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From Theory to Practice: The Land Ethic in Galapagos 

Introduction: 

Without a land ethic, humans’ relationship to the environment is basically the 

same as that of any other organism. That is to say, it is guided by the same “natural” 

forces that guide all other organism-environment relationships. Surely human 

involvement differs in scale of activity, rate of change, and scope of impact—but these 

are quantitative differences, where the basic model of interaction remains the same. 

Compare for example the human that constructs dams to modify the flow of great bodies 

of water and the woodpecker finch that uses a cactus needle to probe an insect from a 

tree’s bark. While the difference in complexity is immediately recognizable, there is no 

distinct qualitative difference the human and finch behavior. In both cases, modification 

of the environment is an adaptive behavior, selected for based on its immediate ability to 

confer fitness.  

Under this model, natural selection remains the primary agent defining the 

human-environment relationship. It says that in a naturally competitive environment, 

where resources are limited relative to population growth, certain heritable traits will be 

preserved, and others eliminated. Human traits, whether physiological, behavioral, or 

cultural, are no exception. Whatever the case, it is the environment—or, more precisely, 

the immediate selective limitations of the environment—that shape the human 



 2 

population. Thus, from the “war of nature” and “from the famine of death” humans, like 

all other forms of life, have been created (Darwin 1959: 490). 

But after creation, things get more complicated. Among the many possible traits 

that natural selection can shape is the way that we choose to interact with and modify our 

environment: Where do we live? What resources do we consume? What tools do we use? 

How efficient are those tools in extracting and transforming those resources? The process 

of natural selection guides many of these land-relations. It did indeed guide the human’s 

dam constructions and the woodpecker finch’s needle probing. There is, however, an 

aspect of the human-environment relation that cannot be explained by natural selection: it 

is the growing trend towards conservation. Here enters the land ethic, an unnatural and 

uniquely human force. 

What is the Land Ethic? 

The idea of a land ethic is borrowed from Aldo Leopold’s 1949 essay in A Sand 

Country Almanac, appropriately titled “The Land Ethic.” Leopold defines an ethic in both 

ecological and philosophical terms: 

An ethic, ecologically, is a limitation on freedom of action in the struggle for 
existence. An ethic, philosophically, is a differentiation of social from anti-social 
conduct. (Leopold 1949: 432) 
 

Both definitions begin with the same premise, namely, that “the individual is part of a 

community of interdependent parts.” An ethic in both the ecological and philosophical 

sense is a mechanism for cooperation within this community setting. When ecological 

challenges arise, the isolated individual relies on natural instinct and an assessment of 

personal costs and gains to guide him through the situation. But when ecological 

challenges confront a community of individuals, the situation becomes more intricate: the 
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results of each individual’s actions are deferred and the most advantageous solutions are 

made less discernable. In these situations, ethics are constructed. They are a kind of 

“community instinct-in-the-making”—a constructed sense of right and wrong based not 

on instinct as it has naturally arisen, but based instead on a reasoned, community-oriented 

assessment of the situation. Ethics anticipate potential selective pressures and guide 

behavior accordingly, towards a desired outcome. (Leopold 1949) 

The construction of an ethic, then, is a logical process; it is, by definition, not 

natural in its initial stages. An ethic can be taken for granted—that is, considered 

“natural”—only with time and use. Today, such established “natural” ethics are those that 

deal with the relationship between individuals, and between the individual and society. 

(Leopold). “The land ethic,” Leopold writes, “simply enlarges the boundaries of the 

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

than address strictly human-human interactions, the land ethic extends the limits to 

include human-land interactions as well. 

Leopold claims that as of yet, there is no land ethic. Surely, it is not very 

established—there is no universally accepted sense of right and wrong for human-land 

relations as there is for human-human relations. But the land ethic is emerging. At the 

origin of almost all conservation efforts is an implicit land ethic. 

* * * 

Conservation Efforts  

As trendy as the word has become, the concept of conservation is not so 

straightforward. It is often defined as an effort to preserve the health of the environment, 

health being its capacity for self-renewal. The planet, however, has been functioning for 
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4.5 billion years, and the living world for nearly as long. It has, within that timeframe, 

undergone catastrophic changes: shifts in chemical composition, ice ages, meteors, 

volcanoes, earthquakes, and mass extinctions to name a few events. In each case, life has 

persisted—not in its identical form, but it has persisted. That flexible continuance, the 

ability to change and thus persist, is the grandeur of this life system.  

So what does protecting the planet’s capacity for self-renewal really mean? Are 

we actually a threat to this grand, 4.5 billion year-old system? And isn’t the grandeur 

completely within the context of human judgment? There is much to be debated here, and 

where there is much to be debated, action is slow and often confused.  

A more helpful, though admittedly less poetic, definition of conservation is the 

protection, preservation, management, or restoration of wildlife and of natural resources. 

It is the maintenance of a system (wildlife) that functions independent of human will. It 

works to preserve a specific state or aspect of the environment based on human 

aesthetics, human enjoyment, or human wellbeing (loosely, resources). 

Conservation, by this definition, is for human benefit. But it is not (yet) a product 

of natural selection. It is the product of an emerging land ethic. Until the environment’s 

selective pressures are immediate enough to actively favor one behavior and eliminate 

another, conservation remains a forced or at least willed effort; it is therefore unnatural, 

or, perhaps more accurately, pre-natural. If we return to our definition of ethics, we see 

that this is necessarily so. The ecological challenges that humans face today are intricate 

and the role of a social individual is complicated. The selfish inclinations favored by 

natural selection to date (whether they be genetic-, individual-, population-, or even 

species-based) do not offer solutions to this ecological challenge. Humans recognize this 
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shortcoming as an irresponsible tendency to over-populate, over-consume, and over-

expend our land resources. Thus the conservation effort is constructed as an ethic-based 

movement to provide guidance where natural inclinations fall short. 

Conservation then results from the unique human ability to understand and 

anticipate potential selective pressures, and to modify behavior before natural selection—

in all its harshness—does so for us. This is human agency within the land-relation, and it 

is what makes us, and our relationship to the natural world, distinct. 

The Deferred Reward 

None of this is to say that conservation is easy, just that it is possible. The fact 

that a land ethic is not fully formed today (not like that of strictly human ethics) is 

testament to the challenge of conservation. Nevertheless, understanding its ethical basis 

and its relation to natural selection is an essential first step. This understanding allows 

individuals to make personal or immediate sacrifices for the “deferred reward” of ethical 

consequences. The success of any conservation effort depends on these choices.  

* * *  

Creating an Understanding: the human-land components 

Community-land relationships are “elusive, subjective, and personal”—and they 

are complicated (Ardoin: 53). With many people invested in different aspects of the land, 

a “myriad” of components arise, both situational and historical, cultural and political, 

personal and social, human and non-human (Ardoin: 53). Within the context of a shared 

biophysical space, each component then interacts with one another. The culmination of 

these interactions transforms the undifferentiated biophysical space into an identifiable, 

valued place—one that is worth conserving (Tuan 1977: 6). 
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Once constructed, this valued sense of place is then approached from a variety of 

disciplines: psychological, sociological, anthropological, political, economic, geographic, 

and environmental to name a few. The “theoretical complexity” of the land-relation is 

that no single disciplinary approach can achieve a complete or subjective understanding 

of the relation as a whole. Thus, only a comprehensive, multi-disciplinary, and multi-

interest approach can guide responsible human interaction with the land. It is indeed a 

large-scale, cooperative project—ethic-worthy to say the least. (Ardoin: 54) 

* * * 

Implementing the Land Ethic: a case study in Galapagos 

Before placing the theory of ethic-based conservation in a concrete setting (the Galapagos 

Islands), it is useful to summarize the argument so far: 

1. The goal of conservation is ultimately for human benefit—be it aesthetic 

enjoyment of a natural setting, or the availability of life-sustaining resources. 

Until natural selection forces humans to change their behavior, ethics ask the 

individual to make the choice himself.  

2. The ability to construct this guidance, where instinct via natural selection is 

either not optimal or not yet formed, distinguishes the human-environment 

relationship. 

3. Conservation is a form of constructed guidance that deals with the human-

environment relationship. As an ethic, it deals with many interdependent 

components and thus requires cooperation. 
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4. Multidisciplinary cooperation—and by extension, conservation as a system— 

depends on a shared understanding of the “deferred rewards” of specific 

ethical choices.  

It will also be useful, before placing these ideas in a concrete setting, to introduce 

the setting. The Galapagos Islands, located 960 km off the coast of Ecuador, are a fragile 

archipelago. Their uniqueness and biodiversity rest on three main factors: first, the 

archipelago’s historical isolation; second, its demanding ecological conditions; and third, 

its simple ecosystems (Durham). Large-scale human activity on and within the islands 

inevitably threatens all three of these qualities, and thus endangers the unique 

biodiversity of the Galapagos Islands.  

 This biodiversity is valued from many perspectives: it is a symbol of scientific 

thought through Charles Darwin’s work, a “standard for biological and ecosystem 

integrity” through its history of preservation, and a primary contributor to the local and 

national Ecuadorian economy through ecotourism (Watkins and Cruz 2007: 3). In the last 

30 years, national and international legislature has recognized both the value and, more 

recently, the vulnerability of the Galapagos biodiversity. In 1978 UNESCO (United 

Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization) named the Galapagos a 

World Heritage Site. In 1987 the archipelago became a Biosphere Reserve. Eleven years 

later, the Galapagos Marine Reserve was created as a product of Ecuador’s Special Law 

for Galapagos. Most recently, the archipelago was declared a World Heritage Site in 

Danger by UNESCO, IUNC (World Conservation Union), and the Ecuadorian 

government.  
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 To return to our earlier terms, the human-land relations within the Galapagos 

present a particularly complicated ecological challenge. With its uniquely preserved 

ecosystem, relatively stable social setting, and a recent emergence of economic 

opportunity, the islands have become an attractive place to work, live, and visit. The 

documented human population has increased from 1,346 in 1950 to 19,184 in 2006. 

Estimates that include undocumented, illegal immigrants place the 2006 figure even 

higher, at 25,000 people (Blaine 2006).  

Each demographic that comes in contact with the Galapagos—fishermen, tourists, 

researchers, naturalists, local municipalities, national government, etc.—has its own stake 

in the biophysical environment. Some of these stakeholders value its aesthetic, others its 

potential for recreational enjoyment, yet others its extractable resources. These values are 

at once personal and social, political and cultural, economic and aesthetic, environmental 

and human. Underlying all of these complexities is the archipelago’s symbolic value: it is 

the origin of one of the greatest revolutions in human thought—certainly the greatest in 

scientific thought. Yet the simple presence of humans within this space threatens its very 

identity.  

 Given this human-environment dichotomy and given the archipelago’s 

exaggerated biophysical vulnerability, the Galapagos Islands present a near-perfect 

opportunity for the implementation of a theoretical land ethic within a real and living 

socio-ecological system. Leopold’s “Land Ethic” first appeared sixty years ago. Today in 

the Galapagos, the cooperative nature of ethic-based conservation is emerging not only as 

theory but also as practice. In November of 1996, to present one example of many, the 

Santa Cruz fishing cooperatives called a meeting of the island’s gremios, or civic interest 
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groups. The meeting was called in response to two Guayaquil newspaper articles 

“reporting on an angry meeting held by commercial and artisanal fishermen from Manta” 

who claimed that “they would halt any and every effort made by any civilian to either 

detain or even observe their fishing activities in Galapagos Islands.” This was a direct 

challenge to local Galapagos fishermen and the Galapagos National Park Service. Both 

organizations had been working, though by different means, “to control illegal industrial 

fishing and to extend the limits of artisanal fishing/marine reserve within the 

archipelago.” (Macdonald 1997: 18) 

 The importance of the meeting that followed was that 17 distinct gremios—

representing a wide range of “interest groups”—responded together by creating a joint 

statement that called for a broad and shared conservation initiative. Though each interest 

group had a particular stake in the situation, the response was not sectoral, but rather 

cooperative and interdisciplinary. The 17 distinct gremios recognized the “interrelated, 

indeed symbiotic, nature of their interests” and each was willing to make small 

concessions in exchange for a more holistic, community-based solution. This is the land-

ethic in action. (Macdonald: 18, 19) 

Conclusions 

 In 1949, there was as yet no land ethic. According to Leopold, cooperative land-

action for a “deferred reward” was not a reality, but a possibility. Today, I argue that a 

land ethic—as a rationalized guiding force for land-relations—is beginning to take root in 

conservation efforts. I turn to the socio-ecological system of the Galapagos, and the 

gremios’ collective efforts, as a prime example. Implicit in my argument thus far has 



 10 

been the assumption that humans’ ability to rationalize will inevitably lead to rational 

decisions. 

 If my experience in the Galapagos tells me anything, it is that humans are not 

always rational beings. Our relationship to the environment is not necessarily guided by 

logical thought. In fact, it rarely is. As I traveled through the archipelago from island to 

island, my experience was one of intense and immediate sensory reactions. Engaged in 

the pure sounds, smells, and sights around me—I would often catch myself having 

slipped out of body, completely unaware of my presence in favor of my surroundings. In 

the moment when my consciousness shifted back, from the natural world to myself again, 

I saw with more clarity than ever my relationship to the environment. And there was no 

rationale. I did not calculate costs or benefits, or consider the value of “deferred 

rewards.” I could not explain why I felt the way I did. Instead, I stood in awe—

effortlessly absorbing the intrinsic beauty of Nature, myself so small within this grand 

view of life. 

 It was only on my return from the islands, these memories still recent, that I began 

to rationalize. I thought about the human-constructed value of nature, and the logic of 

ethics in preserving that value; I thought about cost and value, about “deferred reaction,” 

and the economic model of human-land interactions. And I do not think I was to 

rationalize. When constructing a model for conservation, we do need to anticipate the 

consequences of our actions and be aware of the deferred reactions of ethical choices. But 

to make a land ethic real and contextual, to instill it in a population, we cannot depend on 

rational instruction. The realization of a land ethic from its theoretical form (as found in 

Leopold’s essay) to its actualized form (as is emerging in the Galapagos today) depends 
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on an individual’s direct and personal experience of the land. For me, this experience 

occurred over a week, on a series of small, fragile, and enchanted islands.  
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The following sequence is photographic testament to the many components—both 
competing and cooperating—that collect at a single fishing market in Puerto Ayora, 
Santa Cruz Island, Galapagos.  
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