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First published in 1949 by the Oxford University Press, A Sand County Almanac by Aldo Leopold is a book that is dense with themes and ideas that remain relevant to the reader in modern times. At a first glance, it may seem that the target audience for A Sand County Almanac is only those exclusively interested in environmental conservation. A more careful analysis of the book shows, however, that this is the text that should be read by anyone who is concerned about the welfare of our planet. Therefore, the audience includes or should include each and every one of us. 

As the author of A Sand County Almanac, Aldo Leopold presents to the reader his views on conservation and wildlife management as he redefines man’s relationship with the natural world. He dethrones man as the ruler of nature and proposes a community concept where man instead stands on an equal level with his natural surroundings. To Leopold, we, humans, should cooperate with nature and the natural cycles of our surroundings out of a respect for it, rather than control and change the nature to fit our needs. Looking further into the work of conservation, one sees that Leopold claims it takes harmony between man and nature. This harmony, Leopold explains, is slipping farther and farther away, for every step forward we take, we also take two backwards in the arena of conservation. Leopold explains how education precedes the rules, and a majority of people tend to be rather uneducated about the idea of conservation. Therefore, we have little to no rules properly supporting conservation.  

Of course this was his perspective in the 1940s. Now, in 2006, we are faced with another 58 years of industrial changes and their devastating effects on our natural world. In the political arena, people are finally beginning to realize the need for improved policies in conservation and wildlife management.  After experiencing global warming, increased natural disasters, extinction of various species of plants and animals, destruction of land through the introduction of foreign species, and diminishing natural resources, people are at last recognizing the call for action. At the top of the priority list are the policies that support the fight against global warming. These policies plan to do so by minimizing the production of greenhouse gases (carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, etc.). The front running policy is the Kyoto Protocol, a treaty setting limits on the emissions of greenhouse gases from industrialized countries. But because conservation is such a diverse theory, many more issues surrounding the destruction of our natural world still need action. Agencies such as Conservation International, the World Conservation Union, and the World Wide Fund for Nature are attempting to tackle the many facets of conservation at the international level. There is a need for more policy initiatives to help support Leopold’s idea of conservation, that of harmony between man and the land.
In order to achieve this harmony, people around the world need to work together, and therefore, the role of governments is essential. Whether through informed leadership, enlightened policies, or public funding, there is the need for governments to take initiative. Rising awareness of environmental pollution as well as the depletion of natural resources have become the issues of increasing concern in international relations in recent decades. Discussions about sustainable development and global warming no longer constitute a field exclusively reserved for the environmental groups alone. Governments worldwide are recognizing the need for cooperation in order to come up with viable solutions to these problems in the 21st century. It is now widely accepted that the cooperation on the international level is the only way to address effectively the problem of environmental pollution since the latter does not recognize national boundaries. 
The key for governments addressing conservation issues today lies in the way in which these issues are addressed. Leopold puts ethics at the heart of conservation and places it at the forefront of action. Throughout the text Leopold redefines several terms and concepts and ethics is certainly one of them. Behind Leopold’s idea of land as a living organism that is part of our community is an attempt to convince the reader that the damage to the natural environment caused by his or her actions is just as unethical as the harm done to other humans. Leopold also shows us in the book that governments often make decisions that conflict with the conservationist point of view. A great example of this is the establishment of the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCCs) and all the road-building that took place in the United States during the Great Depression. The government thought it was doing the right thing by providing jobs to the unemployed men while also making wilderness areas more accessible to the public. Leopold, on the other hand, wrote about the danger that these roads imposed upon wilderness that had served as a shelter for many of the species of the flora and fauna. This demonstrates that many of our actions that to us seem well thought through, can have unforeseen results. Throughout the book Leopold also writes about the interconnectedness he observed in nature. He wrote about the decrease in the number of wolves and deer overpopulation in southwestern United States to demonstrate that the environment resembles a chain where even a slight modification in one ring can change the entire structure. Leopold addresses the role of government in all of these issues and his tone even becomes somewhat cynical when he refers to the engineers and government officials as the “high priests of progress” (107). Negligent behavior and ignoring the need for sustainable development is precisely what we are paying for today as we face the consequences of melting icebergs in Antarctica in our homes. 

Thus, as early as the beginning of the 20th century, Leopold was trying to get across the message that has only recently started to catch public attention. It was not until decades after Leopold wrote his essays that the national leaders come together to create international agreements that aim to monitor and regulate the amount of pollution emanating from various industries in each country. And still, the results of these agreements seem to be too miniscule to make a real difference.  However, as slow as the progress has been, at least we have seen some progress in the right direction.  Leopold attended to the idea of progress throughout A Sand County Almanac by redefining it in the sense that the progress we know is actually regressive from a conservation standpoint. We industrialize to make things easier and faster, without concern for the way in which we do so; a process that has been destroying the very environment in which we live. The recognition of the new outlook on progress is difficult to spread from above (governments, policies, laws), and therefore, Leopold places the challenge on the individual.
Leopold’s philosophy of the Land Ethic focuses on enlarging the boundaries of man’s community from including only man to including soils, waters, plants, and animals. As Leopold reflects, these things are considered secondary to man. In the social sciences, human interaction is the focus. Different conflicts and interactions are evaluated based on how they affect a person or groups of people. Ethics is a key component in determining how humans act and interact. Based on certain ethics, humans have defined rights and responsibilities in the society. While some of these responsibilities are left up to individual discretion, laws enforce others. Ethics often outline human rights, and laws protect many of these rights because a majority of people believe them important enough to enforce. As Leopold states on page 238, “The Golden Rule tries to integrate the individual to society; democracy to integrate social organization to the individual.” The Golden Rule implies the ethics by which individuals attempt to live, and democracy, or government, provides the structure, the laws, which help individuals to live in a society. This society, however, tends to include and extend rights to humans only.   


Although there are some laws protecting the environment, there are not enough to truly protect it. Most of these laws focus on the environment helping humans, not the environment   helping the environment. The environment is often abused and destroyed. While Leopold acknowledges the lack of laws and enforcement, he deconstructs the problem to its core - ethics.  No matter what laws and regulations are set in place, treatment of “the land,” as Leopold calls it, will not change until humans embrace a new understanding of ethics that includes the land.  Humans already embrace the rules of ethic for how one should treat other humans; Leopold presents an argument in favor of extending similar ethics and rights to the land. Instead of having an “us and it (the land)” attitude, we must include ourselves in “the land” and realize that just as humans must be protected, so must the land.  


In A Sand County Almanac, Leopold explores this notion of value and ethics, but instead of focusing on humans, Leopold challenges individuals to extend ethics to the land. Humans are granted certain rights, but these rights are far above the rights given to other components of the land community, which includes “soils, waters, plants, and animals, or collectively: the land” (239). He illustrates how humans and land are intertwined. Humans could not exist without help from the land. And yet, humans have very little respect for it. Through accounts of his own experiences with the land and logical argumentation, Leopold challenges the reader to reevaluate how he or she values the land and how he or she defines progress. In doing so, he presents a case for extending the concept of community to the land, implying that ethics and rights should be applicable to the land and humans alike.  

While Leopold acknowledges that on a larger scale government policies greatly impact treatment of the land, he ultimately places the responsibility on the individual. Because government policy results from individual decisions, ideas must change for the country or the world to be transformed. A Sand County Almanac addresses the root of the land problem – the    individual. Through its emphasis on personal experience, value, and ethics, this book engages the reader to reflect on his or her own experiences, values, and ethics, and take on the moral responsibility of promoting Leopold’s Land Ethic.


When reading Aldo Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac one must look beyond the text to recognize the deeper meaning – a call to action.  Inherent in this book are many ways in which Leopold’s concepts are applicable to our social and political world.  His conservation theory is dense with connections to our modern day environmental issues. Leopold saw the connection and wished to convey it to his audience. His themes and ideals were meant to encompass everyone’s outlook on saving our environment. Leopold recognized that a new viewpoint on conservation begins with ethics at the individual level. These individual ethics promote action from the individual. So too there is the recognition of the role of individuals shaping governments and governments shaping individuals, through informed policies, laws, and cooperation with other governments across the world. The hope for us is that we aren’t too late, that we can still turn our ways around and save what is left of the natural world.
