectrum of Wildness
and Rewilding: Justice for All

Reed F. Noss

I wish to speak a word for Nature, for absolute freedom and
wildness, as contrasted with a freedom and culture merely civil...
Henry David Thoreau (Walking, 1862: 592)

Introduction

I am fortunate to have had wild places close to home for most of my life, places
to which I could escape from the nerve-shattering madness of civilization. Woods,
creeks, ponds, old fields, pastures, abandoned limestone quarries—all places that
were damaged to varying degrees by humans but in which people do not now have a
dominating presence. None of these places could be called wilderness by any stretch
of the imagination. They are not natural areas in the pure sense of the term. They are
semi-natural, but they are wild. Processes as old as life on Earth still operate within
them, not completely overwhelmed by human activity and technology. And they are
quiet, except for the songs of birds, frogs, and insects, the bubbling of brooks, the
wind through the trees, and occasional sounds of automobiles, airplanes, or guns in
the distance. These have been places where, since childhood, I could relax but also
feel exhilarated, where I could contemplate difficult questions about life and death,
where I could exercise my body and break a sweat, and where I could hone my skills
as a naturalist. The other beings in a wild place, and even the rocks and waters, feel
like friends and family. I am never alone there.

Who on Earth does not need wild places? I suspect that, to be sane, nearly every-
one needs wild nature, whether they realize it or not. JohnMuir observed, “There is a
love of wild nature in everybody, an ancient mother-love ever showing itself whether
recognized or no, and however covered by cares and duties” (Muir, in Teale 1954:
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311). The growing literature on nature’s salubrious effects on human physical and
emotional health and intellectual development is persuasive (e.g. Kellert 2002; Louv
2011; Flies et al. 2017; Oh et al. 2017). Wild areas, however, have many important
values aside from enhancing human well-being. The most essential value is pro-
viding habitat to wild species—each one valuable for its own sake—and sustaining
ecological and evolutionary processes fundamental to all life. The “extinction of
experience” (Pyle 1978) and alienation from nature that accompanies urbanization
and extensive loss of wildlands is a great social injustice as well as a root cause of
the biodiversity crisis.

In this chapter I review the concept of wildness, particularly how it applies to con-
servation ethics, biodiversity preservation, and ecological justice (sensu Washington
et al. 2018). I accept the common definition of wildness as the quality of being wild,
undomesticated, or untamed. Wildness is a relative rather than an absolute quality.
It can be recognized within many different landscape contexts and across spatial
scales ranging from vacant lots, back yards, and city parks to immense wilderness
areas with intact food webs, megafaunal assemblages, disturbance regimes, and bio-
geochemical processes. Wildness is critically important to protect and to restore (i.e.
rewilding) across all of these contexts and spatial scales. To fully serve itsmost essen-
tial functions (providing habitat to native species and sustaining natural processes)
wild natural and semi-natural sites must collectively encompass a vast area. How
much area is enough varies regionally and depends on the ecological and land-use
context. Nevertheless, as discussed later, estimates based on sound science suggest
approximately half of an average ecoregion, and of earth as whole, must be protected
to meet well-established conservation goals. Moreover, it is a sensible policy alter-
native for providing justice to as many species as possible, including humans, on a
deteriorating planet (Kopnina 2016).

Wildness: From Vacant Lots to Vast Wilderness

Wildness and wilderness are not the same thing. Wilderness, as defined in the land-
mark U.S. Wilderness Act of 1964, is, “an area where the earth and its community of
life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain”
(http://legislink.org/us/pl-88-577). Although not a common term, “untrammeled” is
a perfect way to describe wilderness; it means not hindered or restrained. Lack of
hindrance and restraint of nature by humans is a fundamental attribute of wilderness.
The U.S. National Wilderness Preservation System is the largest network of strictly
protected lands in the world, now encompassing 110 million acres (445,154 km2)
(Tricker and Landres 2018). Similar systems of wilderness areas exist around the
world, some of which go by the name of wilderness but in other cases are national
parks or other protected areas that meet the criteria for wilderness. The IUCN recog-
nizes the distinct qualities of wilderness in its protected area categorization. Wilder-
ness areas (Protected Area Category Ib) are, “usually large unmodified or slightly
modified areas, retaining their natural character and influence without permanent or

http://legislink.org/us/pl-88-577
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significant human habitation, which are protected and managed so as to preserve
their natural condition” (IUCN 2008).

A wilderness is a self-willed landscape (Nash 2001), an intact place that operates
largely free of human control. Most true wildernesses are able to escape domination
by people because they are large, remote, legally protected, or some combination
of these qualities. Although most wilderness areas are affected to some degree by
anthropogenic impacts such as air pollution and global climate change, wilderness
is no place for industrial-scale activities (Allan et al. 2017) or for any commercial
activities or intensive recreation that degrade its ecological health or wild character.
The U.S. Wilderness Act, for example, stipulates that wilderness areas, “shall be
administered for the use and enjoyment of the American people in such manner
as will leave them unimpaired for future use and enjoyment as wilderness, and so
as to provide for the protection of these areas, the preservation of their wilderness
character” (http://legislink.org/us/pl-88-577).

All wildernesses are wild areas, but not all wild areas qualify as wilderness.
Wildness is a broader and more accommodating concept than wilderness, but it is
just as necessary to the human spirit and to biodiversity (Noss 1990). Importantly,
wildness encompasses muchmore land, water, and species diversity than wilderness.
I worry that some purist wilderness defenders set so high a bar that they are not
interested in protecting smaller, moremodifiedwild areas that serve as critical habitat
for wild species and which are usually muchmore accessible to humans—a desirable
attribute if we want people to fall in love with nature (Miller 2006). Henry David
Thoreau’s Walden Pond was not wilderness. It lies only 2.25 km from the center of
Concord, Massachusetts, which even in the mid-19th century was a bustling town.
But consider what Thoreau sought and found at Walden Pond: “I went to the woods
because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if
I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had
not lived” (Thoreau 1854: 343). In his essay “Walking,” published one month after
his death from tuberculosis at the age of 44, we find not only one of his most-quoted
lines, “In wildness is the preservation of the world,” but also, more emphatically,
“Give me a wildness whose glance no civilization can endure” (Thoreau 1862: 609,
610).

Like probablymost conservationists, I have always hadmyownpersonalWaldens.
I would not have survived long without such places. But my survival, or yours, or any
person’s is not the primary reason for allowing wildness to persist in the landscapes
we inhabit in addition to those far away. The fundamental and indispensable role
of wild natural and semi-natural areas in this time of mass extinction is to provide
habitat for wild species. Wild areas serve as refugia within which species can hold on
through the collapse of civilization and perhaps later recolonize their former territory.
Not all species require wildness, of course. Some species are synanthropic: they live
with humans. Beyond our specialized parasites, such as the two species of Demodex
mites found only on human eyelashes and the sebaceous glands connected to them,
are quite a few opportunistic species that have come to depend on human-altered
habitats. There are also those species humans have domesticated, which provide us
meat, milk, hides, transport, and companionship.

http://legislink.org/us/pl-88-577
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Most species are tolerant of some level of human activity. Nevertheless, themajor-
ity of species still require secure and essentially wild places to reproduce or per-
form other life history functions. In Florida, where I live, several bird species are
associated with anthropogenic habitats. Some are of conservation concern, such as
the state-Threatened Florida sandhill crane (Antigone canadensis pratensis) and the
federally-Endangered (i.e. under theU.S. Endangered SpeciesAct)wood stork (Myc-
teria americana). Both of these species are often seen in roadside ditches, retention
ponds, front lawns, and McDonald’s parking lots. Pushed out of their original habi-
tats, they showed the flexibility to adapt to anthropogenic habitats. Their apparent
preference for human habitats is misleading, however, because both species require
wild wetland sites with minimal human interference in order to nest and fledge their
young. Without secure wildness, they would decline to extinction.

The Florida populations of the federally-Threatened crested caracara (Caracara
cheriway) and state-Threatened Florida burrowing owl (Athene cunicularia flori-
dana), both of which presumably migrated to Florida from western North America
during the Pliocene or Pleistocene, probably once depended on grasslands grazed
by now-extinct megaherbivores (Noss 2013). Today we find them in cattle pastures,
with the caracara hiding its nest in the tops of isolated palms or oaks and the burrow-
ing owl nesting in burrows, sometimes in mowed lawns as well as pasture. Research
shows that the vast majority of caracara nest sites in Florida are on private cattle
ranches; paradoxically, caracara appear to prefer non-native pasture to native grass-
lands (Morrison and Humphrey 2001). Pastures have low-stature grasses, which suit
these birds because they often forage bywalking.Whenever I see caracara or burrow-
ing owls, I visualize vast herds of mammoths, mastodons, giant ground sloths, and
other immense beasts roaming the ancient Florida grasslands. Both species require
secure nesting sites free from direct human disturbance. Fortunately, most of the
large cattle ranches of Florida provide considerable wildness and protection from
such disturbance.

Wild species are associated with a broad spectrum of wildness, from remnant
patches of vegetation within urban and agricultural landscapes at one end to immense
wildernesses on the other.Most species fall somewhere in themiddle and utilize small
to large patches of natural or semi-natural habitat within a human-altered landscape
matrix. Mammals such as black bear (Ursus americanus), bobcat (Lynx rufus), and
river otter (Lontra canadensis) usually require relatively large patches. And because
these animals have large home ranges and disperse fairly long distances, the patches
must be connected by habitat corridors or by a relatively permeable landscape matrix
such as managed forest or rangeland. The presence of viable populations of these
species in a region is an indicator that a considerable degree of wildness remains.
Loss, fragmentation, and alteration of habitats by humans have eliminated these
species from many landscapes across North America, especially in the eastern and
midwestern United States and much of southern Canada (Reid 2015). Moreover,
these animals are vulnerable to persecution from humans, including legal and illegal
hunting and trapping, as well as road mortality. The latter increases relentlessly
with expansion of road networks and traffic volume (Forman and Alexander 1998).
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In some areas, populations have rebounded with recovery of native vegetation, a
testimony to the power of rewilding (see following section).

At thewildest end of the spectrum are speciesmostly associatedwith largewilder-
nesses with limited access to humans (i.e., roadless or with very low road density),
not so much because they prefer wilderness, but because people actively perse-
cute them everywhere else. In North America, these wilderness-associated species
include large or medium-sized carnivores such as gray wolf (Canis lupus), grizzly
bear (Ursus arctos horribilis), wolverine (Gulo gulo), Canada lynx (Lynx canaden-
sis), and puma (Puma concolor) (Noss et al. 1996). The puma, however, has adapted
reasonably well to human-inhabited landscapes in much of North America, so long
as it has secure den sites and movement corridors (e.g., Dickson et al. 2005). The
pronghorn (Antilocapra americana) does not require strict wilderness, but it needs
large unfragmented shrub-steppe or grassland with minimal human activity or struc-
tures such as roads and fences; indeed, pronghorn perceive high-traffic roads as a
risk (Gavin and Komers 2006). These examples suggest that maintenance of the full
suite of species native to any ecoregion requires protection or restoration of substan-
tial areas of connected wild habitat (Noss and Cooperrider 1994). Regions heavily
dominated by intensive agriculture or cities retain mostly species associated with the
domesticated or weedy end of the wildness gradient.

Although all species ultimately have equivalent intrinsic value, at any given place
and time conservationists usually should concentrate on those species most threat-
ened by human activities (Diamond 1976), and these are often species requiring
large, wild landscapes. For all species on Earth to survive, protected areas must
encompass the entire wildness spectrum, ideally with large blocks of wilderness in
each ecoregion, but not neglecting small sites. These small sites occur not only as
patches of remnant vegetation in heavily developed landscapes, but also sites in var-
ious landscapes with atypical physical conditions and species assemblages. Many
local endemic species, for instance, are found only within small patches of unusual
habitat, such as extreme soils (Rajakaruna 2004; Noss 2013).

Rewilding: Should We Return to the Original Meaning?

Hope and the future for me are not in lawns and cultivated fields, not in towns and cities, but
in impervious and quaking swamps.

Henry David Thoreau (Walking, 1862: 611)

Can we bring back the impervious and quaking swamps that have been lost to civ-
ilization and thereby restore justice to the creatures whose homes we have defiled?
Rewilding, as the word implies, means bringing back wildness. At least it should
mean this. Many disparate concepts of rewilding are discussed within the conser-
vation community (Johns 2016), which has led to considerable confusion about its
meaning and goals. The earliest application of the rewilding idea did not use that
term, but rather “wilderness recovery.” Wilderness recovery was proposed for sev-
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eral regions of North America in various articles in the Earth First! journal during
the 1980s. One of the more detailed proposals, for the State of Florida, noted the
irony that activemanagement is now required to restore wilderness character inmany
regions, including such actions as, “removal of roads, structures, and other intrusions;
reestablishment of original drainage patterns; reintroduction of large predators and
other missing ecosystem components; and guarding against human trespass, poach-
ing, and overuse” (Noss 1985: 18).

Restoring populations of apex predators quickly became the hallmark of wilder-
ness recovery, for the simple reason that these species are usually the first to disappear
as an area loses its wilderness character through road-building or other increases in
human access. In the early 1990s Dave Foreman (e.g. Foreman 1992, 2004) substi-
tuted the term rewilding for wilderness recovery. The term, however, was apparently
first used in a 1990 article inNewsweek magazine, which discussed the desire of rad-
ical environmentalists to protect or restore to a wild condition at least one-third of the
North American continent (Foote 1990). In the first full article on rewilding (by that
name), Soulé and Noss (1998: 2) noted that, in contrast to conventional biodiversity
conservation focused on representation of vegetation or physical features and pro-
tection of special biotic elements, rewilding involves the, “restoration and protection
of big wilderness and wide-ranging, large animals—particularly carnivores.” Car-
nivores were emphasized because they often regulate food webs through top-down
control, that is, they serve as keystone species (Terborgh et al. 1999). Moreover,
due to their large body sizes and sensitivity to human persecution, large carnivores
typically require very large or interconnected landscapes with limited human access
(Noss et al. 1996), that is, a high degree of wildness.

Some authors have expressed concern about the emphasis on large carnivores in
rewilding proposals. Reliance on the hypothesis that carnivores are keystone species
is a potential weakness of the rewilding paradigm, because sometimes apex preda-
tors regulate food webs and sometimes they do not (Nogués-Bravo et al. 2016). In
some ecosystems, bottom-up control by climate, other physical factors, nutrients,
or plant diversity is equally or more important than top-down control by predators
(Frederiksen et al. 2006; Scherber et al. 2010). A more defensible proposition might
be simply that wild ecosystems with intact food webs, including apex predators,
and natural processes have value for their own sake, and they are now exceedingly
rare. Thus, we have an ethical obligation to restore such ecosystems wherever we
can. Because large carnivores with enormous area requirements are often umbrella
species, whose protection will bring along many other species (Noss et al. 1996),
their emphasis in rewilding proposals is well-justified.Moreover, large carnivores, as
well as some large herbivores, often serve as indicators of unfragmented landscapes
and as flagships for conservation initiatives (Dalerum et al. 2008). People in general
find these beasts charismatic and exciting.

The original meaning of rewilding was muddled with the publication of a con-
troversial essay in Nature in 2005, which used the term to refer to the experimental
introduction to North America of megafauna from other continents, such as ele-
phants (Donlan et al. 2005). The reasoning is that these species represent the closest
living relatives of animals that went extinct in North America during the late Pleis-



12 The Spectrum of Wildness and Rewilding: Justice for All 173

tocene, approximately 13,000 years ago, due at least in part to human hunting. These
species probably played critical ecological roles on this continent (Donlan et al.
2005). Subsequently, to many people rewilding became synonymous with Pleis-
tocene rewilding and was considered impractical as well as dangerous because of
the uncertain impacts of introduced species on native ecosystems, among other con-
cerns (Nogués-Bravo et al. 2016). Retaining the original meaning of rewilding—the
restoration ofwildness—and emphasizing recovery (including reintroductions, when
necessary) of extant native species first and foremost, seems sensible. Thus, bison
would come before elephants and wolves and puma before African lions in rewilding
North America.

Today rewilding is discussed mostly in terms of reintroducing native species to
restore ecological functionality, although in some cases, “a rewilding translocation
could also take the form of a conservation introduction through ecological replace-
ment using suitable substitute species” (Seddon et al. 2014: 411). In portions of
Europe, for example, domestic cattle, horses, and ponies have been introduced as
substitutes for extinct native herbivores (Gillson et al. 2011). Restoration of truly
wild conditions and viable populations of large carnivores is often absent from these
proposals. Indeed, Seddon et al. (2014: 411) advise us to move away from, “increas-
ingly unobtainable concepts of self-sustaining wildlife populations within pristine
landscapes untouched by human influence” and accept the alternative approach of,
“restoring and sustaining species and their habitats, possibly in novel configura-
tions, with ongoing management.” While I acknowledge that this approach is the
more realistic one for many human-dominated landscapes, genuine opportunities to
restore complete, naturally functioning wilderness in many regions around the world
should not be ignored or trivialized.

What I see most blatantly missing from the current rewilding agenda is attention
to wild natural processes aside from predation and herbivory. Fire and other natural
disturbances are among the most critical of these processes and are supreme expres-
sions of wildness. Although restoration of natural disturbance regimes was implicit
or explicit in early wilderness recovery and rewilding proposals (see Noss 1992), it
is not prominent in recent discussions.

In general, natural disturbances are just as important as apex predators inmaintain-
ing ecological integrity (Pickett and White 1985; Baker 1992; Noss and Cooperrider
1994; Noss 2018). Disturbance regimes often must be actively restored in degraded
landscapes and, except in very large blocks of habitat, must be managed in perpe-
tuity. Fire is a particularly important process, which has been on Earth for some
420 million years as a dominant ecological and evolutionary force in many types of
ecosystems worldwide (Pausas and Keeley 2009; He and Lamont 2017). Not only
species, but entire ecosystems have evolved to become fire-dependent, in the literal
sense that they would disappear in the absence of fire. In many regions restoring the
fire regimes with which species evolved over thousands to millions of years would
arguably do more to restore overall biodiversity than any other single action (Noss
2018). In some ecosystems, though, fire is nowmore abundant than historically, with
negative effects on native species. Human-set fires in moist tropical forests can be
highly destructive (Nepstad et al. 1999), as can fires in North American sagebrush
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steppe, which have becomemuchmore frequent due to invasion by highly flammable
non-native grasses such as cheatgrass (Bromus tectorum) (Shinneman and McIlroy
2016). Fire activity is declining globally, however, mostly due to human popula-
tion growth and agricultural expansion, and this decline is likely to continue despite
climatic conditions becoming more favorable to fire (Andela et al. 2017).

Just as there is a spectrum of wildness, there is also a spectrum of rewilding.
At the far end of the spectrum is wilderness recovery (Noss 1985), which implies
restoration of true wilderness conditions in large and interconnected blocks of land
that are essentially able to manage themselves with natural disturbance regimes
and predator-prey interactions. Because some disturbance regimes (such as fire in
boreal forests) as well as the population processes of large carnivores operate on
scales of millions of square kilometers (Noss and Cooperrider 1994), this scale of
rewilding is not possible in many ecoregions within the near future. Nevertheless,
it is essential that we pursue this option where feasible. Closer to home, we can
bring back a degree of wildness by not mowing our lawns and be amazed by the
diversity of plants and pollinators that gradually overtake it. At intermediate scales,
in landscapes with patches of natural or semi-natural habitat embedded in a human-
dominated matrix, rewilding should include three fundamental actions, beginning
with: (1) enlargement of patch size by adding area to small nature reserves and
restoring native vegetation; and (2) restoration of functional connectivity among sites.
Restoring connectivity can create a whole greater than the sum of its parts, in that
small reserves by themselves cannot maintain viable populations of area-demanding
species, but a network of connected sites might provide enough habitat to support
viable populations or metapopulations (i.e. systems of populations connected by
occasional dispersal) (Noss and Harris 1986; Noss and Daly 2006). With reserves
enlarged and interconnected, the third action can be implemented: reintroduction
of extirpated species and management (e.g. controlled burning) to simulate natural
disturbance regimes.

How Much Is Enough?

A 1:1 ratio of natural to developed environment would provide a basis for an optimum
environmental-use program.

Odum and Odum (1972: 183)

The current ratio of protected to exploited land in the United States is a lopsided 5:95. I
would suggest 50:50 as a more reasonable compromise.

Noss (1991: 121)

Justice demands setting aside at least half Earth’s lands and seas for nature, free from intensive
economic activities.

Kopnina (2016: 176)

How much wild area is needed to minimize extinctions and provide ecological
justice for all species? In his 2016 bookHalf Earth, E. O.Wilson proposed protecting
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half of the biosphere in order to save the vast majority of species (Wilson 2016).
Surprisingly, this proposal is considered by many conservationists and others a new
and radical idea. The three quotations above show that suggestions to protect at least
half of the Earth extend back several decades before Wilson’s book and continue
today, often in the name of ecological justice. Wilson did not invent the idea of
Half Earth, but built on the legacy of others. Nevertheless, because he is deservedly
such a well-respected figure, Wilson did a great service by bringing this bold but
biologically defensible goal to a broad audience, perhaps ultimately making it more
acceptable to society. Below I review some of the history of proposals to protect on
the order of half the Earth as wild or natural area, showing that this idea is not so
radical after all, but rather follows from solid research and reasoning. And it just
might be attainable.

Until recently most widely publicized targets for land protection were based more
on political or pragmatic judgments than on science. And they were excessively
modest. The 1982 World Parks Congress in Bali urged governments to protect 10%
of their land area, with no specific justification for this percentage (Noss 1996).
The 12% target proposed by the Brundtland Commission of the United Nations
amounted to a tripling of global protected area at that time, which was about 4%
(World Commission on Environment and Development 1987). The 12% target was
deemed politically feasible, but it was also assumed to be biologically adequate so
long as protected areas captured representative samples of all global ecoregions.

The most recent global policy that set targets for protection arose from the 2010
meeting of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), a multilateral treaty. In
particular, Aichi Target 11, one of 20 policy targets adopted by the Convention,
states: “By 2020, at least 17 per cent of terrestrial and inland water areas and 10% of
coastal and marine areas, especially areas of particular importance for biodiversity
and ecosystem services, are conserved through effectively and equitably managed,
ecologically representative and well-connected systems of protected areas and other
effective area-based conservation measures, and integrated into the wider landscape
and seascape” (Convention on Biological Diversity 2010). Target 11 is a modest
improvement over previous policy targets for land and water protection, but it is best
viewed by conservationists as an interim goal—a step in the right direction, but only
a small step. Target 11 is science-based only in its language. Truly science-based
conservation plans and the informed judgments of conservation scientists almost
always result in much higher percentages of land allocated to nature conservation
than political targets such as Aichi (Svancara et al. 2005; Noss et al. 2012).

When did truly science-based, or at least science-informed, targets begin to
emerge? To my knowledge, the first publication that offered a science-based pro-
tection target was an overlooked paper by the eminent ecologist brothers E. P. and H.
T. Odum. Based on what we would today call an ecosystem services argument, the
Odums suggested that half of each region be kept as natural area (Odum and Odum
1972). They acknowledged that aesthetic, recreational, religious, and cultural values
have sometimes provided sufficient justification for conservation of large areas of
land. They reasoned, however, that with rapid technological and population growth,
these arguments would no longer suffice. Rather, nature must be valued for its sup-
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port of human civilization. To this end they developed an “ecosystem management
model” for South Florida derived from systems ecology. Themodel considered flows
of energy and materials between developed and natural lands and the long-term sus-
tainability of life-support systems. Beyond their argument for, “1:1 ratio of natural
to developed environment” in South Florida (Odum and Odum 1972: 183), they
offered a bold general recommendation: “Until this kind of systems analysis proce-
dure can be refined and becomes a basis for political action, it would be prudent for
planners everywhere to strive to preserve 50% of the total environment as natural
environment” (Odum and Odum 1972: 183).

The argument of Odum and Odum (1972) was anthropocentric and did not explic-
itly consider biodiversity or welfare of nonhuman species (i.e., ecological justice).
An ecocentric ethic holdsmore promise for protecting nature on a vast scale (Kopnina
et al. 2018). The modern field of conservation biology began to develop a few years
after the Odums’ paper. Conservation biology was marked from the beginning by
a biocentric or ecocentric philosophy, which recognizes intrinsic value in nature as
fundamental, while not ignoring nature’s many other values and services to humans
(Soulé 1985;Meine et al. 2006; Piccolo et al. 2018). The idea that the land as a whole
has intrinsic value is not new; indeed, it was a central tenet of Aldo Leopold’s land
ethic (Leopold 1966 [1949]), as well as being implicit in the writings of Thoreau,
Muir, and other nature writers. Legitimate conservation biologists seek to ensure that
no additional species go extinct due to human actions and that evolutionary processes
continue (Noss and Cooperrider 1994; Wilson 1999).

Four well-accepted goals emerged from the early years of conservation biology:
(1) represent all native ecosystem types and seral stages across their natural range of
variation; (2) maintain viable populations of all native species in natural patterns of
abundance and distribution; (3) maintain ecological and evolutionary processes; and,
(4) be responsive to short-term and long-term environmental change and maintain
the evolutionary potential of lineages. Focusing on these goals, Noss (1992) sought
to determine how much of a given region, and in what configuration, should be
protected or managed with biodiversity conservation as a primary objective. While
recognizing that, “each region must be assessed individually,” Noss (1992: 15) gen-
eralized that, “at least half of the land area of the 48 conterminous states [of the U.S.]
should be encompassed in core reserves and inner corridor zones…within the next
few decades.” A more thorough review concluded that, “most regions will require
protection of some 25–75% of their total land area … assuming that this acreage
is distributed optimally with regard to representation of biodiversity and viability
of species and well connected within the region and to other reserve networks in
neighboring regions” (Noss and Cooperrider 1994: 168).

The question of “howmuch is enough?” is not an entirely scientific question—val-
ues, worldviews, ethics, and socioeconomic factors also come into play—but it can
be addressed empirically by applying the principles and analytic techniques of sys-
tematic conservation planning (Margules and Pressey 2000; Kukkala and Moilanen
2013). This is when generalizations no longer suffice and when ecoregion-specific
studies, plans, and protection targets are essential. Several factors make some ecore-
gions more demanding than others in terms of the extent of land protection needed
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to meet similar sets of conservation goals. These factors include population viability
of the most area-demanding species; topography and other physical heterogeneity;
level of endemicity (i.e. number of species found in the ecoregion but nowhere else);
beta diversity (the differences or turnover in species composition among sites); the
spatial scale of natural disturbance regimes; and the amount of land in the region
already protected, converted to human land-uses, or unprotected but not yet converted
(Noss 1996). A heterogeneous ecoregion packed with endemic species will require
more protected area than a more homogeneous ecoregion with few or no endemic
species. An ecoregion that is still largely intact can affordmore protected area than an
ecoregion that has been extensively converted to agriculture or urban development.
Importantly, “protected” does not usually mean human-free or unmanaged, but it
does mean the needs of the native biota come first in the design and management of
landscapes (Noss and Cooperrider 1994; Noss 1996).

A review of systematic conservation planning found that, “recent comprehensive
conservation plans have delineated around 50% or more of regions for nature con-
servation” (Pressey et al. 2003: 122). Noss et al. (2012: 2) reviewed the literature and
confirmed that, “In contrast to policy-driven targets, scientific studies and reviews
suggest that some 25–75% of a typical region must be managed with conservation
of nature as a primary objective to meet goals for conserving biodiversity.” Address-
ing their conservation biology peers, they stated, “Nature needs at least 50%, and it
is time we said so” (Noss et al. 2012: 4). Thus, the Nature Needs Half movement
(Locke 2014; https://natureneedshalf.org) was born, with the goal of protecting 50%
of Earth by 2050.

Just how impractical is the “at least 50%” recommendation? Perhaps not so
impractical after all. Dinerstein et al. (2017) prepared a revised classification and
map of the Earth’s 846 terrestrial ecoregions and assessed progress toward the goal
of protecting 50% of the terrestrial biosphere. Encouragingly, 12% of the ecoregions
already exceed half protected, with many having sufficient unaltered habitat to move
well beyond 50%. Although these ecoregions are concentrated in the tropical and
subtropical moist forests and tundra biomes, 12 of the 14 global biomes have at least
one ecoregion that has achieved this status. The take-away message from this study
is that more than three-quarters of the Earth’s ecoregions already have achieved, or
could achieve with rewilding, the status of half protected.

Another study shows that current protected areas plus unprotected wilderness-
quality lands with a very small human footprint (<3.3 on a scale of 0–50) already
encompass approximately half of Earth (Pimm et al. 2018). The problem is that most
protected areas (especially large ones) are located inwilderness landscapes,which are
generally cold, dry, high-elevation, or otherwise unproductive for agriculture (Scott
et al. 2001). Even when supplemented with the remaining unprotected wilderness,
protected areas inadequately represent the world’s species, most of which have small
ranges (i.e., endemics) and are located in warmer and more productive regions with
relatively high levels of human population and associated habitat loss; such regions
are known as biodiversity hotspots (Myers et al. 2000; Mittermeier et al. 2011; Noss
et al. 2015). Only five regions, comprising tropical moist forests, tropical woodlands,
and subtropical deserts, have globally high biodiversity (in terms of endemic species)

https://natureneedshalf.org
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combined with wilderness conditions (Mittermeier et al. 2003). Thus, “expanding
protection to the wilder half of Earth is far from sufficient to protect biodiversity”
(Pimm et al. 2018: 2). It appears theoretically possible to represent all species in less
than half of Earth, if selection of new protected areas is carefully optimized. To do
so, most new protected areas would have to be located in areas with lower degrees of
wildness, and by necessity most will be relatively small. To achieve other benefits of
big wilderness—together with comprehensive protection of biodiversity—probably
more than half of Earth is required, but more research is needed to confirm this.

An obvious trade-off for meeting the 50% protection goal, especially on an ecore-
gion scale, is the high probability of significant losses of food-production capacity,
given current production and consumption patterns and practices (Mehrabi et al.
2018). Unfortunately, the projected losses of food calories are higher in land-sparing
approaches, which set aside large contiguous blocks of natural habitat, than under
land-sharing regimes. Existing evidence suggests thatmost species benefitwhen food
is produced on as little area as possible, while sparing as much wild area as possible
(Phalan 2018). Competition between feeding people and protecting nature could be
mitigated by agricultural intensification, reductions in food waste, and dietary shifts
away from animal-based foods (Mehrabi et al. 2018). All of these changes would
be challenging to implement, but not impossible. For the terrestrial land surface as
a whole, the ethically responsible and practically necessary goal of 50% or more
protected is not unattainable, but it requires that human population be stabilized and
then begin to decline within this century. Crucial steps to this necessary de-growth
include increasing access to contraception and family planning, educating women,
and achieving gender equality (Crist et al. 2017).

Conclusion: Wildness and Ecological Justice

For us of the minority, the opportunity to see geese is more important than television, and
the chance to find a pasque-flower is a right as inalienable as free speech.

Aldo Leopold (1966 [1949]: ix)

Ecological justice—justice for all species, human and non-human (Shoreman-
Ouimet and Kopnina 2015)—must be foregrounded; that is, it must become the
central consideration in debates about justice (Washington et al. 2018). Otherwise,
it will inevitably be breached by immediately pressing socioeconomic concerns.
Ecological justice depends on wildness to the extent that native species and healthy
ecosystems requirewildness.As discussed in this chapter, non-human species require
varying degrees of wildness. Quite a few species persist perfectly well in human-
dominated and tame landscapes; some perform optimally in such landscapes or even
depend on them. Other species require wilder places, ranging from small patches
of natural or semi-natural habitat embedded in urban or agricultural landscapes up
to vast wilderness regions with little or no human activity. Similarly, ecological and
evolutionary processes operate in all landscapes, but the scale of some fires and other



12 The Spectrum of Wildness and Rewilding: Justice for All 179

disturbance regimes, and the population processes of large carnivores, are so huge
that only the largest and least human-modified landscapes are able to accommodate
them (Noss and Cooperrider 1994). We have a duty to protect and restore the entire
spectrum of wildness for its myriad benefits to humans and non-humans.

Regarding social justice, individual humans require varying degrees of wildness
to meet their psychological needs and be happy, healthy, and intellectually well
developed. Although research suggests exposure to wild nature benefits everyone
(e.g. Kellert 2002), some people seem to need more wildness than others to be happy.
I am one of those people who need daily contact with natural or semi-natural areas
to be reasonably well-adjusted psychologically, and I require occasional immersion
in big wilderness to be fully satisfied. Access to wild areas for all people, according
to their personal needs, is a social justice imperative. A central tenet of democracy
is that minority rights must be defended as vigorously as majority rule (Kymlicka
1995). Thus, we of the minority who need frequent contact with wild nature must be
provided such opportunity. Although shrinking the human population and economy
is ultimately the only way we can achieve justice for all species (Crist et al. 2017),
in the meantime rapid establishment of new protected areas, strategically located,
is the best way to block the most serious breach of justice imaginable—extinction.
Education of the populace of the urgency of this mission is our task at hand.

References

Allan, J. R., Kormos, C., Jaeger, T., Venter, O., Bertzky, B., Shi, Y., et al. (2017). Gaps and oppor-
tunities for the World Heritage Convention to contribute to global wilderness conservation. Con-
servation Biology, 32, 116–126.

Andela, N., Morton, D. C., Giglio, L., Chen, Y., et al. (2017). A human-driven decline in global
burned area. Science, 356, 1356–1362.

Baker, W. L. (1992). The landscape ecology of large disturbances in the design and management
of nature reserves. Landscape Ecology, 7, 181–194.

Convention on Biological Diversity. (2010). Strategic plan for biodiversity 2011–20. Aichi Target
11. https://www.cbd.int/sp/targets/. Accessed 1 Oct 2018.

Crist, E., Mora, C., & Engelman, R. (2017). The interaction of human population, food production,
and biodiversity protection. Science, 356, 260–264.

Dalerum, F., Somers, M. J., Kunkel, K. E., & Cameron, E. Z. (2008). The potential for large
carnivores to act as biodiversity surrogates in southern Africa. Biodiversity and Conservation,
17, 2939–2949.

Diamond, J. M. (1976). Island biogeography and conservation: Strategy and limitations. Science,
193, 1027–1029.

Dickson, B. G., Jenness, J. S., & Beier, P. (2005). Influence of vegetation, topography, and roads
on cougar movements in southern California. Journal of Wildlife Management, 69, 264–276.

Dinerstein, E., Olson, D., Joshi, A., Vynne, C., Burgess, N. D., Wikramanayake, E., et al. (2017).
An ecoregion-based approach to protecting half the terrestrial realm. BioScience, 67, 534–545.

Donlan, J., Greene, H. W., Berger, J., Bock, C. E., Bock, J. H., Burney, D. A., et al. (2005). Re-
wilding North America. Nature, 436, 913–914.

Flies, E. J., Skelly, C., Singh Negi, S., Proabhakaran, P., Liu, Q., Liu, K., et al. (2017). Biodiverse
green spaces: A prescription for global urban health. Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment,
15, 510–516.

https://www.cbd.int/sp/targets/


180 R. F. Noss

Foote, J. (1990). Trying to take back the planet. Newsweek, 115(6), 24–25.
Foreman, D. (1992). Around the campfire. Wild Earth, 2(3), 1.
Foreman, D. (2004). Rewilding North America: a vision for conservation in the 21st Century.
Washington, DC: Island Press.

Forman, R. T. T., & Alexander, L. E. (1998). Roads and their major ecological effects. Annual
Review of Ecology and Systematics, 29, 207–231.

Frederiksen, M., Edwards, M., Richardson, A. J., Halliday, N. C., & Wanless, S. (2006). From
plankton to top predators: Bottom-up control of a marine food web across four trophic levels.
Journal of Animal Ecology, 75, 1259–1268.

Gavin, S. D., & Komers, P. E. (2006). Do pronghorn (Antilocapra americana) perceive roads as a
predation risk? Canadian Journal of Zoology, 84, 1775–1780.

Gillson, L., Laddle, R. J.,&Araújo,M.B. (2011). Base-lines, patterns and process. InR. J.Whittaker
& R. J. Ladle (Eds.), Conservation biogeography. Oxford: Blackwell-Willey.

He, T., & Lamont, B. B. (2017). Baptism by fire: The pivotal role of ancient conflagrations in
evolution of the Earth’s biota. National Science Review. https://doi.org/10.1093/nsr/nwx041.

IUCN. (2008). IUCN guidelines for applying protected area management categories, N. Dudley
(Ed.), Gland, Switzerland: International Union for Conservation of Nature.

Johns, D. (2016). Rewilding. reference module. In Earth systems and environmental sciences.
https://doi.org/10.1016/b978-0-12-409548-9.09202-2.

Kellert, S. R. (2002). Experiencing nature: affective, cognitive, and evaluative development in
children. In P. H. Kahn, & S. R. Kellert (Eds.),Children and nature: Psychological, sociocultural,
and evolutionary investigations (pp. 117–151). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Kopnina, H. (2016). Half the earth for people (or more)? Addressing ethical questions in conserva-
tion. Biological Conservation, 203, 176–185.

Kopnina, H., Washington, H., Gray, J., & Taylor, B. (2018). The ‘future of conservation’ debate:
Defending ecocentrism and the Nature Needs Half movement. Biological Conservation, 217,
140–148.

Kukkala, A. S., & Moilanen, A. (2013). Core concepts of spatial prioritization in systematic con-
servation planning. Biological Reviews, 88, 443–464.

Kymlicka, W. (1995). Multicultural citizenship: A liberal theory of minority rights. New York:
Clarendon/Oxford University Press.

Leopold, A. (1966) [1949]. Sand county Almanac, with other essays on conservation from round
river. New York: Oxford University Press.

Locke, H. (2014). Nature needs half: A necessary and hopeful agenda for protected areas in North
America and around the world. The George Wright Forum, 31(3), 359–371.

Louv, R. (2011). The nature principle: Human restoration and the end of nature-deficit disorder.
Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin Books.

Margules, C. R., & Pressey, R. L. (2000). Systematic conservation planning. Nature, 405, 243–253.
Mehrabi, Z., Ellis, E. C., & Ramankutty, N. (2018). The challenge of feeding the world while
conserving half the planet. Nature Sustainability, 1, 409–412.

Meine, C., Soulé, M., & Noss, R. F. (2006). “A mission-driven discipline”: The growth of conser-
vation biology. Conservation Biology, 20, 631–651.

Miller, J. R. (2006). Restoration, reconciliation, and reconnecting with nature nearby. Biological
Conservation, 127, 356–361.

Mittermeier, R. A., Mittermeier, C. G., Brooks, T. M., Pilgrim, J. D., Konstant, W. R., da Fonseca,
G. A. B., et al. (2003). Wilderness and biodiversity conservation. Proceedings of the National
Academy of Science, 100, 10309–10313.

Mittermeier, R. A., Turner, W. R., Larsen, F. W., Brooks, T. M., & Gascon, C. (2011). In F. E.
Zachos & J. C. Habel (Eds.), Global biodiversity conservation: The critical role of hotspots.
In Biodiversity hotspots: distribution and protection of conservation priority areas (pp. 3–22).
Heidelberg, Germany: Springer.

Morrison, J. L.,&Humphrey, S.R. (2001). Conservation value of private lands forCrestedCaracaras
in Florida. Conservation Biology, 15, 675–684.

https://doi.org/10.1093/nsr/nwx041
https://doi.org/10.1016/b978-0-12-409548-9.09202-2


12 The Spectrum of Wildness and Rewilding: Justice for All 181

Myers, N., Mittermeier, R. A., Mittermeier, C. G., da Fonseca, G. A. B., & Kent, J. (2000). Biodi-
versity hotspots for conservation priorities. Nature, 403, 853–858.

Nash, R. (2001).Wilderness and the Americanmind (4th ed.). NewHaven/London: Yale Nota Bene.
Nepstad, D. C., Verissimo, A., Alencar, A., Nobre, C., Lima, E., Lefebvre, P., et al. (1999). Large-
scale impoverishment of Amazonian forests by logging and fire. Nature, 398, 505–508.

Nogués-Bravo, D., Simberloff, D., Rahbek, C., & Saunders, N. J. (2016). Rewilding is the new
Pandora’s box in conservation. Current Biology, 26, R83–R101.

Noss, R. F. (1985). Wilderness recovery and ecological restoration: An example for Florida. Earth
First! 5(8), 18–19.

Noss, R. F. (1990). What can wilderness do for biodiversity? In P. Reed (Ed.), Preparing to manage
wilderness in the 21st century (49–61). Asheville, NC: USDAForest Service, Southeastern Forest
Experiment Station.

Noss, R. F. (1991). Sustainability and wilderness. Conservation Biology, 5, 120–122.
Noss, R. F. (1992). The Wildlands project: Land conservation strategy.Wild Earth (Special Issue),
10–25.

Noss, R. F. (1996). Protected areas: Howmuch is enough? In R. G.Wright (Ed.),National parks and
protected areas: Their role in environmental protection (pp. 91–120). Cambridge,MA:Blackwell.

Noss,R. F. (2013).Forgotten grasslands of the south:Natural history and conservation.Washington,
DC: Island Press.

Noss, R. F. (2018). Fire ecology of Florida and the Southeastern Coastal Plain. Gainesville: Uni-
versity Press of Florida.

Noss, R. F., &Cooperrider, A. (1994). Saving nature’s legacy: Protecting and restoring biodiversity.
Washington, DC: Island Press.

Noss, R. F., & Daly, K. (2006). Incorporating connectivity into broad-scale conservation planning.
In K. Crooks & M. Sanjayan (Eds.), Connectivity conservation: maintaining connections for
nature (pp. 587–619). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Noss, R. F., & Harris, L. D. (1986). Nodes, networks, andMUM’s: Preserving diversity at all scales.
Environmental Management, 10, 299–309.

Noss, R. F., Quigley, H. B., Hornocker,M. G.,Merrill, T., & Paquet, P. (1996). Conservation biology
and carnivore conservation. Conservation Biology, 10, 949–963.

Noss, R. F., Dobson, A. P., Baldwin, R., Beier, P., Davis, C. R., DellaSala, D. A., et al. (2012).
Bolder thinking for conservation. Conservation Biology, 26, 1–4.

Noss, R. F., Platt, W. J., Sorrie, B. A., Weakley, A. S., Means, D. B., Costanza, J., et al. (2015). How
global biodiversity hotspots may go unrecognized: Lessons from the North American Coastal
Plain. Diversity and Distributions, 21, 236–244.

Odum, E. P., & Odum, H. T. (1972). Natural areas as necessary components of man’s total envi-
ronment. Transactions of the North American Wildlife and Natural Resources Conference, 37,
178–189.

Oh, B., Lee, K. J., Zaslawski, C., Yeung, A., Rosenthal, D., Larkey, L., et al. (2017). Health and
well-being benefits of spending time in forests: Systematic review. Environmental Health and
Preventive Medicine, 22, 71. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12199-017-0677-9.

Pausas, J.G.,&Keeley, J. E. (2009).Aburning story: The role of fire in the history of life.BioScience,
59, 593–601.

Phalan, B. T. (2018). What have we learned from the land sparing-sharing model? Sustainability,
10, 1760. https://doi.org/10.3390/su10061760.

Piccolo, J. J.,Washington, H., Kopnina, H., & Taylor, B. (2018).Why conservation scientists should
re-embrace their ecocentric roots. Conservation Biology, 32, 959–961.

Pickett, S. T. A., & White, P. S. (Eds.). (1985). The ecology of natural disturbance and patch
dynamics. Orlando, FL: Academic Press.

Pimm, S. L., Jenkins, C. N., & Li, B. V. (2018). How to protect half of Earth to ensure it protects
sufficient biodiversity. Science Advances, 4(eaat2616), 1–8.

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12199-017-0677-9
https://doi.org/10.3390/su10061760


182 R. F. Noss

Pressey, R. L., Cowling, R. M., & Rouget, M. (2003). Formulating conservation targets for biodi-
versity pattern and process in the Cape Floristic Region, South Africa. Biological Conservation,
112, 99–127.

Pyle, R. M. (1978). The extinction of experience. Horticulture, 56, 64–67.
Rajakaruna, N. (2004). The edaphic factor in the origin of plant species. International Geology
Review, 46, 471–478.

Reid, F. A. (2015). A field guide to the mammals of North America (4th ed.). Boston: Houghton
Mifflin.

Scherber, C., Eisenhauer, N., Weisser, W. W., Schmid, B., Voigt, W., Fischer, M., et al. (2010).
Bottom-up effects of plant diversity on multitrophic interactions in a biodiversity experiment.
Nature, 468, 553–556.

Scott, J. M., Davis, F. W., McGhie, R. G., Wright, R. G., Groves, C., & Estes, J. (2001). Nature
reserves: Do they capture the full range of America’s biological diversity? Ecological Applica-
tions, 11, 999–1007.

Seddon, P. J., Griffiths, C. J., Soorae, P. S., & Armstrong, D. P. (2014). Reversing defaunation:
Restoring species in a changing world. Science, 345, 406–412.

Shinneman, D. J., & McIlroy, S. K. (2016). Identifying key climate and environmental factors
affecting rates of post-fire big sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata) recovery in the northern Columbia
Basin, USA. International Journal of Wildland Fire, 25, 933–945.

Shoreman-Ouimet, E., & Kopnina, H. (2015). Reconciling ecological and social justice to promote
biodiversity conservation. Biological Conservation, 184, 320–326.

Soulé, M. E. (1985). What is conservation biology? BioScience, 35, 727–734.
Soulé, M., & Noss, R. (1998). Rewilding and biodiversity: Complementary goals for continental
conservation. Wild Earth, 8(3), 18–28.

Svancara, L. K., Brannon, R., Scott, J. M., Groves, C. R., Noss, R. F., & Pressey, R. L. (2005).
Policy-driven vs. evidence-based conservation: A review of political targets and biological needs.
Biological Sciences, 55, 989–995.

Teale, E. W. (Ed.). (1954). The wilderness world of John Muir: A selection from his collected work.
Boston: Houghton Mifflin.

Terborgh, J., Estes, J. A. Paquet, P., Ralls, K., Boyd-Heger, D., Miller, B. J., & Noss, R. F. (1999).
The role of top carnivores in regulating terrestrial ecosystems. In M. E. Soulé & J. Terborgh
(Eds.),Continental conservation: Scientific foundations of regional reserve networks (pp. 39–64).
Washington, DC: Island Press.

Thoreau, H. D. (1854). Walden. In C. Bode (Ed.), The portable thoreau. NewYork: Penguin Books.
Thoreau, H. D. (1862). Walking. The Atlantic Monthly. In C. Bode (Ed.), The portable thoreau,
1977. New York: Penguin Books.

Tricker, J., & Landres, P. (2018).Mapping threats to wilderness character in theNationalWilderness
Preservation System. Biological Conservation, 227, 243–251.

Washington, H., Chapron, G., Kopnina, H., Curry, P., Gray, J., & Piccolo, J. J. (2018). Foregrounding
ecojustice in conservation. Biological Conservation, 228, 367–374. https://www.sciencedirect.
com/science/article/pii/S0006320718305020?via%3Dihub.

Wilson, E. O. (1999). The diversity of life. New York: Norton.
Wilson, E. O. (2016). Half earth: our planet’s fight for life. New York: Liveright.
World Commission on Environment and Development (The Brundtland Commission). (1987).Our
common future. New York: Oxford University Press.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0006320718305020%3fvia%253Dihub


Chapter 13
Population Issues and Solutions

Richard Grossman

Introduction

Our human species is pretty amazing. We have spread over most of the planet and
changedmuch ofEarth in order to support us.However, there are costs to our conquer-
ing the planet and to our technology.We are using up resources such as petroleum and
metals. In addition, we are polluting with wastes such as the carbon dioxide produced
from burning fossil fuels. Much of nature and many people are suffering because of
human overconsumption. Our mark on the natural world is likely to become more
andmore severe as time goes on. Indeed, all the environmental indicators show this to
be the case (see Chap. 4 byWashington in this volume). There is injustice in what we
are doing to the planet—and injustice in what we are also doing to our fellow human
beings. How can we make the world more just? Although there are many possible
actions that can help, this chapter will concentrate on one—voluntary limitation of
human fertility.

Why Should We Be Concerned About Human Population?

This chapter will touch on a number of questions about how humans fit into the
natural environment. The questions are:

• What does human population have to do with social and ecological justice?
• How are populations of humans measured and what measures are helpful to under-
stand?

• Are small families good?
• How can a woman avoid pregnancy until she plans to be a mother?
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• Can family planning help protect the environment?
• What are the best solutions to slowing population growth, and thus promoting
social and ecological justice?

Washington (Chap. 4 in this volume) has already outlined the Ecological Footprint
concept, including how it would take 1.7 Earths to support the way people are using
resources (GFN 2018). I would like to stress one of the limitations of the Ecologi-
cal Footprint (which Washington also mentions), which does not take into account
resources for nonhuman species. Therefore, if we humans use more resources than
the planet has to offer, there is injustice to all the other animals and plants we share
this world with. Washington also cites two other measures of our impact, the Living
Planet Index of WWF and the Planetary Boundaries concept. All these measures
agree: humans have overwhelmed planet Earth.

There is another way of looking at the impact we have on the planet. We need
to remember the equation: Impact = Population × Affluence × Technology (Hol-
dren and Ehrlich 1974). This means the environmental impact is determined by: the
number of people times their consumption times the type of technology they use
(which may increase or decrease impact). How can we reduce our impact? It is not
fair for our current generation of people to use more than our share of the wealth
of the planet. The I = PAT formula shows that both the number of people and the
affluence (or consumption) of each person are important.

We are surrounded by advertisements that try to get us to consume more, not less.
Therefore, trying to get people to reduce their consumption is difficult (Assadourian
2013). While it is important to reduce the A (affluence, or consumption) in the
formula I = PAT, it is also essential that we reduce the P, population (as well as
move to technology that reduces impact). Despite the declining Total Fertility Rates
(TFRs), population momentum will cause global population to rise to 9.8 billion by
2050 and11.2 billion by2100 (UNDESA2017).Awareness of this problemwill allow
us to decrease this projected growth. Given that we are already in ‘overshoot’ (i.e.
beyond our ecologically sustainable population, Washington 2015a) with a world
population approaching 7.6 billion, this predicted increase poses grave risks for
nature conservation (Crist et al. 2017). However, effective, non-coercive strategies
can stabilise, then reduce, world population. These are discussed at the end of this
chapter.

How Human Overpopulation Decreases Social
and Ecological Justice

I would argue that a just society (in purely human terms) is one in which every
human has a just share of wealth, opportunities and privileges. This does not nec-
essarily mean that every person has an equal share of these resources, but the share
should be sufficient for a safe and healthy life. By analogy, I would argue that a
‘just environment’ is one which provides a just share to all organisms, of whatever



13 Population Issues and Solutions 185

phylum. This share should be sufficient for every organism to exist and to reproduce
relatively unmolested. Of course, the carnivores will prey on and eat the herbivores!
However, in a just environment no one species will endanger the livelihood of all
species with nuclear weapons or with polluting chemicals such as DDT. As argued in
Chap. 1, social and ecological justice should be intertwined to a large extent, because
we all share the limited resources of the planet. Furthermore, promoting justice for
humans may interfere with justice for nonhuman species, and vice versa.

How Are Populations of Humans Measured and What
Measures Are Helpful to Understand?

No other species of animal lives across such broad geography, nor is as mobile
as we humans. Population estimates show a relatively small number of us until
about a thousand years ago. There was slow growth up until the middle of the 18th
century, than the rate of growth accelerated (Fig. 13.1). Many factors contributed
to this increase in our numbers, including better hygiene, improved medical care
and increased food production (Bongaarts and O’Neill 2018). Demographers study
human populations, why they grow and why they move from place to place (McFalls
2007). More information about current and projected population, where growth is
happening and many other demographic subjects can be found at the United Nations
Population Fund website (UNFPA 2018).

Most countries have a census every few years. This is a way of keeping track
of the number of people in a given part of the country. A census usually includes
other information, such as the ages of people, the number of children they have,
their ethnicity, their education. A census also tracks migration—where people lived
before the census—to know how people are moving around.

Demographers refer to “rates”—for instance, the “birth rate” is the number of
live births per 1000 people and the “mortality rate” is the number of deaths per
1000 people. Often these numbers are broken down to cover just a portion of the
population. For instance, the “infant mortality rate” is the number of children who
die at less than 1 year of age per 1000 live births. The “under 5 mortality rate” is the
number of children who die before age 5 years per 1000 live births. It is important to
pay attention not only to what is beingmeasured (the numerator) but also to what that
is being compared to (the denominator). For instance, the denominator is different
in the mortality rate and the infant mortality rate. Also notice that all these measures
assume a given geographic place, and that the time interval is a year.

Population pyramids are a quick way of visualizing the age structure of a group
of people as Fig. 13.2 shows. Males are on one side and females on the other. Each
horizontal bar represents an age range—usually 5 or 10 years. The number of people
in each age range is shown by the length of the bar. You can see that the shapes
of the three pyramids below (Figs. 13.2, 13.3 and 13.4) are very different. The
Central African Republic (Fig. 13.3) has a large number of children, meaning that
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Fig. 13.1 World population growth. Source https://ourworldindata.org/world-population-growth

its population is growing rapidly. The pyramid for the whole world is narrower
(Fig. 13.2), which is typical for a population that is growing slowly. Notice that the
base of the Swiss pyramid (Fig. 13.4) is narrower than its middle; its population
is growing slowly or perhaps even decreasing. The bar with the most people is the
50–54 age range—already out of the child-bearing years. As time goes on and those
people age and some die, the bar for that age cohort will get shorter. In the world
population pyramid, however, the longest bar (except for children) is the 25–29 year
olds. These people are still in their reproductive years and so we can expect that they
will have more children—and the world population will continue to grow.

There are two measures to get an idea of how rapidly a population is changing—
the birth rate and the Total Fertility Rate (TFR) (McFalls 2007). The birth rate is the
number of live births per 1000 people. The TFR is the average number of children a
woman will have during her lifetime. I prefer the TFR because it is easy to compare
with the number that is required to have a steady population (with no growth and no
decrease). Of course, neither of these measures looks at the death rate, which also
helps determine the rate of change.

The TFR for a stable population size (neither growth nor shrinkage) is about
2.1 (McFalls 2007). This is true in a country with good health care. It takes one
child to replace the mother and one child to replace the father. Unfortunately, some
children will die before they reproduce; this accounts for the fraction in the stable
population TFR figure. As a country’s growth slows, the number of people will
continue increasing for decades even after the TFR declines to 2.1, however. This

https://ourworldindata.org/world-population-growth
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Fig. 13.2 World population pyramid. Source www.populationpyramid.net/ used with permission

is because there are already a large number of children who will become parents as
time goes on. This is called “population momentum” (Ibid).

Many countries historically had a period of slow growth, then rapid growth
and more recently slow growth again. The term “demographic transition” can help
understand these changes.The slow increase is usually attributed to highdeath rates—
especially of infants and children. Then, with better sanitation, improved agriculture
and health care, the death rates fell—this is Stage 2 in Fig. 13.5 (McFalls 2007).
Gradually, people realize that they don’t need to have such large families, so they
start to limit the number of children who are born—Stage 3 (Fig. 13.5). The popu-
lation continues to increase, but more slowly. Then in Stage 4 the birth rate and the
death rate are about the same and the population is steady—but much larger than
previously (Fig. 13.5). Stage 5 of the demographic transition (Fig. 13.5) is already
happening in some parts of theworld. People are having smaller families (PRB2018),
and more women are choosing to not bear any children (Blackstone 2014).

The demographic transition is a model that helps to explain what was observed to
happen with population over several centuries in England and some parts of Western
Europe (McFalls 2007). It took about two centuries for this change to happen in

http://www.populationpyramid.net/
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Fig. 13.3 CentralAfricanRepublic population pyramid. Sourcewww.populationpyramid.net/ used
with permission

these areas, starting with the Industrial Revolution in the mid-1700 s (Ibid.). In other
places the demographic transition occurred later, or is still happening. For instance,
the Diné (Navajo) society in the USA started late, and progressed rapidly. Many
Diné went through stages 1–4 in the 20th century; in some cases, in just one or two
generations (McCloskey 1993).

Keeping track of large numbers of people is pretty difficult if they stay in one place,
but people tend to be mobile. That is especially true now, when people move around
forwork or for safety or for recreation. Thismakes demographers’ jobsmore difficult,
but it is important to keep track of the migrations of people. There is one relatively
new type of migration that is worth noting. Climate change has caused people to
leave their homes because of sea level rise and desertification. An example is people
who live on islands in the Pacific Ocean, such as the Marshall Islands (Constable
2016). Even though the Marshallese have done very little to cause climate change
(and thus the sea level to rise), they are unfairly affected by it.

http://www.populationpyramid.net/
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Fig. 13.4 Switzerland population pyramid. Source www.populationpyramid.net/ used with per-
mission

Four Asian countries (South Korea, Singapore, Hong Kong and Taiwan) went
through the demographic transition starting in the latter half of the 20th century.
They did this rapidly and arguably enjoyed an economic benefit that is partly due to
the change in demography (Bloom and Finlay 2009). These countries are sometimes
called the “Asian Tigers” because of their strong economies. Although there aremany
factors that helped their rapid economic growth, one reason is that they concentrated
on education. This has had the additional benefit of empowering people to limit
family size (Lam and Duryea 1999). These four countries also had the advantage of
a high proportion of people in the economically productive age range. The “Asian
Tigers” are examples of the beneficial effect ofwhat has been called the “demographic
dividend”. Other countries have also benefitted from decreasing population growth
rates, although to a lesser extent (UNFPA 2018).

http://www.populationpyramid.net/
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Fig. 13.5 The 5 stages of demographic transition. Source https://ourworldindata.org/world-
population-growth (see above)

Are Small Families Good?

In the past, many children died, so it was necessary to give birth to many babies
just so just a few might survive to adulthood. In addition, children were important to
help with farming and housework—but that need has changed. There are now over
100 nations with the TFR at or less than replacement (2.1 children per woman) (CIA
2017). Mexico is a good example, 50 years ago women had an average of about 7
children, (UNDESA 2009) but now the average is 2.2—barely above replacement
(PRB 2018).

A small family is good all around—it is better for the parents and for the child
or children—and especially for the planet (McKibben 1998; Grossman 2012). The
long-term benefits of family size have been worked out for climate change, however
these findings might arguably be generalized for other environmental issues. This
was well demonstrated by Travis Rieder (2016) who examines the ethics of having
children in the era of climate change. It is based on calculations that the “carbon
legacy” of an individual is much greater than the carbon that a person emits during
their lifetime (Murtaugh and Schlax 2009). This is because most children grow up to
have their own children, and so on, all emitting while parents are still alive and after.
Indeed Murtaugh and Schlax (2009) estimate that a women’s carbon legacy under
current conditions in the US is 5.7 times her lifetime emissions. Were she to have
fewer children, then her carbon legacy would drop.

The importance of family size choices to climate change was pointed out by
Wynes and Nicholas (2017). They found that the most frequent recommendations of

https://ourworldindata.org/world-population-growth
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individual lifestyle choices to reduce carbon emissions were actions such as recy-
cling and changing lightbulbs. Unfortunately, these actions are relatively ineffective
(Ibid). Wynes and Nicholas (2017) found that three actions are significantly more
effective, although less frequently recommended. These three are: (1) living car-free;
(2) avoiding long-haul airplane travel; and (3) eating a plant-based diet. Furthermore,
the highest impact action an individual can take is almost never recommended, even
though it is more than ten times as effective as the three ‘more effective’ actions
combined. The highest impact action they note is to have one fewer child (Ibid).

Inmost parts of theworld couples are choosing to have fewer children (PRB2018).
There are many different answers as to why, depending on what culture is asked. In
the past people raised much of their own food and kids helped with the work—
both inside and outside the home. Children were much more likely to die before
adulthood. Birth control was mainly used by the elite, and was not very reliable, but
now effective contraception is available to all in many parts of the world. Children
are expensive: estimates of the cost of raising a child in the USA to age 18 are about
$250,000 (USDA 2018). Children in large families with limited finances often have
to do without certain resources, while a child in a smaller family can often take
advantage of more. Some parents have recognized the struggle of finding time and
money for each child, and have chosen to have fewer children (Miller 2018). These
are reasons for the decrease in family size—and there are others, too.

Some people have environmental concerns when they consider raising a child.
There are two sorts of concerns—the first is that the child would be affected by the
contaminants in the environment (Steingraber 2003). The second is that increasing
the human population will also increase greenhouse gas emissions and contribute
to climate change (Rieder 2016). Although there is strong social pressure in most
societies for women to become mothers, that is changing. More women are ending
their reproductive careers without having a child than previously (USCB 2018).
There is also a trend for women to wait until their 30 s or later to start a family
(McFalls 2007). Now that it is possible to have sex without pregnancy, some couples
aremaking a conscious choice to be child-free. There is some evidence that child-free
people are actually happier than those who parent (Glass et al. 2016).

There are advantages of small family size for the child/children. For years it was
assumed that large families were good for children. People thought that by growing
up with brothers and sisters would make a child better equipped to deal with life
in the real world, and that single children suffered from the lack of interaction with
siblings. In his book ‘Maybe One’ Bill McKibben (1998) looked at the value of large
families. His conclusion was that single children are actually more likely to succeed
in the world. He finds that single kids are not spoiled, weird, selfish, or asocial, but do
well in society. McKibben also traces myths about single children to a psychologist
who liked large families and injected his prejudices into the ethos of the United States
(Ibid). Single children and children from small families, are more likely to get the
attention they crave, while growing up including health care and education (Ibid).
Arguably, this is especially true in cultures that have very limited resources such as
developing countries, and poor neighborhoods in rich countries such as the USA.
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How Can a Woman Avoid Pregnancy Until She Plans to Be
a Mother?

One of the greatest public health advances of the 20th centurywas the development of
effective contraception (CDC1999). The availability of reliable contraception has led
to huge changes in society, and especially to improving the lives of women (USAID
2017). Reliable contraception has allowed people to have much better control over
their fertility, and to have sexual intercourse with less fear of an unwanted pregnancy.
There are many good sources of information about family planning; one of the best
is Planned Parenthood (www.plannedparenthood.org). Personal knowledge of birth
control methods is important to prevent unplanned pregnancies. Especially important
is knowledge of EmergencyContraception (EC) (which can be used after unprotected
intercourse, such as in case of rape) and Long Acting Reversible Contraception
(LARC). However, neither EC nor LARCs provide protection against reproductive
infections, including HIV. Both male and female condoms provide some protection
against these infections.

There are several types of EC, both hormonal and IUDs. Most common is a
tablet of ‘levonorgestrel’, which is reported to be so safe that it is usually available
without a prescription (WHO 2018). It is about 90% effective, but works best if taken
within 12 h of unprotected intercourse (Ibid). An IUD containing copper is the most
effective EC, but has the disadvantage that it requires a visit to a health care provider.
Its effectiveness lasts for up to 5 days after unprotected sex. Another advantage of the
IUD is that it can give many years of excellent protection against pregnancy (Curtis
and Peipert 2017; WHO 2018).

Long Acting Reversible Contraceptives (LARCs) are in two categories: IUDs and
implants. IUDs fit inside awoman’s uterus and can last 3–10 years or longer. Implants
are small, flexible plastic rods that are filled with a hormone that are inserted under
the skin of a woman’s arm. The hormone lasts for 3 years or longer.

Studies have shown that children who come from unplanned, unwanted pregnan-
cies do not succeed as well in life as if they were wanted (David 1988, 1992). If
an abortion was requested but denied, the children who resulted from unplanned
pregnancies did not do well in school, were more disruptive and were more likely to
have criminal records than a matched control group (Ibid). When they were in their
20 s these people were less happy with their lives than people in the control group.
These studies point out the importance of effective family planning programs and
the injustice of forcing people to become parents against their will (Ibid).

Can Family Planning Help Protect the Environment?

The natural world will benefit from reduced human population growth via family
planning—at least this is one of the goals of Population, Health and Environmental
(PHE) programs (Engelman et al. 2016). PHE programs are located where there are

http://www.plannedparenthood.org
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high concentrations of biodiversity and also high concentrations of people (Ibid).
Blue Ventures (2018) is a not-for-profit organization that carries out PHE programs.
In a coastal community in southwest Madagascar, fishermen and Blue Ventures staff
both observed that the octopus catch had decreased markedly. Blue Ventures sug-
gested that a closure of the fishery might restore the catch, and the fisher community
were willing to try. A seven month closure was very successful in increasing the
catch (Oliver et al. 2015). Following the lead, surrounding communities have started
periodic closures.

Blue Ventures (2018) expanded their horizons by meeting the need for primary
health care with clinical services. They also provide public health services, including
family planning. In all of Madagascar only a third of women use a modern method
of contraception, but in 2007 just one in ten women was using reliable contraception
where Blue Ventures worked. Many more women are using contraception now and
the program: “…between August 2007 and July 2013 is estimated to have averted
a total of 804 unintended pregnancies among a population of approximately 15,000
people” (Robson and Rakotozafy 2015: 10).

CanPHEprograms actually help protect nature?Aproject of theWorldwatch Insti-
tute is evaluating their effectiveness (Engelman et al. 2016). Their primary research
question is: “Does evidence support the claim that the practice of voluntary fam-
ily planning promotes environmental benefits and helps lead to an environmentally
sustainable world that meets human needs?” (Ibid: 1). The report concludes they
cannot absolutely confirm the hypothesis. However, Engelman et al. (2016: 1) argue:
“The preponderance of evidence from the papers reviewed nonetheless supports it,
with little refutation”. There are thus some grounds to argue that family planning
is effective not only in promoting ecological justice, but also in promoting social
justice.

What Are the Best Solutions to Slowing Population Growth,
and Thus Promoting Social and Ecological Justice?

Engelman (2016) has suggested nine strategies to slow population growth). Impor-
tantly, these are all humane, non-coercive and voluntary. I have added material in
support of these points. After Engelman’s nine, I have added three more of my
own—making an even dozen solutions:

1. Assure access to contraceptives and family planning. Although most women
in developed countries have access to reliable contraception, it is estimated that
over 200million womenworldwide lack this access (Guttmacher Institute 2018).
Family Planning 2020 (FP2020 2018: 1) argues for: “…a global partnership that
supports the rights of women and girls to decide, freely, and for themselves,
whether, when, and how many children they want to have”. Its hope is to reach
120 million women and girls with voluntary family planning in 69 of the world’s
poorest countries.
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2. Guarantee education through secondary school for all (with particular focus
on girls). If a girl is in school she is less likely to be married, thus delaying her
sexual debut. When she leaves school she is more likely to be able to take care
of her children, so they will be healthier and less like to die (see point 11 below).
Perhaps most important is that education increases women’s autonomy. Women
who feel empowered are more likely to recognize the advantages of smaller
families and also be better able to access contraception (Lam and Duryea 1999).

3. Offer age-appropriate sexuality education for all. In many societies children
and adolescents are not taught about sexuality, and are less able to protect them-
selves against abuse, disease and pregnancy. Some states in the USA don’t allow
sexuality education that teaches contraception, but only teach young people to
abstain from sex until marriage (Breuner and Mattson 2016). Unfortunately,
‘abstinence only’ education is not successful, and the pregnancy and sexually
transmitted infection rates in these areas may be high (Ibid). Sexuality educa-
tion curricula that are more inclusive have been shown to reduce the risks of
adolescent pregnancy, HIV and infections for children and adolescents (Ibid).

4. Eradicate gender bias from laws, economic opportunity, health and culture.
Bias in favor of males is common throughout the world. Starting with the fetus,
abortion for sex selection is not uncommon in countries such as India and China.
Femicide starts with selective abortion and progresses to the killing of newborn
girls (and of women) because of their gender (Garcia-Moreno et al. 2012). Events
in several countries have shown that it is possible to decrease gender bias; South
Korea is an example (Kim 1994). Another example is Rwanda, where 61% of
seats in the National Parliament are held by women—the highest percentage in
theworld (WorldBank 2018). This country has a strong, effective family planning
program. (RoR 2012).

5. End all policies that reward parents financially based on their number of
children. It is unclear that rewarding parents for having children has actually
increased birth rates significantly (Engelman 2016). However, it makes sense to
eliminate these policies as they send precisely the wrong message.

6. Integrate teaching about population, environment and development into
all school curricula. Although schools are teaching some about environmental
issues, few curricula mention the most important issue—our growing human
population (Wynes and Nicholas 2017). Fortunately, there are curricula already
available for schools and colleges to use (Population Education 2018).

7. Put full pricing on environment costs and impacts. Most products and services
have externalities that are not considered in determining their price. Air pollution
from burning coal to generate electricity is an example (Haswell andWashington
2014). The risk of respiratory disease is known to be increased by this pollution,
but the price of the electricity does not reflect the cost of healthcare for those
who suffer from the pollution (Ibid; Gies 2017).

8. Adjust to population aging, rather than trying to delay it through govern-
ment programsaimedat boostingbirth rates. Some countries have tried to deal
with population aging by encouraging immigration of workers. Unfortunately,
more babies and more working-age immigrants only offer short-term solutions,
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since these people will eventually age, requiring a new supply of babies and
immigrants. Taking advantage of the fact that people are living longer and can
work later in life is a better way of dealing with aging (Sanderson and Scherbov
2010). Norway is an example of a country that is changing its retirement policy
to reward workers who work later in life (Farrell 2016)

9. Convince leaders to commit to ending population growth through the exer-
cise of human rights and human development. For example, the official policy
of theUSA includes this wording: “The goal of U.S. international population pol-
icy is to promote healthy and educated populations by supporting reproductive
health and rights, voluntary family planning, women’s empowerment, develop-
ment, and efforts to combat HIV/AIDS. The U.S. does not endorse population
‘stabilization’ or ‘control’. The ‘ideal’ family size should be determined by the
desires of couples, not governments. The U.S. strongly opposes coercive popu-
lation programs” (USDS n.d.). Unfortunately this policy does not recognize the
fact that the world is already overpopulated.

My three extra points are:

10. Promote breastfeeding. Breastfeeding is best for the infant, for the mother and
for the planet. There is no nutrition as good for a baby as her mother’s milk,
which also helps the baby fight respiratory, ear and gastrointestinal infections
(diarrhea) (ACOG 2016). Nursing helps to avoid childhood obesity and Sudden
Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS). The mother benefits from breastfeeding by
helping her lose weight and it aids in bonding with her new child. When a
new mother breastfeeds her baby she is relatively infertile. This is not entirely
foolproof—as the child grows older and starts to eat food the mother may start
ovulating. Infertility while breastfeeding is reliable enough that it has been
called the Lactational Amenorrhea Method (LAM) of birth control (PP n.d.). It
requires three conditions: the baby must nurse almost exclusively, s/he must be
no older than 6 months of age and the mother cannot have started to menstruate
yet. If these conditions aremet, LAM is a very effectivemethod of child spacing.

11. Promote child survival. It may seem paradoxical, but decreasing the under-five
death rate can decrease birthrates (Lloyd and Ivanov 1988). In many societies
children are “insurance” for their parents. Many developing countries do not
have any retirement or social security system, so children are the only means
of support in old age or in case of incapacitation.

12. If you live in a democracy, vote! This is the best way to achieve many of
the strategies above. To quote Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.: “It is my belief
that one of the most important steps that members of a minority community
may take is that short walk to the voting booth. It is the responsibility of every
good citizen to register and vote” (King 1962). Vote for candidates who support
family planning that promotes both social and ecological justice.
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These 12 strategies arguably help both social justice and ecological justice. When
society has passed ecological limits (as we have, see Chap. 4 by Washington in this
volume) ‘more’ people is neither good for society nor for the nature that supports
society. Overpopulation beyond ecological limits remains a key driver of unsustain-
ability and a key problem for conservation (Washington 2015b).

Conclusion

Although social and ecological justicemay often be in conflict, stabilizing and reduc-
ing the human population by voluntary family planning can assist both, and reduce
the pressures on the natural world. This chapter included some basic demography
and information about advantages of small families. Access to safe, effective con-
traception helps women achieve goals of health, education and empowerment. In
addition to helping people reach their goals, this will reduce pressure on the rest of
life on Earth, a major aid to moving towards ecological justice. The stabilization
and reduction of human population is thus a key strategy for effective conservation.
Indeed, long-term conservation of nonhuman nature is unlikely without stabilization
and reduction of human population. This chapter ends with suggestions for people
to help solve overpopulation and thus improve both ecological and social justice.
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Chapter 14
Let Earth Rebound! Conservation’s New
Imperative

Eileen Crist

The Blueprint

The status quo of a human-possessed and humanized ecosphere might be viewed as
a shared “blueprint” in being widely regarded as given, normal, and even desirable.
The blueprint consists of a physical and ideational apparatus of planetary ownership
that includes an array of types of owning (private, nation-state, international, and
commons), along with the entrenched normalcy of the endless stream of uses and
practices that human possession entitles. Importantly, the blueprint of a physical-
ideational apparatus of Earth ownership is what social theorists call hegemonic: it
operates, or more precisely is, by virtue of broad human consent.

The blueprint essentializes the humanization of the world thereby solidifying
itself as a foundation upon which the human gridding of the world is undertaken.
Because the blueprint of ownership or possession has been essentialized—meaning
Earth appropriation has been disguised as Earth ontology—the human gridding has
become enabled to be something that is ever-in-process: it has been undertaken
and will continue to be undertaken (barring revolutionary social change or societal
collapse) in perpetuity. Neither the blueprint of planetary ownership nor the gridding
it sponsors are universal to human cultures or an inherent drive of human nature.
They are an Earth regime “kit” that Western civilization elaborated over the course
of millennia and which today has become globally ascendant.

Gridding consists in slicing the (variously) human-owned world and apportioning
the slices to (various) human uses. (Conventionally, “the grid” refers to the network
of electricity deliverance, but here I am repurposing it for a much wider sense.)
Human gridding is effected through roads and highways, fences and walls, above-
and below-ground infrastructures, nation-state borders and the geopolitical maps
representing them, surveillance technologies (such as GIS, collaring wild animals,
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mobilizing drones, etc.), large-scale agricultural estates, industrial plants, military
installations, mega-dams, shopping centers, strip malls, mining operations, zoos,
golf courses, and of course rural and urban settlements. Intrinsic to the nature of the
grid is that it is always unfurling. Metaphorically (and literally) it is like the all-too-
familiar town that is always under construction either to accommodate growth or just
to accommodate always-being-under-construction.

There are also profuse griddings of the seas (though many less available to direct
perception). Shores have been massively appropriated worldwide—an enabling of
the shared blueprint of Earth ownership—and turned into “beaches” and “beach-
front” properties. Entire regions of the ocean have been configured into “fisheries,”
a weird albeit commonplace term that fuses the fish, their places, and the industrial
fishing industry into one (presumed good) conglomerate. Some areas of the ocean
with fishery or mineral “resources” are literally gridded into blocks that nation-
states auction off to industries for extraction operations. Even as I write these words,
behind closed doors, the seabed is being sliced up by nation-states and allied industry
marauders for mining polymetallic nodules, seamounts, and hydrothermal vents.
Already, over 1 million square kilometers of the high seas have been divvied up in
seabed mining contracts (Roberts et al. 2017). The ocean as a whole is gridded for
shipping lanes and as dumping ground for agrochemicals, sewage, industrial waste,
plastic, and lost fishing gear. (In recent times, it has also been consigned to being a
“carbon sink.”) The atmosphere above each nation-state is carved out as owned by
the corresponding nation, while the whole atmosphere as humanity’s “commons”
serves as its waste bin. The stratosphere also—as it is looking increasingly likely—
may well be gridded as a receptacle of regularly injected sulfur particles for climate
geoengineering.

The grid resembles a mechanical virus, restless to reproduce more or upgrades
of itself. Indeed, right now, amidst a tidal wave of species extinctions and pop-
ulation annihilations morphing into a mass extinction event, the global political-
economic establishment is pouring colossal resources into nature-destroying and
nature-fragmenting infrastructural expansion, within and between national territo-
ries (Laurance 2015, 2018a, b; Alamgir et al. 2017). At this historical moment of
biodiversity collapse and dangerous climate change, precisely when human gridding
should become exceedingly circumspect and sizeable portions of it undone, “we are
living in the most explosive era of infrastructure expansion in human history” (Lau-
rance 2018a). The compulsion to affirm human control of geographical space and
ownership of Earth’s estate is feeding the grid’s expansionism. The viral grid is here,
ceaselessly expanding, ever in planning, and determined to continue asserting itself.

Underlying the grid and its modus operandi is the blueprint, or the physical-cum-
ideational essentializing of the planet as human-owned that has successfully secured
broad consent to that ownership as ontologically given. “Ontologically given” means
that people see Earth ownership as something natural rather than political—i.e.
involving the exercise of power, inequality, and exploitation by means of entrenched
institutional and discursive structures. The iniquitous relationship of the dominant
human to the Earth has been all but effectively concealed: in an ultimate Machiavel-
lian move, the political as such has been retracted from the world of “the merely



14 Let Earth Rebound! Conservation’s New Imperative 203

living” and drawn exclusively into the realm of the supreme human. Earth colo-
nization thus appears unproblematic within the dominant culture; in fact, it does not
even really appear. The social conditioning of people—from a very young age and
throughout their lifespans—into the blueprint of planetary possession accounts for
“why the land-use crisis gets so little publicity,” as eco-commentator Brian Palmer
(2015) complains regarding the disproportional conversion of land for human uses.
Simply put, the humanizedmetamorphosis of the planet does not constitute a “crisis”
for hegemonic humanity; it is just how things are. Nature colonialism perennially
disguises itself as essence and thereby endures.

Because of the human grid’s stout foundation—the normalcy of Earth owner-
ship—the grid is always already authorized to expand. Which it does and will con-
tinue to do, for the grid has no built-in mechanism, rule, ethos, etiquette, point of
satiation or contentment to ever bring it to rest. In its always-in-process character the
human grid is, if you will, shameless.

The blueprint of Earth-possessed includes variously sized geographical pockets
of nature reserves—wild and semi-wild places that fall under the rubric of “pro-
tected”: strictly protected, sustainably used, multiple-use designated, conserved for
ecosystem services, labelled as cultural or natural heritage, serving recreational and
ecotourist functions, and all around kept at hand as Earth’s “natural capital.” These
places appear to be off-grid, but because the human grid is ubiquitous and ever
underway these places are perpetually menaced by the grid and, anyway, almost
invariably partially gridded. Nature reserves contain roads, borders, trails, research
stations, campgrounds, cellular towers, and so on; they may be zoned for “sustain-
able” logging, grazing, or mining; and they are monitored and managed often with
killings and herbicides. The ever-looming and always-partial grip of the grid on
nature reserves (national parks, wildlife refuges, wilderness areas, etc.) is the case
because nature reserves are in the blueprint. They do not have an identity outside
human possession—as an exception or deviation from it—but are fully ensconced
within that possession. Humans control (ultimately all) geographical space and con-
sider themselves entitled to do so, full stop. (This presumption is so normalized that
the Moon, Mars, and their “resources” also appear, naturally, up for grabs.)

Indeed, nature reserves enhance the blueprint and legitimate it all the more,
because (on the one hand) they add to its versatility and (on the other) they seem
exempt from human possession. Nature reserves may even work to defuse resistance
to the blueprint of human planetary ownership, by serving as a smoke-screen to the
blueprint’s totalitarian rule. Please do not misinterpret this analysis: nature reserves
(all of them and most especially the strictly protected) are absolutely necessary, oth-
erwise so muchmore of the world’s places and beings would have gone into the night
of extinction and oblivion (Pimm et al. 2014). Yet in the prevailing human regime,
nature reserves are not outside the blueprint; they are human-owned, and what’s
more, they are never safe from the grid’s expansionism. The potential reneging of
their status as protected—for as long as this nature-colonizing civilization endures—
hangs over them like a guillotine held back by a threadbare rope. As environmental
thinker David Johns puts it, “if existing societal structures continue as they are, most
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conservation achievements may turn out to have been little more than temporary
stays of execution” (Johns 2010: 641).

Conservation in the blueprint does not work beyond being an indispensable, stop-
gap, and precarious remedy to the present-day eco-calamity. Protected areas have
not stemmed the tide of destruction, only slowed it down (Pimm et al. 2014). In
the medium- and long-run, conservation in the blueprint (aka “conservation in the
Anthropocene”) will not preserve the planet’s species, subspecies, and varieties,
abundance of wild populations, genetic variation, ecological complexity, biodispar-
ity (uniqueness of places), richness of ecotones and natural processes, animal migra-
tions, and other wild and wilderness qualities. Over time, protected areas become
degraded and lose species and populations for any number of (compounding) rea-
sons: they are too small, they are breached by (lawful or law-breaking) hunters,
miners, loggers, or settlers, they get partially or fully degazetted by (right-wing or
left-wing) human-supremacist governments, and they are perpetually ingressed by
pollutants, from nitrates and acid rain to climate-altering greenhouse gases.

Many dimensions of the natural world cannot even survive conservation func-
tioning at its best: big wide-ranging animals, migratory and dispersal phenomena,
river systems, and the absorption of wild natural processes like fire or volcanic
eruptions—all of which need bigness and connectivity—lose out in the present-day
status quo (see Chap. 12 by Noss in this volume). Moreover, these grievances do
not even touch on how nature “reservations” commandeer mobility, autonomy, and
self-determination away from wild nonhumans. For example, this very morning—
devoted to my reading over this chapter one last time before submission—I read the
news that one of Yellowstone’s famed wolves, nicknamed Spitfire by wolf lovers,
was shot dead by a trophy hunter 5 miles outside of Yellowstone’s borders (Rahman
2018). There is no end to the crimes perpetrated against nonhumans—crimes exoner-
ated by a thing as insubstantial as the tyrannical power of life and death that humans
have just seized over all other beings. Meanwhile, it is a fair generalization to state
that conservation in the blueprint treats the nonhuman realm as composed of wild
species-specimens to be sequestered, confined, managed, and kept in existence in
(often minimally and ever monitored) viable numbers (Lulka 2004; Mathews 2016).
From that perspective, Spitfire was specimen number 926F, and her death deemed a
conventionally acceptable misfortune for roaming beyond her designated detention
camp in the world.

Adding to these withering critiques, climate change is the deal-breaker of conser-
vation in the blueprint. Climate change will not only destabilize protected areas, but
the entire globe. Nonhuman and human beings will be (are being) forced tomove and
they will be (are) hard-pressed to do so. There will be, as we are already seeing, the
spread of disease, suffering, starvation, mass mortality events, and extinction in the
geographical-temporal zone where a deepening climate crisis meets an increasingly
humanized world. Climate change is poised to synergize with a natural world already
severely diminished and fragmented to intensify the blows on life (Urban 2015). It
will make land crack with dryness, bring deluges of floods, cause wildfires to rage,
turn the ocean corrosive, shrink freshwater entities and glaciers, unravel ecological
partnerships, batter the coastlines, and redefine nonhuman and human epidemics in
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a Biblical idiom. Climate change will grab the baton of mass extinction—now in the
hands of agriculture and mass killings—and go for the finish line (Maxwell et al.
2016).

In short, conservation in the blueprint does not, andwill not, work. The humanized
world it squarely resides in is neither good nor prudent. The blueprint of human Earth
ownership sponsors a (pseudo) world-order that is “world-poor,” and brittle to boot.
It turns—in a downwardly cascading spiral given the perennial human gridding it
propagates—the diverse into the less diverse, bio-disparity into bio-homogeneity,
wild animal abundance into defaunation, coral reefs into graveyards, the unknown
into the mundane, and the enchanted into the banal by inscribing a human regime
onto Earth’s chaotically and richly entangled being. Yet it is within Earth’s chaos that
the supreme order of the Creative lies. The blueprint of human planetary ownership
undoes that self-arising, incomparable order.

We are thus called to undo the blueprint both in our minds and in the world. We
must unmask its guise as normal and understand Earth’s possession for what it is—
the exercise of power, violence, and injustice on a cosmic scale. A critical piece of
undoing the blueprint is to redefine conservation against it instead of in it.

The Great Reversal: Earth-Wide Conservation

Originally, conservation was about protecting nature for its scenery, unique land-
scape features, provider of recreational, aesthetic, and spiritual experiences, and aid to
health promotion and stress reduction. Toward the latter part of the 20th century, con-
servation’s aimalso becameaboutmaintainingviablewildlife populations, sustaining
ecosystem services, and promoting green infrastructure and ecotourism. Whatever
the various rationales, conservation within the blueprint of a human-possessed Earth
has always remained “compatible with large-scale human exploitation of natural
environments” and, in terms of its nature-protection goals, has tended toward an
“ecology of the minimal” (Mathews 2016: 140).

Conservation visionaries today are urging a profound shift is how we think of
and practice conservation (Noss et al. 2011). Now is the turning point to recognize
that protecting land and seas cannot be defensibly defined as another “land-use”
category among others (agricultural, forestry, and so on). Conservation’s emerging
imperative is about letting Earth rebound, with its diverse, lavishly numbered beings
set free to live as who they are, become what they may, and co-create the ecosphere
(Locke 2013; Mathews 2016; Dinerstein et al. 2017; Butler and Lubarsky 2017;
Kopnina et al. 2018; Washington 2018; see Chap. 12 by Noss in this volume). As
ecocentric thinker Helen Kopnina and coauthors write, we must imagine “the future
of conservation as nothing less than an attempt to preserve abundant life on Earth”
(2018: 140). “Abundant life” here includes the ecosphere’s autochtonous features of
species and subspecies diversity, ecological complexity, plentiful numbers of wild
beings, variety of behavioral repertoires, animal cultures, and individualities, and
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uniqueness of different places. All these aspects require bigness and connectivity—
Earth-wide conservation.

The vision of Earth-wide conservation is profoundly compelling on a double reg-
ister: it constitutes the surest pathway to preempting and mitigating the catastrophes
of mass extinction and rapid climate change; and it forges the way for the emergence
of a historically new, harmonious relationship between ecosphere and humanity. To
implement this visionary conservation approach, our mandate is to restore Earth as
the very matrix—the bio-alchemical cauldron—within which sustainable, modest,
and ecologically friendly human land-uses can be couched. Large-scale conservation
is about unleashing vast expanses of land and seas, to remain unexploited, unoccu-
pied, and unfragmented, within which humanity and a myriad other life forms can
all make roomy homes. To draw on an analogy of the five elements (earth, water,
fire, air, and space), Earth-wide conservation involves reinstating the integrity of the
space element—the element which encompasses all others—conserving Earth itself
as the plenum that encompasses the arising and unfurling of all earthly existence.

This re-imagination of conservation—both as ameans to address eco-catastrophes
and as a long-term end in itself—is the antidote to extant and contemplated geo-
engineering schemes as ostensible solutions to the ecological and social crises that
confront us. Such schemes include rerouting rivers and tethering them with mega-
dams, massive outbuilding of infrastructural systems, genetically engineering crops
and animals for a degraded world, “solar radiation management” for treating global
warming, and extraterrestrial mining and colonization. All such pursued and antici-
pated “techno-sublime” solutions are nothing novel: they are the blueprint of human
planetary ownership putting the grid on steroids.

But the bold pursuit of large-scale conservation is about something new under the
Sun. It is about setting Earth free to be an expansive, untamed, and exuberantmandala
of life that can actually, if implemented in timely fashion, heal many ecological
wounds, arrest the ongoing destruction of wild animals and flowering plants, preempt
mass extinction, and “manage solar radiation” with unparalleled expertise (Roberts
et al. 2017; Wilson 2016; Scheffers et al. 2016).

Freed of most human-imposed griddings and all but the lightest human uses,
Earth’s federation of ecologies will become rife in beings, allow life tomove, provide
a refuge for the threatened, soak up much of the atmospheric carbon of the industrial
age, and be our noble legacy of an integral planetary hearth for the future of all life.
The following are now absolutely imperative: ending all wetland, primary forest,
seagrass meadow, and coral reef destruction; protecting the ocean from industrial
fishing and pollution on a massive scale; preserving river and lake systems; restoring
forests, (terrestrial and coastal) wetlands, and grasslands; and guarding wild animals
from the global poaching holocaust (Butler 2008; Jackson 2008; Manning 2009;
Diop et al. 2009; Pitcher and Chang 2013; Wuerthner et al. 2015; Pauly and Zeller
2016; Hance 2017; Jones et al. 2018; Ripple et al. 2016).

Only this scale of conservation can prevent the devastation of extinctions and take
the catastrophic edge off climatic upheaval. Only this scale of Earth protection can
turn the course of history away from the planet-devouring prerogative and inertia
that the blueprint of planetary colonization has inflicted.
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Opting for Earth-wide conservation—protecting land and ocean on a massive
scale with unbounded generosity—requires of us to tap into the deep intelligence
that resides in our brain-heart-gut complex, an intelligence to which technocratic
projects for constructing a “smart planet” (The Economist 2011) cannot hold a can-
dle. All smart-planet projects are, indeed, the predictable progeny of the blueprint—
of a humanized and human-possessed Earth holding on for dear life to its image
as ontology, that is, to its self-image as unquestionably and indestructibly real. To
keep the blueprint afloat, even if on dialysis, all manner of machinations are abroad:
from “sustainable intensification” of industrial food production to the desalination
solution for water shortages, from zoningmore of the seas and coastlines for aquacul-
ture to subordinating all Earth’s rivers, from mining the seabed to mining asteroids,
from multiplying nuclear power plants to moving to Mars. Such grandiose plans are
absurdly out of step with what is required of us.

The direction calling us has a circumscribed place for modern technology—this
is not a neo-Luddite war cry—but its main thrust is so technologically unglamorous
and simple that its beauty and expedience tend to be missed. Earth-wide conserva-
tion (large-scale protection, restoration, and connectivity of terrestrial and watery
realms) has long been known to be the guarantor for safeguarding biodiversity (Noss
and Cooperrider 1994; Wilson 2002). Studies are now revealing that it is also a
critically important strategy for dealing with global warming. Briefly put, Earth-
wide conservation is key to preempting both the sixth extinction and hothouse Earth
(Ceballos et al. 2015; Wilson 2016; Steffen et al. 2018). One recent study found that
conserving forests, grasslands, andwetlands, reforesting grazing ranges within forest
ecoregions, and revving up agroecological practices can (by 2030) contribute 37%
of the mitigation needed to keep temperatures from rising more than 2 °C over prein-
dustrial levels (Griscom et al. 2017). Other recent reports urge that ending all (land
and coastal) wetlands destruction is imperative to avert additional carbon releases
(which are threatening runaway heating), while massively restoring wetlands will
help gobble up atmospheric carbon dioxide (Roberts et al. 2017; Finlayson et al.
2017; Steffen et al. 2018).

Undoing the blueprint of Earth-possession involves reversing its specs. Unbridled
nature, wild in beauty, diversity, expansiveness, unexpectedness, and above all cre-
ativity will hold us in its gracious being and carry us through the dark times here
and coming. This vision of massive Earth conservation is not about reinstating some
mythic condition or romantic primordial dream. It is simply about freeing the nat-
ural world on an vast scale—to be roadless, cellular-tower-less, pipeline-less, with
no logging, mining, or grazing, off limits to off-road vehicles, agrochemicals, and
animal murders, networked, taking care of itself, and busy building soil, making
lushness, and birthing beings. Big enough and linked up enough to handle wildfires
and mega-storms and to transmute carbon into green.
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Downscaling the Human Enterprise

Releasing nature into its voluminous freedom cannot be achieved without substantial
demographic, economic, social, and behavioral changes on the human end of things
(Mora and Sale 2011; Mander 2012; Butler 2015; Bongaarts 2016; Washington and
Twomey 2016; Crist et al. 2017). Importantly, Earth-wide conservation calls us to
revolutionize how we make food. Organic, polycultural, and in good part perenni-
alized food production, on agroecological landscapes biodiverse in plant cultivars
and heirloom animal breeds, and interfacing in abiding friendship with wild nature
is—as a complementary strategy to large-scale Earth conservation—key to protect-
ing biodiversity and coping with climate change (Jackson 2010; Rodale Institute
2014; Jackson et al. 2018). The industrial food system—with animal agriculture in
the lead—is hands-down the most destructive human system on Earth. We cannot
redress the ecological crisis and move in the direction of Earth-wide conservation
without profound changes in the food system.

Freeing nature—while also averting any human hardships implied in placing
large-scale areas off limits to human uses—means there must be far fewer of us,
as well as far fewer of our resource-intensive and intensively-polluting “livestock”
(Weis 2013;Machovina et al. 2015;Monbiot 2016; Crist 2019). Amazingly, the path-
way to a reduced human population, also educated to eat far fewer animal products,
is simultaneously the pathway to securing fundamental human rights for all (fam-
ily planning, gender equality, and education), and to securing healthier and longer
human lives that a well-balanced, mostly plant-based diet all but guarantees (Engel-
man 2016;Machovina et al. 2015; Crist 2019). Freeing Earth and elevating humanity
go hand in hand. This alignment should give us pause and joy in equal measure.

Protecting land and ocean on vast scales—thereby liberating Earth from the
blueprint of human ownership and the ironclad grip of the grid—must be compli-
mentedwith big social changes.Asmentioned, paramount among them is to fast-track
policies that will humanely lower the global population to where an organic and eth-
ical agriculture—as a modest subsystem of the Earth—can support it (Crist 2019).
Teaching humanity to gravitate toward a plant-based and closer-to-home sourced
diet is also vital for biodiversity preservation, climate-change moderation, and the
attainment of food sovereignty and human wellness. Needed as well is the overdue
transition away from fossil fuels toward distributed (primarily) solar andwind renew-
ables along with making energy conservation a commonplace social norm (Delucchi
and Jacobsen 2013; McKibben 2016).

Still, there is more to be done. Wemust stop making and trading junk—the cheap,
the throwaway, and the luxury variants of junk (Dietz and O’Neill 2013). Global
trade needs to be scaled down by means of strengthening local economies and de-
emphasizing the procurement of goods (especially basic goods like staple foods)
from far-flung places (Kloppenburg et al. 1996; Patel 2009; Lenzen et al. 2012;
Otero et al. 2013). Global trade today—the main engine and “central dogma” of the
global economy—is driving the triple whammy of extinctions, infrastructural sprawl,
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and greenhouse gas emissions. Intractable human food insecurity may not be that far
behind (Lang 2010; Brown 2011; Ehrlich and Harte 2015).

These reversals of pulling back humanity from the natural worldwhile downsizing
the human presence are unlikely to be spearheaded by a large-scale, grassroots social
movement. To recognize the mandate of this two-pronged historical redirection (of
freeing Earth and downscaling the human factor) requires a configuration of sight,
which, in this age of Babylon, is not yet available to the humanmajority. In a nutshell:
devotion to our home planet, commitment to the possibility of a future ecological
and equitable global civilization, and clear-headed understanding of our moribund
(whether with a bang or a whimper) course. Many have yet to realize the validity of
any one of these discernments—let alone all three combined.

Historical redirection ismore likely to originate (at least for the foreseeable future)
from two sources. One, enlightened leadership in educational, faith-based, political,
media, entertainment, legal, and business circles. We are already seeing hopeful
signs of this kind of leadership working, on many fronts, to shift the human enter-
prise (both ideologically and in practice) out of its nature-domination box and toward
a downsized, ecological civilization. And two, from minority enclaves of ordinary
folk who have (and increasingly will) come to recognize this life-destroying civ-
ilization for the socio-historical construct gone-haywire that it is: politically and
economically largely corrupt, militarily dangerous, indifferent and cruel to nonhu-
mans, mostly indifferent to disempowered people and future generations, and utterly
blind to Earth’s grandeur.

Such enclaves of awakened people will organize themselves into alternative com-
munities—especially around agroecological food production while also fostering
other forms of energy and economic self-reliance—thus seeding a future bioregional
way of life within a global civilization (Kloppenburg et al. 1996; Hannum 1997; Crist
2019). In this century, all around the globe, people can embark on forming such new
communities, performing harmonious relations within their ecoregions, undertaking
ecological restoration projects, learning from indigenous life-ways, deploying tools
of citizen science, creating and rediscovering ceremonies to honor all earthlings, and
honing deep love in practices of loyalty, courage, hospitality, and compassion that
are (will be) demanded. Within such alternative communities—globally networked
and mutually supportive—we will discover who we must become to live integrally
within this majestic planet. It will be long-term work, but for starters, it will have
us turning our backside to the human-supremacist establishment that is heading the
world to ruin.

The Restoration Baseline

A frequent refrain nowadays is that in recent decades “the challenge of accommodat-
ing people and biodiversity has accelerated enormously” (Kareiva andMarvier 2012:
964). This is surely the case and that particular challenge is poised to accelerate even
faster. The resolution of the “people versus nature” quandary, however, does not call
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for the final merger of the two, wherein humanity bequeaths full Earth colonization
(along with the cheap mantra “Be Resilient”) to the future. To resolve the growing
tension between people’s demands and nature’s integrity means we work to mas-
sively scale down the human enterprise, safeguard the seas and land on “continental”
scales, and instigate social transformations toward a global ecocentric civilization
that understands real wealth—irreplaceable, cosmic wealth that is unassignable a
dollar figure (see Chap. 11 by Gray and Curry in this volume). Taking this historical
turn will not simply allow “accommodating people and biodiversity,” but also build
the foundation for a coming world in which both thrive.

There has been much talk of “no going back”—no self-evident ecological restora-
tion baselines to implement in conservation (Hobbs et al. 2014). Earth in the “Anthro-
pocene” has been diagnosed as a “planet of no return” and a “used planet” (Ellis 2012;
Ellis et al. 2012). To be sure, we will not (any time soon) retrieve a Holocene-like
world of 250 or 500 years ago, let alone of bygone millennia. The Dodo is gone and
so is the Steller’s sea cow and the uncountable species of half the world’s rainforests
razed, well over half of the world’s wetlands drained, and most of the world’s rivers
dammed. We will not recover extinguished species, nor will we ever know anything
but the tip of the iceberg of what life forms have been mindlessly obliterated.

Yet the principal historical lesson of the grim panorama of human impact is not
that “we cannot go back,” but that in moving forward wemust reinvent ourselves, our
way of life, our scale of occupation, as well as civilization itself from the ground up.
It is critical that we eradicate the human superiority-and-entitlement complex that
breathes inane, but seemingly compelling meaning into treating the world as human
real estate. History has delivered the reckoning of a planet-colonizing enterprise.
Heeding this with clear sight, we are invited to break resolutely with past ways: to
downscale the human project for the sake of thewellness of our nonhuman and human
kin (present and future), for the endless delights of diverse earthly coexistence, and
for the honor of belonging with Earth over the debased and benighted condition of
domineering.

Regarding the question of the restoration baseline for Earth’s places, far from
being elusive it is transparent: Freedom! Freedom is the ultimate ecological base-
line, the one that Earth itself created. Let Earth rebound! Let rehabilitated wilderness
as idea, reality, and protagonist rule the biosphere. It has oft been remarked that
many languages do not have a word for “wilderness.” I would wager, however, that
all languages have a word for freedom and a word for nature—and thus all languages
have a composite concept for wilderness. “Free nature” is wilderness universal. To
free nature is to rewild. Rewilding involves enlarging protected terrestrial andmarine
areas (toward strict protection of at least 50 percent of every ecoregion type), repatri-
ating the big carnivore, herbivore, and other keystone players, and forging corridor
linkages to achieve landscape connectivity (Soulé and Noss 1998; Noss 2013; Mon-
biot 2013; Locke 2013; Hiss 2014; Benz et al. 2016; Wilson 2016; Tompkins and
Butler 2016; Johns 2019). Current official policy targets to protect 17 percent of
the land and 10 percent of the ocean are “woefully below” what is needed to stem
biodiversity’s “downward slide” (Noss et al. 2011: 1; see also Pauly and Zeller 2016;
Belote et al. 2017; Chap. 12 by Noss in this volume).
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An Earth-wide network of large-scale terrestrial and marine protected areas will
serve ambitious and visionary aims, enabling restoration achievements that discon-
nected reserves cannot deliver. Big carnivores, big herbivores, and all marine animals
are in dire straits, with their numbers globally decimated and declining and many
on the brink of extinction (Dirzo et al. 2014; Ripple et al. 2015, 2016; McCauley
et al. 2015). Only large, networked reserves can support the resurgence of these
species. More generally, large-scale networked reserves can maintain not just viable
but ecologically and evolutionarily abundant populations by enabling movement,
migrations, founder effects, and escape from disturbances or encroachment. While
rewilding places may initially need a helping hand via active restoration, removal of
infrastructures, and reintroduction of life forms, the ultimate goal of rewilding is to
return self-mastery—freedom—to the natural world (Monbiot 2013).

Freedom for Earth and all its beings and ecologies means restoring the conditions
for living beings to express their natures, to support their flourishing and enjoyment
of life, and to allow their potential becomings (as individuals), evolutionary destinies
(as species), and integrity and complexity (as ecosystems). It means letting fish and
trees grow old—very old—and to become abundant. (As fish age, they grow bigger
and bigger and lay orders of magnitude more eggs than the younger ones. Big trees,
known as mother or hub trees, nourish the entire forest and become habitats in their
own right.) Freedom for wolves, sharks, whales, gorillas, giraffes, elephants, rhinos,
bison, cougars, orangutans, saiga, snow leopards, and countless others means for
them to live as denizens of spacious worlds, not as starving and cowering refugees
of dilapidated, stolen, and turned-dangerous homes. Freedom for wild beings means
mobility without constriction, persecution, and the lethal booby-traps of plastics,
poisons, nets, snares, guns, dams, fences, and walls.

What’s more, the emergency of preserving animal migrations as phenomena of
“abundance and freedom” is an under-recognized, critical ingredient of celebrating
freedom on this planet (Wilcove 2008). If ever there was a canary in the coalmine of
how rapidly Earth is being human-gridded—and made hostile to so many—it is the
freefall in numbers of migrating beings and the endangerment of the phenomenon
of migration as such (Wilcove 2008; Quammen 2010). Earth-wide conservation will
aim to preserve and restore these ecosphere-enriching, spectacular peregrinations.
Freedom is also for places. For rivers, for example, freedom is to flow as they will,
nourishing environs and beings with nutrient loads and life-giving waters, connect-
ing land and seas and their two-way traffic of life forms, being home to so many
organisms, and being the singularly biotic-abiotic hybrid entities they themselves
are (Chap. 8 by Strang in this volume). Finally, freedom is not just for the wild ones
and wild places, but also for the farm animals. We should liberate them from the
objectifying tag of “livestock,” and let them live long, good lives in the environments
they are adapted to, able to sunbathe and dustbathe, mate and chatter, rest and root,
and just noodle around as they like to do.

Freedom is a big word. It is not only for humanity, nor even invented by humans.
Freedom is an elevated state that people first experienced as earthlings, then crys-
tallized into language, and finally celebrated as among the highest ideals—if not,
indeed, the highest of all.
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People Versus Nature?

Some analysts have objected to strictly protecting vast portions of the natural world,
arguing that this will deprive people of the freedom to use those places for their
livelihood. Such critics are especially concerned that poor people will pay a heavy
price when excluded from accessing parts of the natural world (Fairhead et al. 2012;
Duffy 2014; Büscher et al. 2016). To be sure, concerns for howpeoplewill be affected
must inform how conservation is designed and implemented.Within the conservation
arena, all agree that conservation projects should involve the engagement, input,
and participation of nearby communities (Wuerthner et al. 2015; Chan et al. 2016).
Jane Goodall’s organization Roots & Shoots is a model of rights-based conservation
philosophy and practice, working simultaneously on the levels of nature protection,
ecological restoration, agroecological food production, local employment, family
planning, as well as education and schooling for all (Goodall 2015). The present
historical moment demands this kind of comprehensive approach, and can inspire
and incite us to drop the interminably wearying dichotomy of “people versus nature.”

The question of “how to weigh the inviolability of nature against the rights of
people in need or starving” (Max 2014) cannot be answered, yet again, by affirming
the violability of nature, for two fundamental reasons. First, history teaches that
this approach will lead to more people in poverty and/or food insecurity in the
future (and a far more precarious future, the one coming). Second, rallying for the
rights of disempowered people is incoherent when the recommended tactics involve
brushing aside and trampling on themost disempowered of all—the nonhumans, ever
deemed dispensable and displaceable. We must do things entirely differently at this
historical juncture: restoring Earth’s ecological wholeness (Earth-wide conservation)
and changing ourselves (scaling down our numbers and economies), so that we give
humanity a fighting chance to find the path toward living equitably and well within
Earth’s vibrant expanse.

The critique that nature protection violates human freedom discounts the fact that
authentic human freedom can never be founded on annihilating, constricting, and
enslaving nonhumans nor can it blossom in the bleak landscape of Earth bondage
and ruins. Critics of large-scale conservation seem incapable of thinking of human
well-being with the depth and vision demanded at this unprecedented time: If anthro-
pogenicmass extinction is left to run its course unchecked, howwill the humanpsyche
bear the onus of having massively extinguished our fellow earthlings? Conservation
critics have zero insight into the unthinkable existential burden we are bequeathing
humanity, and the imperative to put a stop to this Earth catastrophe now.

The way to real human freedom—freedom from material want and toward self-
realization—does not lie in perpetuating incursions into the natural world (including
incursions labelled “sustainable”), but exactly elsewhere: in busting the (often non-
conscious) human allegiance to nature-domination, which is the very source from
which human hierarchies and inequalities spring. The source of the disparity between
the haves and the have-nots, between the powerful and the powerless, lies in con-
stituting Earth’s beings and places as “resources” for amassing wealth, power, and
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privilege. Wealth, power, and privilege (as currently understood concepts and reali-
ties) are actualized through sucking out the marrow of the Earth. This onslaught on
the planet would have no ground to stand on—anymore than Hitler’s Lebensraum
found any ground to stand on—without a conception-and-treatment of nonhumans
and ecologies as legitimately displaceable, killable, and for the taking. Even that
bane of neoliberalism—the academic buzzword and scarecrow de jour—draws its
tacit, sturdiest legitimation from the shared image of Earth as human turf for using.

Without shining light on and ending nature’s long-standing domination—the root
cause of human inequity—inequity can never be resolved. Striving for social justice
in a colonized ecosphere is like trying to create a beautiful garden in a vandalized
landscape. As long as a human-supremacist mindset reigns toward Earth and earth-
lings, the realization (and even the deep idea) of justice will elude humanity (Chap. 2
in this volume). A planet regarded as container of “natural resources”—to vie and
militarize over, to exploit, steal, and kill to procure—is a planet rife with human (and
of course nonhuman)misery. But by enlarging the conceptual-pragmatic understand-
ing of freedom beyond human exclusivity, the ecological and social justice platforms
can join forces—as they should and must (Chap. 1 in this volume; Chap. 4 by Wash-
ington in this volume; Chap. 11 by Gray and Curry in this volume). All beings love
freedom—freedom from want and toward becomings. The prerequisite for realizing
authentic human freedom is to free humans from the debasing shackles of human
supremacy, lifting humanity into the infinite sight of the fundamental goodness of
all life freed.

Unsurprisingly, those who resolve the (vacuous) conundrum of “people versus
nature” in favor of people—claiming, for example, that “the only reason we should
conserve biodiversity is for ourselves, to create a stable future for human beings”
(quoted in Safina 2018)—also peddle a dismissive position toward the destruction of
species and even the eventuality of an anthropogenic mass extinction (see for exam-
ple, Kareiva et al. 2012; Thomas 2017; and critical responses, Ceballos and Ehrlich
2018; Safina 2018). As Peter Kareiva and his colleagues notoriously opined, the pas-
senger pigeon’s demise (by the offensive of a human-supremacist culture) yielded
“no measurable results” (Kareiva et al. 2012). Such cavalier attitudes (sprouting here
and there) toward the annihilation of our nonhuman family and toward the siege on
Earth’s exquisite being should fill us with dread: They foreshadow the moral decay
and deep slumber that human totalitarianism holds in store.

We need to “look and see,” as Ludwig Wittgenstein once quipped (1968). Look
and see the shining dervish of planet Earth, whose reality—even as its luster recedes
before our eyes—is as close to the eternal and themagical as our limited, all-too-brief
mortal being can witness. Conservation is not, and never has been, about “saving the
planet.” It always has been, and is most urgently now, about giving back to the planet
so that the planet might save us—body and soul. Before the extinction and climate
crises become irreversible disasters, we can still fight for the turning of history.
We must become willing to give back generously to the planet and concurrently to
diminish the scale and scope of humanity’s presence. We can agitate to jettison the
blueprint of human planetary ownership and free most Earth from the human grid.
We will then look toward how to gracefully cohabit with all earthlings, for we are
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all, nonhuman and human, world citizens. Co-creating the ecosphere through the
symphonic harmonies of diverse life beckons as the inexhaustible source of material
and spiritual abundance for all.
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Chapter 15
Conclusion—A Just World for Life?

Haydn Washington and Helen Kopnina

This book arose out of a desire to consider how society is travelling in terms of retain-
ing the rich diversity of life on this spectacular planet. Once green and teeming, it is
now a planet in peril, with the living world in decline (e.g. Wijkman and Rockstrom
2012; Ceballos et al. 2015). In this book we also consider where ‘justice’ lies in all
this. After all, we all want justice, but what exactly do we want it for?We are sure all
chapter authors believe in justice for society, and that involves questions of equity
and equality (e.g. Wilkinson and Pickett 2010). We argue society should seek to
cultivate an environmentally-focused perspective that embraces not only social and
economic justice but also concern for non-human species. Through this we can find
a middle road of cooperation that acknowledges the rights of human and nonhuman
species alike (Shoreman-Ouimet and Kopnina 2015).

The underlying ethics behind this book is that we cannot just stop at social justice,
that ethics, rights and justice cannot just belong only to our own species. Consider
the eyes of a child, what one may call ‘wild eyes’ (O’Hanlon 2012), remember the
sheer beauty and wonder that as children we saw, heard and felt when we stepped
forward into that teeming green ‘more-than-human’ world, of which we were a part
(Abram 2010). How could justice cease at the boundaries of one species? How could
our childhood pets, the glorious birds that forage in our gardens, the majestic trees
down the road, the secret places we found in childhood rambles—how could they
not deserve justice also? Surely they too have a right to be, to evolve, to continue, to
manifest the ‘will to live’ (Schopenhauer 1983) that animates the living world?

‘Integrating social and ecological justice’ means we need both, we should have
both, and they should be integrated. That means they must be entwined. Many of
the authors of this book have been champions for wild nature, working to create
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and defend national parks and other conservation initiatives. Quite simply, this was
because they loved life, and even felt a deep spiritual connection to it, feeling ‘kin’
to all those with no human voice, often speaking out on their behalf. We point out
that what poet Jeffers (1924) called ‘falling in love outward’ is to identify with and
value life outside our species. However, this in no way means one cannot love inside
our species. We have never met conservationists who did not also believe in social
justice, along with ecojustice. Love after all is not a fixed entity, as it can expand
outwards to take in all those pets, birds, trees and secret places of our childhood.
Indeed, it can extend to gigantic wilderness, and to the planet itself. The eyes of a
child see that clearly—they love it all, and as Edith Cobb (in Trimble 1994: 28) noted,
they are: “in love with the universe”. Thus, most children seem to know what many
of us adults need to rediscover, that justice should apply to all. So the arguments in
this book for ecojustice are pointing out that the scales of justice are currently out
of balance, as ‘justice’ today only applies to humans. Of course justice does apply
to humans, and we certainly support justice for all human groups, but why should it
stop there? It should extend out also to the rest of life, and to the land itself. It is not
a case of either/or in regard to justice. Indeed the whole point of this book has been
to argue: “It has to be both”.

To return to conservation itself, this book shows there are indeed good grounds
to ask: ‘Has conservation lost its way?’. Several chapter authors in this volume (e.g.
Kaitlyn Creasy, Dominick DellaSala, Eileen Crist, David Johns, HaydnWashington)
argue that some of it has, that sections of the conservation movement have been
subverted and taken over by an anthropocentric and neoliberal worldview. For a
long time, conservationists have argued that nature should be protected for itself.
Now, some scholars, governments (and even supposedly ‘conservation’ bodies) are
arguing that nature should be protected only for humanity. This view is singularly
lacking in any care or generosity towards the rest of life we share this planet with.
Many indigenous societies operate from a kinship ethics, where nonhumans are seen
as our relatives (e.g. Knudtson and Suzuki 1992). Such lore and kinship ethics has
a lot to teach Western society, which seems embarked on an unsustainable endless
growth trajectory (Rees 2008). The view that “conservation has to be only for people”
is thus we feel ethically bankrupt. Also, we believe such an approach is doomed if
we really do want to retain the wealth of life on Earth that we have today (but maybe
not by century’s end if conservation fails). Several chapters (e.g. DellaSala, Johns,
Washington) argue that conservation is one of the great issues of our time—which
requires the rediscovering of an ecologically sustainable worldview and ethics of
conservation. That worldview will have to extend justice to the nonhuman world,
speaking for those who have no human voice. Indeed, as Joe Gray and Patrick Curry
argue, society should extend a role to nature in terms of society’s governance in the
form of ‘ecodemocracy’.

So howdowe integrate social and ecological justice? The simple truth is thatwhile
it may be ethically easy to say they ‘must’ be integrated, practically it is hard. We
always understood thiswas going to be the case, and this bookwas a venue to consider
this inmore detail. Part I considers various ‘perspectives’ involved in this issue. Chief
among these is the issue of trying to shift an anthropocentric worldview that has been
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dominant for centuries. The idea that science is fully ‘objective’, when it operates
from an underlying (but almost never acknowledged) anthropocentric and neoliberal
bias, is clearly mistaken (see Chap. 4). The idea that all of life on Earth (apart
from us) is somehow ‘just a resource’ reflects just how deeply anthropocentrism
is entrenched in society. Indeed we believe Crist (2012: 145) described the term
‘resource’ accurately as being a: “gaping wound on the face of language”, one which
has led to a distorted (and destructive) view of the world.

Perhaps no idea in ecology illustrates the need to think about ecological ethics so
well as that of ‘ecosystem services’ (discussed here by Washington, while ‘natural
capital’ is also discussed by Creasy). It is everywhere in science, and figures strongly
in anydiscussionof conservation.Yet the ethical underpinnings of ecosystemservices
are anthropocentric, they are services just for people that nature provides. As argued
by Washington in Chap. 6, it is time we considered not ‘Nature’s Contributions to
People’ but ‘Peoples Contributions to Nature’. Chief amongst such contributions are
respect for nature and a ‘duty of care’ towards her. Conservation should lead the way
towards such discussion, rather than treating it as a taboo to be ignored. Johns in his
chapter summarises this beautifully:

Our stomachs are full but we are hollow in our souls. In separating ourselves from the world
by trying to control it we have created a hunger that things can never fill, though we keep
trying. We have wounded our souls and our capacity for empathy and love. “This is what is
the matter with us,” Lawrence wrote (1968: 504). “We are bleeding at the roots, because we
are cut off from the earth and sun and stars, and love is a grinning mockery, because, poor
blossom, we plucked it from its stem on the tree of life, and expected it to keep on blooming
in our civilized vase on the table.” This is the great sacrifice we have made and it need not
be.

DellaSala discusses a key problemwithin conservation, which is that anthropocentric
and neoliberal ideologies have become ingrained in many big conservation organi-
sations over the last few decades. He argues that:

For the largest conservation groups, improving public image and accountability may mean
reforming board development to be more aligned with biodiversity/ecocentric mission
statements, instead of chasing deep-pocket donors that, in turn, result in mission drift or
‘greenwashing’ conservation. More biodiversity scientists, ecojustice advocates, and nature
philosophers on governing boards would help balance the increasing presence of pro ‘busi-
ness interests.’

He argues that it is time for conservationists to “take back the ecocentric center” from
which we came. He believes we should borrow from the #MeToomovement—as it is
now time for a #NatureToo movement to “rise up from the ashes as the Phoenix that
will regenerate humanity by living in justice with Nature, and not at its expense”.

So how dowe integrate social and ecological domains? Veronica Strang considers
this in terms of Earth jurisprudence and the ‘rights of the river’, discussing the case
of the Whanganui river in New Zealand. This river was granted legal status and
rights similar to a corporate person or trust. Two individuals were appointed to speak
for the river, a representative of the Crown, and a representative of the Maori tribe.
Strang concludes that to change the ways we engage with and make use of rivers
is a large task, but thinking about them as living entities, and promoting their legal
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rights as persons, is a good place to start. Indeed, she believes there is a growing
recognition that a new intellectual paradigm—“a repositioning of humankind in
relation to nonhuman kinds” is needed if society is to reach sustainability.

Gray and Curry in their chapter develop this idea further through arguing that
nature should be allocated proxies in social governance structures. This is also artic-
ulated in a new platform ‘GENIE’ supporting ecodemocracy (www.ecodemocracy.
net). Imagine if nature had two representatives on every National Park Board of
Management. Currently, various human interest groups (recreation, environmental
NGOs, local government, science) have representatives, but nature itself has none.
Imagine if local and other governments had proxies representing nonhuman nature,
speaking out for those with no human voice. This would be one good way of inte-
grating social and ecological domains, literally giving nature a voice.

Similarly, Traditional Environmental Knowledge (TEK) offers a chance to redis-
cover what many indigenous cultures believed, that the two domains (nature and
human) should be integrated—as nature is our kin. Strang and Thomasberger dis-
cuss this further in their chapters. Strang speaks of the Maori view, where people
consider themselves to be at one with, and having equal status to, the mountains,
the rivers and the seas. Hence she believes it encapsulates the core principles of eco-
logical justice. Alessio Thomasberger argues that the biggest quest for conservation
today is for humans to re-establish reciprocal relations to non-human beings. Hence
he believes grass-root movements can strengthen and rejuvenate TEK to assist in the
integration of social and ecological justice. Hence, building on indigenous lore and
TEK can assist in many countries to move conservation back towards the ecocentric,
towards a ‘kinship ethics’ with the rest of life.

Another way to integrate our social and ecological ideas is through our edu-
cation system, as Helen Kopnina discusses. Conscious examination of one’s own
worldviews and ethics in regards to justice and conservation provides students a
chance to think about a topic that may have been off their radar. The assignment she
discusses was intended for the researcher to learn from student’s perspectives and
understanding of trade-offs and congruities between social and ecological justice.
The exploration of the students’ worldview revealed larger patterns in environmental
awareness. Examination of assignments suggested ways in which a more ecocentric
curriculum might be developed. Also, students’ views on social and ecological jus-
tice suggested that support for ecological sustainability and the ethical treatment of
nonhuman nature needs clear articulation of an ecocentric position, one that exposes
its ethical underpinnings.

Cleary, Part II and III overlap, as ideas that expand the debate are also conserva-
tion solutions. Hence two key solutions have already been referred to, learning from
indigenous worldviews and ‘representation for nature’ in governance (ecodemoc-
racy). Another solution is to ‘rewild’ our world and to protect half of it for nature, so
as to stop the mass extinction currently underway. Reed Noss in his chapter shows
how we can do this, that it is in fact possible. Noss explains how the term ‘rewilding’
has become confused over time, moving from the idea of ‘wilderness restoration’
to ‘Pleistocene rewilding’ (introducing megafauna to replace those that have gone
extinct) to reintroducing carnivores (or other native species) now extinct in an area.

http://www.ecodemocracy.net
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This illustrates the problem of multiple meanings for a term, which help to confuse
the original aim (in this case to restore land to wilderness condition). Noss explains
the significant history of the vision that half of terrestrial lands need to be protected
to keep the world’s rich biodiversity. This has more recently been called ‘Half Earth’
(Wilson 2016) or ‘Nature Needs Half’ (Locke 2013; Kopnina 2016; Dinerstein et al.
2017). Most of the chapter authors here support such a vision. It is also thankfully a
vision that is gaining increasing traction within a number of areas in academia.

Of course, there are ‘elephants in the room’ in regard to conservation that many
in academia simply refuse to see. We consider three here. The first is population. As
Richard Grossman notes in his chapter, conservation is so difficult because there are
simply toomany people onEarth, placing too great an impact on the natural world. As
Grossman notes, we are on track to expand to 9 or perhaps 11 billion people, putting
even more pressure on Earth’s wondrous diversity of life, now very much under
threat (Crist et al. 2017). Grossman explains how the I= PAT formula demonstrates
that both the number of people and the affluence (or consumption) of each person
must both be considered. In relation to this, Noss believes that shrinking the human
population and economy is ultimately the only way we can achieve justice for all
species. However, we face a strong denial of the problem of overpopulation in both
society and academia. The chance of successfully integrating social and ecological
justice is small in a future world where society continues to ignore this huge (and
growing) elephant in the room. Not controlling human population (ethically and
non-coercively) would be a disaster for both types of justice.

The second elephant in the room is climate change, referred to by several authors.
Crist believes that climate change will exceed the impacts currently caused by agri-
culture and mass killings, and “grab the baton of mass extinction”. Strang observes
that the deepening anxieties about climate change and ecosystem destruction have
sharpened debates about how to avert catastrophic levels of extinction and environ-
mental degradation. Johns reminds us of the impact of climate change in terms of
nature conservation, pointing out that all wild lands and oceans are affected by this.
Grossman looks to the future, where increasing human population will of necessity
increase greenhouse gas emissions. DellaSala reminds us of what should always be
present in our minds as the desired outcome—“a living planet full of prospering,
biodiverse life and a safe climate”. Given the recent IPCC (2018) report, it is clear
that effective nature conservation cannot occur if the climate crisis warms the planet
beyond 2 degrees. Climate change is thus a key problem for ecojustice, as whilemany
humans may be able to adapt, many other species and ecosystems cannot. If we can-
not stop climate change then the future of conservation will become increasingly
grim.

There is a final elephant in the roomwe feel should bementioned—the idea of end-
less growth on a finite planet. The problem of the endless growth economy is referred
to by several authors. Strang argues that society needs to abandon “short-termist cap-
italist ideologies” and over-dependence on growth-based economic systems. Crist
observes that global trade—the main engine of the global economy is driving the:
“triple whammy of extinctions, infrastructural sprawl, and greenhouse gas emis-
sions”. Washington concludes that the growth economy espoused by neoclassical
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economics is fundamentally unsustainable, and is the key cause of ecocide. He sug-
gests one solution is to re-engineer our consumer culture and move to a steady state
economy. Creasy categorises the endless growth economy as “profoundly anthro-
pocentric”, where it ignores the reality of how “economically flourishing societies”
have continued to degrade nature. Johns states that the call to make wilderness and
comprehensive biodiversity protection ‘subservient to growth’ is: “the language of
conquest and colonization using different words”. DellaSala believes that to protect
the Tongass rainforest in Alaska means getting the region moving toward an ecolog-
ically sustainable economy. Clearly, the authors here realise that endless growth on a
finite planet is not working for conservation. Judging by past results, its continuation
would likely lead to an escalating ecological holocaust.

In her chapter, Crist speaks eloquently of the need for us to let the Earth ‘rebound’,
to be free, to be renewed and healed. She also speaks with passion about our society’s
curious idea thatwe ‘own’ the land, as if itwas exclusively ours to possess and control.
Indeed, she says this is the blueprint that has ‘gridded’ the world into little parcels
supposedly owned by humans (no matter what else lives there). Crist argues that
conservationists too have fallen into this mistake of thinking humanity ‘owns’ the
world, and that the new imperative for conservation is to break free from this idea.
Arguably, until it is commonly accepted that the world and the rest of life are not
‘ours’ to own, it will be hard to unify social and ecological justice. Crist speaks about
conservation and ‘freedom’:

… the bold pursuit of large-scale conservation is about something new under the Sun. It is
about setting Earth free to be an expansive, untamed, and exuberant mandala of life that can
actually, if implemented in timely fashion, healmany ecological wounds…authentic human
freedom can never be founded on annihilating, constricting, and enslaving nonhumans nor
can it blossom in the bleak landscape of Earth bondage and ruins. … The prerequisite for
realizing authentic human freedom is to free humans from the debasing shackles of human
supremacy, lifting humanity into the infinite sight of the fundamental goodness of all life
freed.

Crist notes what others allude to, that as part of the solution we must become will-
ing to give back generously to the planet. We would observe that chief among the
‘Contributions to Nature’ we can make ethically is offering respect to the nonhuman
world, and also upholding a human responsibility, a ‘duty of care’ towards life. In
fact we would argue that ecocentric conservation is really putting that ‘duty of care’
into operation. That duty of care could help to integrate social and ecological justice.
It will not be easy—but we believe it is possible.

Many of us (especially in conservation) worry about the future and what it will
bring. Grossman notes that long-term conservation of nonhuman nature is unlikely
without stabilization and reduction of human population. Johns reminds us that the
‘growth monster’ remains not just unchecked, but in fact is embraced in theory and
practice by virtually all human societies. Gray and Patrick state that as we witness
the sixth mass extinction unfold, it is hard not to feel exasperated by the lack of a
say in human democracy for all the suffering species and ecosystems. Strang argues
that efforts to rethink relations with non-human beings must be accompanied by
real striving to reduce the pressure of human needs and interests. Washington argues
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that the future of life on Earth is at a critical stage, as is whether society will itself
reach a sustainable future. Creasy notes that the more widespread anthropocentrism
becomes, the more society risks the extinction of the idea that nature and non-human
life forms have “goods all their own”. Crist believes that conservation critics have
zero insight into the unthinkable ethical burden we bequeath humanity (through
causing mass extinction). She concludes it is: “imperative to put a stop to this Earth
catastrophe now”.

Such worries and fears are of course valid, and anyone who reads widely on
environmental issues is likely to sharemany of these. However, such concerns should
not paralyse us from taking action.Rather, they shouldmotivate us all to find solutions
to the current environmental crisis. AsCrist concludes,we nowneed: “devotion to our
homeplanet, commitment to the possibility of a future ecological and equitable global
civilization …”. A key solution is to create the political will. While academics tend
to shy away from advocating political lobbying, we feel it is essential for effective
conservation of nonhuman nature. One obvious example is we need to lobby all
governments to support the ‘Half Earth’ conservation vision. Others include the need
to campaign politically for ecodemocracy, and to argue that social and ecological
justice should be entwined.

We do not believe society will find an ecologically and socially sustainable future
unless social justice and ecojustice go hand in hand. However, unless it is acknowl-
edged that nature requires ecojustice as much as people require social justice, there
will never be a dialogue established to consider how to implement both together. An
example of this is the situation where it is implied we simply have to log forests
unsustainably for social justice reasons. One example is the increasing deforesta-
tion in Ghana that Thomasberger describes, where poor farmers are caught in a debt
trap, felling forests to make charcoal so as to earn money to buy seed for crops,
etc. However, without any counter-balancing ecojustice, this is leading towards total
deforestation (where both humans and nature lose). Another example is where Del-
laSala describes how the Tongass rainforest in Alaska may now be scheduled for
unsustainable clearcutting. However, unsustainable logging leads to the eventual
loss of such forests, along with all the social benefits they brought society (and eco-
logical benefits they brought the rest of life). Unsustainable logging is thus eventually
a lose/lose situation for both nature and society.

While seeking to integrate social and ecological justice, we should accept there
are complex issues involved, and complex ethical choices. To allow the integration of
both justices to happen, society will need to overturn two deeply embedded assump-
tions, the ‘Sole Value’ assumption, and the ‘Greater Value’ assumption (Curry 2011).
The first is essentially anthropocentrism, arguing that only humans have value. The
second ismuchharder, as the ‘GreaterValue’ assumption accepts that nature has some
value, it is just that humanity always has greater value. This assumption becomes
more and more problematic as the world becomes more crowded and overpopulated.
On a full planet, conservation of nature comes into greater conflict with desires to
grow more food and develop more land.

Given that the ‘scales of justice’ are clearly out of balance, one could argue for an
‘Equal Value’ assumption, where both nature and humanity have equal value. That
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would imply that sometimes humandesires for developmentwill have to come second
so as to protect nonhuman nature. An ‘Equal Value’ assumption would be moving
in the right direction. However, we believe this too is inadequate. Even if one speaks
of ‘equal value’ the default position (given the insidious nature of anthropocentrism)
will be to favour humanity. It is worth remembering that ecocentrism foregrounds
the more-than-human, but also acknowledges humans are part of nature. A prime
focus on nature thus also includes human well-being as part of (but not master) of
the ecosystem.

However, given that centuries of anthropocentrism have massively degraded
nature, we argue that now nature must have primary value, since we all (humans
included) depend on it. This would at last properly correct the scales of justice.
Given the scope of the environmental crisis and the accelerating mass extinction
event now underway, it is time for a ‘Nature First’ assumption. That means retaining
the rich biodiversity of this living world has to come first in our decision-making.
Before we are called ‘antihuman’, let us again point out that society relies on nature
to survive. It provides the food, fibre, nutrients, ecosystem processes and spiritual
harmony humanity needs to live well on Earth. It is our kin. If we destroy nature, we
would leave a devastated world to our descendants and we eventually destroy our-
selves. So putting nature first means that we are also putting the ecosystem processes
that support our civilization first. At the same time, a ‘Nature First’ assumption puts
ecocentrism, ecological ethics and ecojustice in key focus, maintaining that nature
has intrinsic value. The assumption of society should be that we have a duty of
care to protect nonhuman nature. Projects that should be controlled under a ‘Nature
First’ assumption are those that strongly degrade nature—increasing overpopulation
and overconsumption; burning fossil fuels; clearing forests; large-scale mining; and
over-harvesting (and illegal poaching) of life. Where the balance should lie may be
indicated by the ‘Nature Needs Half’ vision, and it will be different for each locality.
However, without a ‘Nature First’ assumption, few degrading activities are likely to
be controlled. After all, most have failed to be controlled over the last century of the
‘Sole Value’ assumption.

However, a ‘Nature First’ assumption will not come into being without the
acknowledgment that nonhuman nature deserves respect, acknowledgment of its
intrinsic value, ecojustice, ecodemocracy, and acceptance that we have a duty of
care towards her. Without this, business-as-usual will continue—as ongoing and
accelerating ecocide that makes nature conservation increasingly difficult (perhaps
impossible). However, with this acceptance, we can move towards an ongoing dia-
logue that seeks to retain the beauty and wonder of the living world. Such a dialogue
will seek to balance both social and ecological justice so the two operate together
in harmony. It will probably always be a work in progress, but one that needs to
commence now. A key part of this is getting conservation groups to stand up for
ecocentric conservation and the integration of social and ecological justice. Con-
servation organisations now need to undertake dialogue with the big international
conservation groups, as some of them need to re-join ecocentric conservation (see
Chap. 7 by DellaSala). Some groups that could take a lead in this dialogue include:
The Rewilding Institute; The Center for Biological Diversity; Nature Needs Half;
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Half Earth; and the Earth Charter Initiative. Such groups could also enter a dialogue
with social justice advocate organisations, such as The Equality Trust and The Net-
work for Social Change, in regard to the need for integrating social and ecological
justice, so they operate entwined.

In conclusion, there are key ethical questions in play that society must ponder and
resolve. Will society learn from indigenous cultures and their kinship ethics to assist
it to live in harmony with the rest of life? Will we extend ethics to all of life and the
land?Will we abandon the ‘Sole Value’ assumption in favour of a new ‘Nature First’
assumption? Will we care enough to change? We believe that conservation needs to
return to being the voice for all of life that has no human voice. Conservation should
be about caring for this green, living planet we are so lucky to live on—as we have
a responsibility to do so. Indeed, we believe the integration of social and ecojustice
is essential today for a sustainable future—not just for humanity, but for all of life.
This is a great challenge, but one of infinite value for us to work towards. Entwining
social and ecological justice is a path we should now travel for us to conserve this
planet’s diverse and amazing living reality. We conclude with the wisdom of Aldo
Leopold (1949: 262) and his Land Ethic:

Examine each question in terms of what is ethically and aesthetically 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.
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