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With the turning of wilderness areas into wildlife parks and the returning of
developed areas of land to the forces of nature, intermediate hybrid realms
surface in which wild and managed nature become increasingly entangled. A
partitioning of environmental philosophy into ecoethics and animal welfare
ethics leaves these mixed territories relatively uncharted—the first dealing with
wild (animals), the second with the welfare of captive or domestic animals. In this
article, we explore an environmental philosophy that considers explicitly these
mixed situations. We examine a recent Dutch policy of introducing domesticated
and semi-wild large herbivores in newly developed nature areas. Larger issues
are at stake, such as the intertwinement of nature and culture, the dynamic
character of de-domestication processes, and the relation between concepts of
authenticity and the wild. We sketch a pluralistic, dynamic, and pragmatic
environmental philosophy that is capable of dealing with the complicated ethical
problems concerning creatures and land caught between domestication and the wild.

I. OVERVIEW OF THE ISSUE

All over the world biodiversity is declining.1 The Netherlands, with its intensive
agricultural sector and expansive chemical sector, is no exception. As a
cosignatory of the UN Biodiversity Convention (UNCED, 1992) the Nether-
lands has committed itself to seriously addressing this problem. With a
population of fifteen million living in an area of 40,000 square kilometers
(averaging 400 people per square kilometer) and a high level of economic
activity, most of the land is used by agriculture, urbanization, industry, and
infrastructure. To counteract a further deterioration of the natural environment
the Dutch government developed a Nature Policy Plan (1990) with as its main
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objective “a sustainable conservation, rehabilitation and development of nature
and landscape.”2 In this nature policy, a so-called “National Ecological
Network” is outlined, a complex system of existing and still-to-be-developed
nature areas. Guidelines of the European Union to restrict certain agricultural
activities facilitated a decision to convert cultivated land into natural areas. By
the year 2020, the protected land within the National Ecological Network
should be increased from 450,000 hectare to 750,000 hectares, which amounts
to no less than approximately one-fifth of the total surface area of the Nether-
lands. Biological diversity of species and naturalness of ecosystems form the
two major criteria for the assessment of these areas.

A most interesting aspect of Dutch nature policy is the swing from a
defensive approach to an “aggressive” or intrusive approach, in which the
emphasis has moved from nature conservation to nature development.3 Two
processes play a key role in the new approach: abiotic dynamics through free
play of wind and water in certain areas and biotic dynamics through releasing
certain species of large herbivores. Grazing styles of various animals, i.e., what
they eat and how they graze, have a determinative influence on the develop-
ment of particular areas. To regain a relatively open riparian or delta area the
presence of horses and cows is indispensable beyond the already present wild
ungulates such as the roe, the red deer, and wild pigs. In this article, we deal
specifically with the ethical issues that ensue from the (re-)introduction of
these animals for ecological effects.

The herbivores released are basically domesticated species that are derived
from hoofed animals that were once wild, such as cattle, horses, sheep, and
goats. Konik horses and Heck oxen represent a special subcategory in this group,
since they are meant to “function” as semi-wild surrogates for such extinct
species as the tarpan and auroch. Originally from Poland, Konik horses were
domesticated relatively superficially and are therefore good replacements for
the extinct European wild horse, the tarpan. Heck oxen are the results of attempts
in the 1920s by the German Heck brothers to recreate the extinct aurochs by
back-breeding from diverse European cattle species. Currently in the Nether-
lands 50,000 hectares are grazed by approximately 2,500 cattle, 1,600 horses,
5,500 sheep, and 185 goats.4 The major part of this land is property of the National
Forest Service and the Society of Nature Conservancy in the Netherlands. The
best known examples of (new) areas with large herbivores are the Oost-
vaardersplassen lakes area, the southwest delta area, especially the Slikken van
Flakkee, and such (river) delta areas as the Millingerwaard.
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 In 1995 the Department of Agriculture, Nature Conservancy, and Fishery
published three documents that explored the details of the Dutch government’s
objectives, methods, and strategies on nature policy. In one of them, Ecosys-
tems in the Netherlands, a so-called “three-track approach” was developed for
the realization of the National Ecological Network.5 In keeping with this
approach, one can distinguish three regimes for the management of introduced
large herbivores. In the almost-natural and limited-control areas (track A) the
animals are supposed to act as “ecological surrogates or replacements” of
extinct herbivores that are essential for biotic processes in sustainable ecosys-
tems. In semi-natural areas (track B) they are primarily used as natural “mowers
and pruners,” artificially fixing specific patterns of vegetation in order to
promote target-species dependent upon these types of landscapes. In multi-
functional areas (track C), where nature is linked with other forms of land use
such as agricultural production, intensive recreation, water collection or com-
mercial forestry, they function as traditional “farm animals.”

BORN TO BE WILD

We concentrate fully on Track A, the limited control areas, because most contro-
versies about management of introduced herbivores occur in these “almost
natural” areas. The presupposition is that these animals are better able to fulfill
their role as “ecological surrogates” when their behavior is more “natural” or
“wild.” However, most of them come from farms, zoos, or small parks, in short, from
quite domesticated backgrounds; when introduced into relatively “wild” areas,
they will be subject to a process of, what we call, de-domestication, that is, they
have to learn to fend for themselves. The management policies of de-domesti-
cation, which entail minimizing supplementary feeding and veterinary assis-
tance, have been most controversial. Before we sketch the larger philosophical issues
at stake, we show briefly how these controversies surfaced in the media, voiced
by different constituencies.

CONTROVERSIES

The de-domestication regimen encountered considerable resistance from the
general public, farmers, and park visitors, but especially from animal protec-
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tionists. Invoking legal documents, such as the “Animal Health and Welfare
Act” (Gezondheids- en Welzijnswet voor Dieren, 1992),6 they appealed to a
responsibility to care for individual animals in any circumstance, i.e., also in
the “almost-natural” areas where the animals are supposed to become “wilder.”

The discussion flared up during the harsh winter of 1995–1996 when people
insisted on supplementary feeding for the introduced horses and cattle in one
of the larger nature reserves, the Oostvaardersplassen. The issue led to questions
in the national parliament and discussions in the opinion pages of most Dutch
newspapers.7

 The National Animal Protection Inspection Service was also subject to criti-
cism, especially concerning its policy of restricting assistance to dying animals
to areas that are accessible to the public or at risk in a veterinary sense.8 Animal
protectionists pointed out how survival chances are not only dependent on
qualities determined by genetics, but also by the animal’s experiences. The
newly introduced large herbivores are often unable to cope with “natural”
circumstances because for too long they have been used to human assistance
in bearing young, care of their udders, coats, or hooves, etc. The sudden
absence of this human care easily leads to chronic stress, which increases the
chances of disease, injury or violent behavior. Furthermore, the situation in large
reserves is far from natural: animals are fenced in and hindered in their
migration and there are no natural predators to “take care of” sick animals.

One of the fauna managers in the Oostvaardersplassen, Jan Griekspoor, admits
that there were indeed a number of initial problems with the Heck cattle and
Konik horses, which were originally drawn from nature parks and zoos. He
emphasizes, however, that nowadays they do as well as their naturally wild
counterparts, the roe and the red deer. Furthermore, size and complexity of the
terrain make it nearly impossible, according to Griekspoor, to keep all animals
under permanent individual observation. He sees supplementary feeding and
medical interventions, such as worming or inoculating for diseases, as unde-
sirable since these interactions could prevent the emergence of those qualities
most suitable to the climate, the terrain, and the food supply. Thus, a capacity
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for self-sufficiency would be undermined and another danger could easily
occur, namely, uncontrolled breeding that would eventually have to lead to
culling.9

Most park rangers do try to avoid a “total population crash” in which most of
the herd would die—even though such events are far from unusual in nature. A
population drop of ten to fifteen percent, due to such climate events as severe
winters, is generally seen as acceptable. However, they do try to prevent unneces-
sary suffering: when an animal is no longer able to stand, eat, or defend itself
or to participate socially, one puts it down, in consultation with a veterinarian.
Also, once-only treatments are considered, but daily or weekly treatments of
animals that have been allowed to run wild since 1983 have proven to be
virtually impossible. Sedating and capturing these animals is risky: they easily
injure themselves or become stressed. The general policy in the Oostvaarders-
plassen is therefore attuned to the well-being of the population, not the individual
animals. A population can benefit from not being given supplementary feedings,
even though that can be tough on individual animals.

Griekspoor explicitly reverses the animal protectionists’ accusation that the
animals are being left to their own fate, and emphasizes how constant interven-
tion creates “luxury-problems”: supplementary feedings leads to extravagant
population growth, which often results in an increase in parasitic diseases and
stress. “Ethically speaking, it is not necessarily better for the animals if we
intervene, even though it might initially look that way.” As far as well-being
goes, says Griekspoor, his animals are better off than the average domestic
animal: on the average farm, a cow only lives to be four or five years old,
whereas Heck oxen live to fifteen or sixteen years old. Compared to horses at
a riding school, the Konik horses have a great life. “They don’t need to jump
or gallop. They just have to stay alive.”10

Why then is there dissatisfaction with the general animal management in
these new nature areas? Most of the reserve managers blame it on ignorance.
Since Heck cattle look like cows and Konik horses look like riding school
horses, people think that they should be treated like these domesticated animals.
With unbrushed and matted coats they seem to be neglected. The rangers
themselves prefer to differentiate as little as possible between the originally
domesticated animals, the Heck cattle and Konik horses, and the wild animals
in their areas, the red deer and the roe. They often have problems with public
opinion, but at the same time they know they have to take such criticism very
seriously. After all, the Oostvaarderplassen and Millingerwaard epitomize the
new policy of nature development of the Dutch government, and in matters of
politics you do need public discussion in order to achieve public acceptance.

BORN TO BE WILD



ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS8 Vol. 24

11 Tom Regan, The Case for Animal Rights (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), p.
362.

12 J. Baird Callicott, “Animal Liberation: A Triangular Affair,” Environmental Ethics 2 (1980):
311–38.

II. ISSUES IN PHILOSOPHY

INDIVIDUALISM VERSUS HOLISM

Most controversies related to the introduction of large herbivores revolve
around the “domestication status” of the animals: should they be seen as (still)
domesticated or as (already) wild? While the majority of the animal protection-
ists, farmers, and visitors view the released horses and cattle as domesticated
animals to be cared for as individuals, most park rangers, herd managers and
ecologists prefer to treat them, ethologically and ethically, the same as wild
animals in the areas at stake.

Could environmental philosophy offer a way out of this stalemate? On the
surface of things, a philosophical solution does not seem very likely because
the environmental philosophical debate strongly reflects the polarized debate
between animal protectionists and ecoethicists or conservationists.

Around 1980, a fierce conflict erupted between individualistically oriented
animal welfare ethicists and holistically oriented ecoethicists. Before that time
one expected an adequate environmental ethics to develop as a natural exten-
sion of animal welfare ethics. Both Peter Singer’s animal liberation theory and
Tom Regan’s animal rights theory rejected traditional morality as “chauvinis-
tic” and “speciesistic” because of its anthropocentric principles. The time
seemed ripe for a moral rehabilitation of the rest of animate nature. As long as
proper respect was shown for the rights of individuals who make up the biotic
community, would not also that very “community be preserved?”11 This rhe-
torical question was aimed at J. Baird Callicott, who had developed a holistic
ecoethics, morally focused on the biotic community. In 1980, Callicott pub-
lished “Animal Liberation: A Triangular Affair,” a polemical article to counter
the widespread view that the existing animal welfare ethics of Singer and
Regan were fully capable of answering all environmental ethical questions.12

The locus classicus of ecoethics is A Sand County Almanac, published in
1949, the intellectual testament of Aldo Leopold. Callicott has developed
Leopold’s ideas, known under the name “land ethic,” into a coherent philo-
sophical system of ecoethics. The “land ethic,” states Leopold, “changes the
role of Homo sapiens from conqueror of the land-community to plain member
and citizen of it.” According to Leopold, this ethic includes moral respect for
other members of the land community (not only animals and plants, but also
soils and waters), but is primarily characterized by respect for this community
as such. This respect is expressed in the land ethic’s basic moral rule or
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“categorical imperative”: “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.”13

Leopold’s thinking was strongly influenced by the science of ecology.
Initially he followed Frederic Clements’ conception of the natural environ-
ment as a superorganism, in which species form the organs and individuals are
seen as the cells. For a while he was guided by Charles Elton’s so-called
“community ecology.” Elton imagined biotic communities as extended food
chains within which each species occupies a “trophic niche” and fulfills a
particular role in the natural economy. Elton distinguished between three large
“guilds”: producers (green plants), consumers (herbivores and carnivores),
and destroyers (molds and bacteria). Later still, Leopold was inspired by
Arthur Tansley’s ecosystem ecology, which transformed ecology forever from
a descriptive and comparative science in the tradition of classical natural
history into an exact science based on the modern natural sciences. From his
basic premise that energy must be seen as the unit of exchange within the
natural economy, Tansley linked ecology to the thermodynamics of open systems.
This ecosystem model informed “the cardinal practical precepts of the land
ethic.”14

Clements, Elton, and Tansley share a holistic vision of nature. Individuals
appear as the cells of an organ or links in a food chain and end up evaporating
into temporary configurations in energy fields or local disturbances in energy
flows. Callicott concludes that, according to this vision, individual members of
the biotic community can lay no claim to a “right to life.” “Energy, the currency
of the economy of nature, passes from one organism to another, not from hand
to hand, like coined money, but so to speak, from stomach to stomach. Eating
and being eaten, living and dying are what make the biotic community hum.
. . . Trophic asymmetries constitute the kernel of the biotic community. It seems
unjust, unfair. But that is how the economy of nature is organized.”15

According to Callicott, a holistic perspective imposes a duty to save as many
species as possible from destruction. What needs to be avoided most of all is
a “worldwide pooling of faunas and floras,” that is, a random introduction of
exotic and domesticated species and the resulting disruption of populations of
indigenous wild animals. Callicott rejects the animal welfare ethicists’ preoc-
cupation with domesticated animals. In his eyes, these animals are human
creations, living artifacts that deserve no moral respect; from an ecological
standpoint, they are a “plague”; cows are “hoofed locusts,” a greater threat to

BORN TO BE WILD
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the environment than a fleet of “four-wheel-drive off-road vehicles.” The
complaints of animal welfare ethicists that factory farming interferes in a cruel
way with the “natural behavior” of chickens and calves is ridiculous because
the behavior of these animals is no more natural than that of “tables and chairs.”
Bred for docility, complaisance, and dependence, any attempt to “liberate”
these animals is doomed to failure.

Another weakness of individualistic animal welfare ethics is that it does not
recognize any grounds for giving higher priority to saving rare or endangered
animals above other animals. According to Regan, a last representative of a
species has no special right to our moral care. Furthermore, rare or endangered
animals may not be kept in captivity in order to safeguard their reproduction.
Along with farms and laboratories, zoos are heavily criticized by animal
welfare ethicists as places of mental and physical suffering for animals.

Lastly, animal welfare ethicists make no moral distinction between indig-
enous and exotic species. Hunting is taboo for them, including the hunting of
exotic species that have a devastating impact on indigenous populations.
Ecoethicists, on the other hand, allow for hunting under certain circumstances.
Especially in the absence of natural predators such as wolves, humans should
adopt the role of top predator and cull excess populations of deer, since increases
in deer stressing the carrying capacity of a biotope will lead to serious ecosystem
degradation. According to Callicott, animal welfare ethicists demonstrate their
“ecological illiteracy” by pleading for a responsibility to maintain individual
animals irrespective of whether these are tame or wild, rare or common,
indigenous or exotic. “The land ethic manifestly does not accord equal moral
worth to each and every member of the biotic community; the moral worth of
individuals (including, note well, human individuals) is relative, to be assessed
in accordance with the particular relation of each to the collective entity which
Leopold called ‘land.’”16

Animal welfare ethicists oppose this holistic perspective in which individual
animals are merely temporary vehicles for genetic material and serve as nothing
more than “grist to the evolutionary mill.”17 They believe that individual
animals must not be sacrificed for the good of the species, group, or ecosystem.
These entities are all abstractions; in contrast to individual animals they have
no hearts or lungs, cannot feel pleasure or pain, and do not possess anything
resembling individual well-being.18 In The Case for Animal Rights, Regan
responds to Callicott’s attack with the accusation that ecoethicists were

16 Ibid., p. 28.
17 Robert Vrijenhoek, “Natural Processes, Individuals, and Units of Conversation,” in Ethics on

the Ark: Zoos, Animal Welfare, and Wildlife Conservation, ed. Bryan G. Norton, Michael
Hutchins, Elizabeth F. Stevens, and Terry L. Maple (Washington and London: Smithsonian
Institution Press, 1995), pp. 74–93.

18 Dale Jamieson, “Zoos Revisited,” in Norton et al., Ethics on the Ark: Zoos, pp. 52–67.
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committing the crime of “environmental fascism” by subordinating the rights
of individuals to the interests of the greater whole. “Environmental fascism and
the rights view are like oil and water, they don’t mix.”19

THE THEORY OF CONCENTRIC CIRCLES

After these salvoes, environmental ethics seemed to be steaming toward a
definitive parting of the ways; while animal welfare ethicists complained about
ecoethicists’ moral insensitivity to suffering animals, ecoethicists denounced
animal welfare ethicists’ “Bambi syndrome.” Just like the ethical discussions
in the Netherlands between advocates and opponents of the de-domestication
regimen in the herbivores introduction program, the dialogue between indi-
vidualists and holists seemed to have reached a dead end. But eight years after
his frontal attack, Callicott offered animal welfare ethicists an olive branch.

In “Animal Liberation and Environmental Ethics: Back Together Again,”
published in 1988, Callicott distinguished various communities that contain
each other like concentric circles: the human community, the mixed commu-
nity of humans and domesticated animals and, finally, the wider biotic commu-
nity that also includes wild animals.20 From a moral perspective, these differ-
ent communities can be placed in a hierarchical structure: obligations to the
human community have priority, followed by obligations to the mixed commu-
nity and, lastly, those related to the biotic community. This hierarchical
arrangement should make it possible to weigh different moral claims and
systematically resolve conflicts.

Callicott’s new theory of concentric circles accommodated animal welfare
ethicists’ moral concern for domestic animals, but also threatened to open the
door for the return of traditional ethics, in which man is the measure of all
things. In order to defuse this obvious rejoinder, Callicott stated that the new
obligations arising from the wider community necessarily have repercussions
on the old obligations from the narrower community. One is entitled to give
one’s children fewer Christmas presents if doing so ameliorates hunger else-
where. One can just as validly impose limitations on oneself or on animals from
the mixed community in the interests of ecological integrity. “Dairy cattle, for
example, can be very destructive of certain plant communities and should be
fenced out of them when other pasture or fodder is available—despite their
own preferences and the economic interests of dairy farmers.”21

With this proviso Callicott attempted to once again close the door to anthropo-
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centrism, but at the cost of compromising his idea of a hierarchical structure
within which conflict solving could take place in a systematic way. Callicott
does not answer the question as to how different moral claims can be weighed
against each other in concrete situations.

An attempt to formulate a clear answer to this question can be found in Peter
S. Wenz’s book Environmental Justice.23 Like Callicott, Wenz arranges our
moral relationships in concentric circles. He sees moral obligations as arising
in the context of real or possible interactions. As the closeness of our relation-
ships with others increases, our obligations toward those others multiply and
become more binding.

Wenz makes a distinction between two kinds of obligations: negative and
positive rights. Negative rights, such as the rights to life, freedom, and property,
serve to safeguard us from interference from others. Positive rights, on the
other hand, require us to help others to satisfy elementary needs such as food,
housing, education and medical care. According to Wenz, these positive rights
are not limited to people but also extend to domestic animals; however, they
decrease in number and strength the further others are distanced from us.
Negative rights have a greater range than positive rights and also apply to wild
animals. In contrast to positive rights, they generally do not diminish in strength
as we move from the center to the periphery.

Within Wenz’s theory of concentric circles, captive and domestic animals
occupy a somewhat paradoxical position. Insofar as they are dependent upon
us, we bear responsibility for their health and welfare. But generally speaking,
domestication and captivity must be seen as violations of the negative right to
freedom of animals. “So after the reduction of their numbers to ecologically
viable levels, by selective sterilization, for example, these animals should for
the most part be reintroduced into the wild.”24 There they would lose their claim
to positive rights, since it would be absurd, according to Wenz, to provide
something like veterinary care to animals in the wild.

Wild animals, therefore, only have negative rights. In interactions between
people and between people and animals, the right to life generally enjoys
precedence over the right to freedom. Just as we are not free to kill each other,
we are not free to kill animals randomly. With animal-interactions in the wild,
however, the right to freedom enjoys priority over the right to life. Otherwise,
one would get again into absurd situations such as denying a wolf its freedom
in order to preserve the sheep’s right to life. People should, therefore, not interfere
in relationships between predators and prey, but respect their freedom.

 Wenz rounds off his account by considering elements of our natural environ-
ment, such as plants and lower organisms, that lack consciousness and therefore
escape animal welfare ethicists’ moral attention. Wenz locates these elements
in the outer circle, but does not attribute any rights to them, neither positive nor

23 Peter S. Wenz, Environmental Justice (Albany: State University of New Press,1988), p. 152.
24 Ibid., p. 152.
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negative ones. Still, we do have a moral duty toward them since we have an
obligation to ensure that ecosystems do not lose their vitality and that evolu-
tionary processes that stimulate biodiversity over the long term continue with
as little disruption as possible.

The attempts by Callicott and Wenz to reconcile individualistic animal welfare
ethics and holistic ecoethics through a theory of concentric circles come down
to a division of responsibilities: animal welfare ethics covers the well-being of
captive and domestic animals; ecoethics covers wild animals as members of the
biotic community and parts of the ecosystem. This proposal definitely allevi-
ates the sharp conflict between two parties that have been questioning each
other’s legitimacy for years and have asserted their own exclusive authority in
regard to environmental ethics. It is an improvement, but, as the Dutch case
exemplifies, it leaves an important realm uncovered.

III. TOWARD A PLURALISTIC AND
DYNAMIC ENVIRONMENTAL PHILOSOPHY

NATURE VERSUS CULTURE

The partitioning of environmental ethics into separate domains for animal
welfare ethics and ecoethics does not offer much solace with regard to ethical
problems in spaces that are neither completely under human control nor totally
wild. More and more stretches of land fall into this mixed category. On the one
hand, human population growth and economic expansion encroach further
upon the last remaining wilderness tracts, while, on the other hand, lands that
have been in human cultivation for ages are “given back” to natural forces, as
is the case in the Netherlands. Herbivores introduced in these Dutch “new-
nature” areas don’t simply cross a distinct dividing line between culture and
nature; they don’t walk from domestication into the wild, that is, from a moral
domain of individual care to one of concern for the ecological whole. They enter
an intermediate zone, temporally as well as spatially, subject as they are to de-
domestication processes in areas that are themselves subjected to de-domesti-
cation processes in the sense that they are to be allowed to be “ruled” again by
the forces of nature, but at the same time will always be managed to some
extent. Neither individualistic animal welfare ethicists nor holistic ecoethicists
can claim an exclusive “moral jurisdiction” in these hybrid areas. They ask for a
differentiated approach in which an absolute concept of nature gives way to a
relative one.

 Holmes Rolston, III has provided a useful basis for such a change of perspec-
tive. He emphasizes that we need to carefully differentiate between different
meanings of the concept natural.25 According to his first definition, natural

BORN TO BE WILD
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means “in accordance with the laws of nature.” Within this definition, all
human and nonhuman activity is natural. Neither the provision of supplemen-
tary feed for the large herbivores nor the animals’ consumption of the feed
contradicts the laws of nature. According to a second definition, the concept
natural is exclusively applicable to spontaneous events in the wild. In this
interpretation, all conscious human activity interrupts the spontaneous course
of nature and it is impossible for conservationists to act naturally.

Whereas in the first definition natural human action is unavoidable, in the
second definition it is actually impossible. Not surprisingly then most thinking
about naturalness swings between the unavoidable and the impossible. In order
to overcome this stalemate Rolston introduces a third definition of naturalness
that is compatible with human management. According to this definition,
naturalness is understood as something relative that exists in degrees: some
interventions are more natural, some are less natural. Taking this definition as
our basis, we no longer have to reject restored nature as imitation or fake. When
compared to primeval, untouched nature, we can speak of a diminished
naturalness, but that does not make the naturalness that remains illusory. While
it is true that the course of natural history has been interrupted by human
encroachment, the restored natural processes can nonetheless be considered
relatively natural.

 Rolston tries to clarify his point with the following comparison: “A broken
arm, reset and healed, is relatively more natural than an artificial limb, though
both have been medically manipulated. The arm, decades later, is not a ’reason-
able illusion’ of a pristine arm. Except for hairline bone scars it may be indistin-
guishable from the arm nature gave. Likewise with a restored forest or range,
the historical genesis has been partially interrupted. But henceforth, deliber-
ately put back in place, spontaneous nature takes over as before. Trees blow
over in storms, coyotes hunt ground squirrels, lightning causes burns, natural
selection resumes.”26

Rolston’s proposal that we see naturalness as a relative rather than as an
absolute category has the advantage of allowing human management and
naturalness to go together. Increasing naturalness is not synonymous with
decreasing human intervention. Management does not disappear; it changes
form instead. With regard to nature, we need to loosen the reins, but doing so
often demands more, rather than less horsemanship. This point can be clarified
with an analogy derived from the civilization theory of Norbert Elias.27 Elias
differentiates between roughly two phases in the Western civilization process.
In the period of 1200 until 1750 people learned to repress spontaneous reactions.
In the following period they were expected no longer to simply repress their

26 Ibid., p. 245.
27 Norbert Elias, unpublished manuscript. See Jozef Keulartz, Van betraffling naar behandeling

(Amsterdam: Boom, 1996), p. 81.
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feelings and emotions but to express them in a “controlled” way. This form of
self-restraint Elias has called “controlled decontrolling of emotional controls.”
Analogously, we can call the process of “giving” developed land “back to nature”
a “controlled decontrolling of ecological controls.” This formula explicates
that the creation of these (new) nature areas is not an uncontrolled process, but
asks for new, less rigid and more flexible forms of natural control.

Thus, a clear-cut borderline between nature and culture makes way for a
broad continuum of mixtures, in which it is no longer a question of “either-or”
but of “less or more.” In such hybrid intermediary areas environmental ethics
cannot simply be divided into separated domains for individualistic animal
welfare ethics and holistic ecoethics. Both play a role; depending upon the
circumstances, care for individual animals will prevail, or concern for species,
communities or ecosystems. What will be morally the most relevant at a specific
moment depends upon many factors. This complexity requires a further transi-
tion in environmental ethics.

THE THEORY OF ETHICAL CHARTING

Most environmental ethicists respond to the challenge of introducing mul-
tiple ethical entities with “moral extensionism”: the traditional framework is
stretched until it encloses all entities. In Earth and Other Ethics, Christopher
Stone mounts a powerful challenge to this prevailing tendency of monism.28 He
argues that the variation in complexity between individuals, species, communi-
ties and ecosystems makes it impossible to weigh all these conflicting claims
within one single standard criterion—all-embracing as this principle (or
system of principles) might be, such as Kant’s categorical imperative, Bentham’s
“greatest good for the greatest number” or Leopold’s “integrity, stability and
beauty of the biotic community.”

In order to do justice to the different levels of entities, Stone develops an
intricate mapping system. To weigh ethical components of a specific project
one must begin by making at least two empirical maps of the particular area.
The first map is related to the actual situation, for example, the terrain into
which one wishes to introduce large herbivores. This map describes matters
such as the size of the area, soil composition, existing flora and fauna, the
presence of historico-cultural elements or structures in the landscape, etc. The
second map shows how the terrain is expected to appear in the near or distant
future, either as a result of ecological prognoses or of specific introductory
interventions. This procedure allows for a charting of the changes that are
likely to occur in the area.

These empirical maps serve as the basis for a series of ethical maps that relate

28 Christopher Stone, Earth and Other Ethics: The Case for Moral Pluralism (New York:
Harper and Row, 1987).
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to different areas of concern. In a map focused on the welfare of the individual
animal, you explore an area for qualities such as consciousness, intelligence,
understanding of the situation, and capacity for suffering. In a map that is
concerned with species, you pursue matters such as rarity, nesting and mating
behavior, population size, and genetic variability. A map that pertains to the
interests of ecosystems revolves around issues such as stability, persistence and
energy flows.

In order to obtain a complete overview of the ethical situation in a particular
area, one superimposes these maps. Such overviews have the advantage of
placing all morally relevant claims on an equal footing. Ethical charting can
heighten awareness of the complexity and stratification of moral issues in
hybrid intermediary areas between culture and nature. This kind of project invites
animal protectionists and conservationists to confer with each other and seriously
consider each other’s points of view.

RESPECT FOR POTENTIAL WILDNESS

With the transitions from an absolute concept of nature to a relative one and
a monistic ethics to a pluralistic one, we can do justice to the complex and
multilayered character of mixed regions. Carving out such an explicit area
between culture and nature, however, has a danger of generating too static of
a model or analysis. In order to account adequately for developmental pro-
cesses, such as de-domestication, we need a pluralistic environmental ethics
that is explicitly dynamic—built upon an ethical principle which revolves
around changing processes.

In Stone’s mapping model, a level of moral concern surfaces which appears
to be relevant in this context and which will allow us to span a bridge between
animal welfare ethics and ecoethics.

Stone points at three different sorts of ethical maps, those pertaining to
individual entities, to species, and to ecosystems. On the maps of individuals, the
principles of animal welfare ethics apply, such as respect for the intrinsic worth
of animals (in Regan’s animal rights theory) or the demand for the prevention
of unnecessary suffering (in Singer’s animal liberation theory). The maps of
the ecosystems deal with principles of ecoethics, such as the duty to maintain
biodiversity and to cause a minimum of disruption of natural processes.
Initially, these maps provide us with the following schematic representation:

Levels of Complexity Moral Principles

Individual
animals

Animal welfare ethics:
intrinsic value and welfare

Complete
ecosystems

Ecoethics: diversity
and naturalness
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In this representation, the map of species or populations is left out. This map
is a problematic because it is less easy to identify a principle or a set of
principles for it. Ecoethicists and animal welfare ethicists alike seem somewhat
blind to the moral relevance of species and populations. For the first, the
responsibility for the ecosystem prevails; for the second, the care for individual
animals.

 Bryan Norton has taken a first step toward formulating a principle for this
intermediate species level. According to him, our interactions with animals in
the wild only possess a moral dimension on precisely the level of the species
or the population. His rejection of any responsibility for these animals’
individual fates is derived from the respect they deserve as wild animals. This
respect for their wildness requires that we do not interfere with their lives,
suffering, and death: “We value them, but we value their wildness more; to
respect their wildness is, in effect, to refrain from placing a moral value on their
welfare or their suffering.”29

The principle of respect for wildness can count on a certain degree of approval
from ecoethicists. After all, there are few barriers to seeing the notion of
wildness as a translation to the population level of their highly regarded notion
of naturalness. Also, to animal welfare ethicists the principle of respect for
wildness could be readily acceptable. Their criticism of the conditions in which
captive and domestic animals are kept is generally based on a comparison with
the circumstances of wild animals living in a natural environment.

Norton’s principle of respect for wildness works perfectly in areas that are
indisputably wild. But that brings us back to a binary situation of a simple
opposition between wild and domesticated, or between nature and culture. The
thorny question remains how Norton’s principle works in the intermediate
areas. In the Dutch de-domestication experiment, animal welfare ethicists will
deny immediately that the introduced herbivores can be seen as wild animals.
Moreover, they doubt whether something comparable to a wild situation can
ever be realized in a country such as the Netherlands.

The principle of respect for wildness is therefore insufficient to bridge the
rift between animal welfare ethicists and ecoethicists. A supplementary ele-
ment is required, one that puts the difference between nature and culture into
perspective and replaces thinking in terms of “either-or” with thinking in terms
of “less or more.” Potential wildness is the issue here: de-domestication is a
dynamic process with an uncertain and unpredictable outcome in a terrain that
is relatively wild. The level of species and populations can now be incorporated
into our diagram as an independent level of moral significance with a respect
for potential wildness as a dynamic principle.

29 Bryan Norton, “Caring for Nature: A Broader Look at Animal Stewardship,” in Norton et al.,
Ethics on the Ark, p. 105.
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Levels of Complexity Moral Principles

Individual
animals

Animal welfare ethics:
intrinsic value and welfare

Complete
ecosystems

Potential
wildness

Species and
populations

Ecoethics: diversity
and naturalness

DE-DOMESTICATION AS A LEARNING PROCESS

The principle of potential wildness does justice to de-domestication pro-
cesses as dynamic learning situations. Moving from a mixed animal-human
community to a biotic community, animals gradually move from a thoroughly
cultural context to one that is increasingly natural. “Born to be wild,” after ages
of domestication, in which they were dependent on humans for their food and
well-being, they have to learn to live up to their potential and develop a capacity
to fend for themselves. Ecoethicists’ aim of letting nature take its course must
not mean a completely “hands-off policy” in which the newly introduced horses
and cattle are delivered to whatever fate “nature” may have in store for them.
Judging the introduced herbivores to be fully-fledged components of natural
systems and therefore concluding that there is no moral responsibility for these
animals denies the learning aspect. Similarly, animal protectionists who as-
sume—according to the slogan “once domesticated, always domesticated”—
that “running wild” can only lead to severe neglect deny the learning capacity.
Emphasizing the potential aspect of wildness concedes a capacity for wildness,
while at the same time it acknowledges the developmental character of de-
domestication. In such a process, both animal welfare ethicists and ecoethicists
will be indispensable.

De-domestication is a long-term and multilayered learning process, not only
for the animals involved, but for reserve managers, policy-makers and the
general public as well. Experience is needed before one knows what one should
or should not do in certain circumstances. Thus, for example, in the Oost-
vaardersplassen the initial “expert advice” was to pare horses’ hooves twice a
year. Soon it turned out that hoof growth adapts to the nature of a terrain and
that during dry periods the hoofs break off by themselves in the right place.
Since de-domestication is a relatively new phenomenon, it is not always
possible, however, to fall back on direct experience. Sometimes historical
sources can serve as guidance for assessing important processes such as the
“natural” mortality or life expectancy of large herbivores in relatively wild
circumstances. Thus, a study about animal husbandry in the Middle Ages
showed that supplementary feeding in the winter is less favorable than one
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might have expected. Lowering winter mortality through providing extra food
increased the risk of disease-related summer mortality.30

In addition to such analogy studies, managers can also supplement or expand
their experience through regular consultation with colleagues. Doing so can
yield background material for policy and management, as well as educational
material for visitors and local residents. When it comes to the general public,
learning experience and proper education will contribute to a better under-
standing of de-domestication. Not every deviation from the riding school
model or the cow stable implies neglect.

The large herbivores were introduced in the first place for their species-
specific grazing effects on the terrain—their presence supposedly prevents the
areas from becoming choked by vegetation, specifically forestation, and
therefore promotes the variation certain plants and animals need to establish
themselves. Here also more learning experience is needed to judge the effects
of grazing. Recent research suggests that natural grazing only makes a limited
contribution to optimal naturalness and biodiversity.31

All these different types of experiences and research lead to a conception of
management that revolves around an awareness of permanent adjustment and
a necessity of ongoing learning of all parties involved.

FROM AUTHENTIC WILDNESS TO SELF-RELIANCE

Independently of the terrain results of the grazing, de-domestication is more
and more considered to be a valuable process in itself. Interviews with different
reserve managers revealed that the reintroduced Konik horses and Heck cattle
are not only valued as instrumental motors for certain biotic dynamics in nature
reserves, but also as “goals in themselves.” The principle of potential wildness
could therefore play a constructive role in practical management. This re-
quires, however, a good criterion to measure or judge potential wildness.

Often an image of an “authentically” wild animal functions as model or icon
for the potentially wild. Thus, herd managers Johan Bekhuis and Renee
Meisner try to keep their herd of Konik horses in conditions that are as
“authentic” or “genuine” as possible, in accordance with the ideal of the tarpan.
In “back-breeding experiments,” one tries to deselect the carthorse genes.
Because of the limited size of their area, the Millingerwaard, this cannot be left
entirely to natural selection. One is forced to “mimic” nature: “We select with

30 Herbert Prins, “Sterfte van runderen in natuurgebieden,” De Levende Natuur 3 (1998): 108–
15.

31 J. G. de Molenaar, “De werking van begrazing” Bosbouwvoorlichting 7 (1996b): 97–100; and
W.K.R.E van Wingerden et al., IBN-rapport 258, Gedomesticeerde grote grazers in natuurterreinen
en bossen: een bureaustudie 1I. De effecten van begrazing (Wageningen: Instituut voor Bos- en
Natuuronderzoek, 1997).
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human hands,” states Meisner, “by looking with the eyes of a wolf.” It goes
without saying that such an exercise brings a constant risk of errors and
misjudgments with it. Animals that had been judged at first sight as too weak
to survive a harsh winter got through it healthy and fit, whereas, conversely,
animals that seemed very strong, ended up not making it to the spring. De-
domestication remains a human artifact, in which the “naturalness” of the
selection being made, requires constant adjustment and reassessment.

Judging potential wildness in terms of an authenticity rooted in natural
selection also caused problematic management interventions in larger areas,
such as the Slikken van Flakkee. Animals have been castrated because their
horns were pointing in the “wrong,” that is, “not authentic” direction or
because they had a patch somewhere on their bodies that did not correspond to
the dominant ideal of genetic authenticity.

However, an authenticity criterion based upon historical grounds also causes
problems. Striving for genuine, untouched “primeval” nature leads to virtually
impossible decisions. As with any decision about restoration of nature, the
question arises as to which historical point of reference one should take. Must
one orient oneself to the Middle Ages because this is supposedly a period in
which mankind still lived “in harmony with nature?” Or must one go much
further back, say, to the last interglacial era, before mankind had access to
projectile weapons (such as throwing spears or bows and arrows) and was thus
incapable of subduing and destroying its “natural enemies?” Here too there is
a price to pay for thinking in terms of strict borders instead of hybrids, in terms
of segregation instead of coevolution.

Considering the problems with both versions of the authenticity criterion, it
would be unwise to define the principle of respect for potential wildness
exclusively or even partly in terms of natural selection or a fixed historical
reference point. Instead, the potential wildness of animals could better be
measured by their capacity to fend for themselves in a particular area. Actions
that might take place at the expense of individual animals are ethically
justifiable only in so far as they reinforce that capacity of self-reliance. This
proposal, however, is still at a very rudimentary and undeveloped stage and
requires further research, involving not only ethical considerations but also
empirical findings (covering areas such as ethology, population dynamics,
animal ecology and physiology).

Respect for potential wildness implies trust in animals’ ability to fend for
themselves. Because the concept of wildness often evokes ambiguous reac-
tions and becomes entangled in a dichotomous relationship with domestica-
tion, the English social anthropologist Tim Ingold argues that the antithesis
wild-domesticated be seen in terms of trust and dominance. Trust implies a
special combination of autonomy and dependence. Trusting someone means
that you expect someone to behave in a certain way. However, as soon as you
seek to impose that expectation, by means of obligations or conditions, you
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violate the trust by trying to dominate the other. In this sense, trust always
carries with it an element of risk.32

Eliminating as much of this risk as possible is a characteristic aspect of domesti-
cation, or, as Ingold prefers to call it, dominance. In Ingold’s vision, wildness
is not something outside of culture, instead it presupposes trust in the other,
which implies a certain degree of engagement with and knowledge of that
other. In this perspective, the struggle for the potential wildness of large
herbivores does not come down to leaving them to their fate, it is more accurate
to see it as an informed trust in their capacity to fend for themselves.

IV. CONCLUSION

A practical ethics, of the kind that we have attempted to present, is not
intended as some kind of ethical “handbook,” describing how one is supposed to
act in specific situations. Such a handbook involves the practice of casuistry;
from case to case one tracks down the rules that usually apply to a particular
practice and subsequently attempts to link them to principles of general
validity. This method runs into problems with a new, developing practice such
as the introduction of large herbivores. Generally, in new situations, there is
neither clarity concerning the rules nor unanimity about the principles that
should be applied. In such a situation one should take a step back and reflect
upon new frameworks within which casuistry can bear fruit.33

In this article, we have endeavored to provide the basic building blocks for
this framework and also the means to weld them into one whole: a dynamic
rather than a static vision of de-domestication, a relative rather than absolute
idea of nature, a pluralistic rather than monistic concept of ethics and, above
all, the principle of respect for potential wildness.
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32 Tim Ingold, “From Trust to Domination: an Alternative History of Human-Animal Rela-
tions,” in Animals and Human Society: Changing Perspectives, ed. Aubrey Manning and James
Serpell (London and New York : Routledge, 1994), p. 13.

33 Jozef Keulartz, The Struggle for Nature: A Critique of Environmental Philosophy (London
and New York : Routledge, 1998).


