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I.

We have become used to thinking of “economy” and “ecology” as opposite, almost antonymic terms. It is the capitalist economy, with its exclusive orientation towards monetary gain, that is chiefly responsible for ecological despoliation; so in our dealings with the natural environment, it often seems that we have to decide which we want to give priority to: nature or economy, ecological or economic concerns. In the popular understanding, the latter are often associated with competition and narrow self-interest, the former with cooperation and restraint of self-interest in favor of the welfare of the whole. BP and the proponents of off-shore drilling think economically; those concerned about the consequences of the oil-spill in the Gulf of Mexico think ecologically. What is easily lost from view when the issue is framed in this manner is the sheer oddity of designating such supposedly antagonistic forces by a set of names that are etymological near-equivalents: the law (nomos) of the household (oikos) is in effect pitted against its ordering principle (logos).

One could dismiss this as an accident of linguistic development, a purely verbal confusion that ought not to distract us from the very real conflicts at hand. What I wish to argue in this essay, however, is that the etymological coincidence points back to a shared genealogy in which the fields of inquiry we today refer to as ecology and economy were merely different aspects of a single domain of knowledge. They began to assume their modern contours in the 17th and 18th century, when a number of Enlightenment thinkers began to conceptualize both natural and social order as arising from the same underlying principle of self-regulation or homeostasis. Adam Smith’s “invisible hand” is only the most famous instance of this figure of thought. This new way of explaining how ordered states come into being and maintain themselves constituted what environmental historian Rolf-Peter Sieferle has called a “symbolic field” (Sieferle, 11).
 Nature and human economic behavior were seen as different aspects of an encompassing oeconomia naturae – God’s household, divinely ordered so as to provide for the needs of all its members. 


Donald Worster’s seminal The Economy of Nature, first published in 1977, remains the best-known study of this semantic formation, as well as the most widely received text on the history of ecological ideas in general. Worster presents this history as a struggle between an “arcadian” and an “imperialist” impulse, the first “devoted to the discovery of intrinsic value and its preservation, the other to the creation of an instrumentalized world and its exploitation” (xi). According to Worster, the idea of the oeconomia naturae tended to support the imperialist stance towards the natural world and informed the strand of ecological thought that saw the furthering of man’s control over natural processes as its primary objective. Worster, on the other hand, is committed to emancipating nature from human domination by extolling its intrinsic value; the underlying assumption is that “nature has an order, a pattern, that we humans are bound to understand and respect and preserve […], that not all value comes from humans, that value can exist independently of us; it is not merely something we bestow” (ix). Worster’s distinction continues to be relevant insofar as equivalent oppositions inform a large share of contemporary studies in the fields of ecocriticism, environmental ethics, and – to a lesser degree – environmental history, where the elaboration of a “non-anthropocentric” perspective on humans’ relationship to their natural environment, understood as a perspective which would enable us to appreciate nature’s intrinsic value, remains something of a holy grail. 

By contrast, I wish to argue that the idea of nature’s intrinsic value is itself rooted in the notion of the oeconomia naturae and the liberal tradition which grew out of the latter. This is also the reason why it has held such great appeal to environmentalist thought in the US, and in the Anglo-American world more generally, much more than in continental Europe, where liberal thought never assumed a comparably hegemonic position. In this view, the ascription of intrinsic value to nature appears as compelling primarily because the latter is assumed to be organized like a liberal polity. Nature can thus effectively serve as a metaphysical anchor-point for deep-seated convictions about how human communities ought to function: Both society and the natural world are viewed as homeostatic, i.e. self-equilibrating entities in which the pursuit of self-interest at the level of individual actors spontaneously generates a stable and harmonious order at the level of the (economic or ecological) whole. The intrinsic value of nature is the mirror image of the liberty and dignity which classical liberalism accords to the individual person. The American attachment to free markets and the cult of wilderness issue from the same underlying set of metaphysical premises. 

With the development of economy and ecology as modern scientific disciplines in the course of the 19th century, the symbolic field of the oeconomia naturae was gradually submerged by the new specialized vocabularies which these disciplines devised in order to map their respective domains of knowledge. Within the latter, however, the assumption of a fundamental isomorphism between nature and society always remained latent. It was powerfully reactivated with the emergence of the modern environmental movement after WWII. In popularizing ecological science and translating it into a political ideology, environmentalist thinkers again highlighted the analogies between social and ecological phenomena: By describing the natural world with tropes borrowed from economics and liberal social theory, they could argue that like the market, nature was best off if left alone. In doing so, they accomplished two goals at once: they could advance conservation policy at the same time that they defended liberal social theory.

After tracing the intellectual lineage of the notion of the oeconomia naturae, I will show how it is unfolded in one of the founding documents of modern environmentalism in the US, Aldo Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac – a text that is usually put forward as a point of departure for non-anthropocentric ecological thought (cf. Callicott). In the concluding section of the essay, I will suggest that the belief in the principle of self-regulation has become obsolete not only in the field of economics (a point which most people who subscribe to environmentalist ideas will readily grant), but also for ecology. What is needed today is a conception which acknowledges that ecology and human economy do indeed form a single entity, but also accepts the insight that the maintenance of conditions favorable to human flourishing within this new oeconomia naturae can no longer dispense with human intervention.
II.

It was only in the second half of the 19th century, chiefly as a result of the work of neoclassical economists such as Alfred Marshall, that the term “political economy” shed its qualifying adjective and came to refer exclusively to the realm of human production and consumption. “Economy” was now conceived as an entity clearly distinct from natural processes and governed only by human laws and conventions. Not coincidentally, it was during the same period that Ernst Haeckel found it necessary to coin the term “ecology” in order to designate the domain of science which was to study the relationship of natural species to their environment. 

This development obscured the close conceptual interrelation in which economic and ecological thinking had stood during the whole early modern period and throughout the Enlightenment era. To quote the economic historian Margaret Schabas: “Not only were economic phenomena understood mostly by drawing analogies to natural phenomena, but they were also viewed as contiguous with physical nature. Economic discourse was, in short, considered to be part of natural philosophy, and not, as we would now deem it, a social or human science” (2). Throughout the 18th century, the term “oeconomy” was still used in its traditional, Aristotelian sense: It named a general principle of frugality or wise disposition over one’s means, and was seen to be characteristic not only of human activities but of the natural order as well. As Schabas points out, Adam Smith “used the term more in the Theory of Moral Sentiments than in The Wealth of Nations” – and most often, “the word appears as the oeconomy of nature” (4, italics in the original). For Smith, the human economy and the economy of nature constituted a single entity, governed by a single principle of order.


The term “oeconomy of nature” had already come into wider usage in the early 18th century (Schabas, 4), but the articulation of the underlying idea that was to be most consequential for the development of the biological sciences is perhaps to be found in Carl Linnaeus treatise of the same name. First published in Latin in 1749, Oeconomia Naturae was quickly translated into English and became wildly popular both in England itself and in its colonies, where it was to inspire William Bartram’s famous Travels (1791). According to the Swedish naturalist, nature had to be understood as a rational, self-equilibrating order in which each species subsists in a relationship of mutual dependence with other species and, by pursuing its own interests, contributes to the well-being of the whole. The remarkable efficiency and stability of this natural order testified to the infinite wisdom of its divine creator: 

By the Oeconomy of Nature, we understand the all-wise disposition of the Creator in relation to natural things, by which they are fitted to produce general ends, and reciprocal uses. [...] Whoever duly turns his attention to the things on this terraqueous globe, must necessarily confess, that they are so connected, so chained together, that they all aim at the same end, and to this end a vast number of intermediate ends are subservient. (39-40)
The system which Linnaeus imagined encompassed not only all living non-human species, but geological nature and humans as well, and constituted a perfectly self-maintaining cycle which allowed for no waste; as he had written earlier in another treatise, “The earth becomes the food of the plant, the plant that of the worm, the worm that of the bird and the bird often that of the beast of prey [...]. Man who turns everything to his needs, often becomes the food of the beast or bird or fish of prey or of the worm and the earth. So all things go round” (qtd. in Lepenies, 20-21). Linnaeus’ keen appreciation of the mutual fittedness of natural species, of the way in which their rates of propagation and respective life-spans complemented each other, as well as his pious reverence for the overall perfection of the natural order, owed much to the work of earlier natural theologians, particularly John Ray and William Derham. Even more than the latter, however, he minimized the necessity for special providence, i.e. direct intervention of the Deity, insisting that general providence – the force of general laws laid down by God in the act of creation – was sufficient to explain the orderly development of nature.


These features mark the work of Linnaeus as an exemplary product of what environmental historian Rolf-Peter Sieferle has described as the “symbolic field” of the oeconomia naturae. As noted above, in the 18th century there were no clear dividing lines between the disciplines of natural philosophy, economy, and theology (Linnaeus himself, significantly, also became one of the founding figures of economics in Sweden; cf. Koerner 1999). Sieferle therefore insists that the familiar concept of the “paradigm” does not quite capture the reach of the shared assumptions which guided intellectual inquiry in these as yet un-demarcated areas. A symbolic field, he argues, “exceeds individual domains of knowledge and shapes a more comprehensive, but also more vague space for the condensation of basic plausibilities about the structure of the world” (11). As such, it does not need to reach the level of an explicit theory, but instead informs the intellectual style “on the basis of which more specific theories and the paradigms pertinent to them can then be formulated” (ibid.). Within a symbolic field, the “isomorphism of nature and society is taken for granted” (16) – i.e., it is assumed that the same fundamental principles govern both the natural and the social world.


According to Sieferle, the notion of an oeconomia naturae gradually displaced the medieval idea of a mundus senescens or natura lapsa. In this earlier formation, all physical and social states were believed to naturally tend towards disorder and decay, a decline which could only temporarily be arrested by intervention from “above” or “outside,” i.e. either from God and his earthly representatives within the social order. All regularities, all instances of order in the phenomenal world were therefore directly attributable to God’s special providence. By contrast, the idea of the oeconomia naturae assumed that God had inscribed the various parts of the world with formal principles which ensured that their spontaneous activity would lead to the emergence of ordered states, thus relieving him of the need for continuous involvement in the matters of this world. John Ray, for example, had rejected the idea that God participated directly in the formation of individual organisms since it “would render the Divine Providence operose, solicitous, and distractious” and was difficult to reconcile with the occurrence of “those Errors or Bungles which are committed when the Matter is inept, or contumacious, as in Monsters etc., which argue the Agent not to be irresistible” (51); instead he postulated that natural species were endowed with a “Plastick Nature” which, like the angels, acted as God’s subordinate ministers (52). 

John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government (1689), published at about the same time as Ray’s The Wisdom of God Manifested in the Works of Creation (1691), similarly demonstrated how economic and political order could be seen to emerge spontaneously from the interaction of self-interested individuals based on simple natural laws. The most comprehensive account of social phenomena in terms of the oeconomia naturae, however, is to be found in the work of Adam Smith, most notably in the Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) and in The Wealth of Nations (1776). Central to both of these works is the idea that God has equipped human beings with natural appetites and affects which lead them to further the general welfare regardless of their conscious purposes. As Smith argues in the Theory of Moral Sentiments, “by acting according to the dictates of our moral faculties, we necessarily pursue the most effectual means for promoting the happiness of mankind, and may therefore be said [...] to co-operate with the Deity, and to advance [...] the plan of Providence” (166). Moral feelings do not have to aim directly at social utility, and individual acts do not have to be consciously coordinated so as to promote social order, because there is a harmonizing principle at work which ensures that cumulatively, the actions of individuals will benefit society as a whole. The famous metaphor of the “invisible hand,” which Smith calls upon in both The Theory of Moral Sentiments and The Wealth of Nations, expresses precisely this “heterogony of purposes” (Sieferle, 29fn): it refers to the providential scheme that turns “private vices” into “public benefits,” as Bernard de Mandeville had earlier put it in his Fable of the Bees (1714).
 
Smith’s view of society is strictly isomorphic to Linnaeus’ understanding of natural order – just as nature’s creatures provide nourishment to each other by propagating themselves, so do human beings advance the well-being of their community by pursuing their self-interests. Smith saw the characteristics of social behavior as continuous with the general principles governing the created world as they had been established by natural theology, as he makes clear in the Theory of Moral Sentiments: “In every part of the universe we observe means adjusted with the nicest artifice to the ends which they are intended to produce; and in the mechanism of the plant, or animal body, admire how every thing is contrived for advancing the two great purposes of nature, the support of the individual, and the propagation of the species” (ibid., 87). 

Thus we see how within the symbolic field of the oeconomia naturae, nature and society are similarly conceptualized as self-regulating systems; in each of these fields, it is assumed that the spontaneous behavior of individual actors in the system is governed by a harmonizing principle which assures that cumulatively, their actions will benefit the system as a whole; and in each field, attempts to impose order from without are thus viewed as superfluous, if not counter-productive, and therefore illegitimate.
In the course of the 19th century, as natural theology lost its cohesive force, the “economy of nature” splintered along the disciplinary dividing lines we are familiar with today. As economics and biology professionalized themselves, they began to treat the foundational principle of self-organization as a given; the religious scaffolding which had formerly supported it began to seem dispensable, if not a hindrance. For economics, this process therefore entailed both secularization and “denaturalization,” and it was essentially completed with the publication, in 1848, of John Stuart Mill’s Principles of Political Economy (Schabas 10-12). For the biological sciences, it was of course Darwin’s theory of evolution that took the decisive step, as it showed that no transcendental agency was required in order to explain the emergence of order in the natural world – all that was needed was the simple mechanism of natural selection and plenty of time (which, thanks to the work of Darwin’s friend, the geologist Charles Lyell, was now in abundant supply). 

And yet, both economics and ecology continued to rely on a residual teleology. The idea that the unfettered operation of free markets would, over time, necessarily increase the prosperity of humankind; the very belief that (human) economy could be sundered from (natural) ecology, i.e. that individual human economic actors did not need to take into consideration the natural preconditions under which they were operating, because the pricing mechanism would insure that these preconditions would remain inviolate – all these assumptions bespeak the fact that the “theory of the free market economy […] played with loaded dice” (Sieferle, 237) and tacitly relied on the teleological safety-net which physico-theology had bequeathed to it. The same was true of evolutionary biologists, which initially understood Darwin’s theory as a brief for the general belief in the progressive quality of all history. Evolution was interpreted as a process of continuous self-perfection in which nature tended towards superior, ever more complex forms of life. Even while the physico-theological foundations of the economy of nature were falling into disrepute, its metaphysical premises – namely the assumption of a fundamental isomorphism between society and nature, and the belief in the teleological coordination of the processes of self-organization by which they are characterized – remained operative in the development of both economics and ecological science.
III.

According to Sieferle’s account, the belief in the teleological nature of biological evolution was discredited well before it fell into doubt with regard to social processes (246-47). The text which I am going to examine in the following suggests otherwise: Aldo Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac, published posthumously in 1949, not only defended ecological communities against capitalist encroachment by analogizing them to a liberal polity besieged by the forces of totalitarianism – in effect, it also effectively defended American liberalism against its totalitarian contenders by appealing to ecological community as its natural model. In doing so, Leopold demonstrated the tremendous rhetorical potency which the notion of the oeconomia naturae continued to hold and made it the ideological basis for US environmentalism in subsequent decades.

Leopold’s role in the history of modern environmentalism can hardly be overstated. Much of his claim to fame rests on the fact that with the chapter “The Land Ethic,” A Sand County Alamanch contains the first serious effort to conceptualize an ethical responsibility of society for its natural environment. Leopold found it necessary to undertake such an effort because his close observation of the effects of economic development on the American landscape had convinced him of the falsity of the traditional assumption that economy and ecology were governed by an inherent teleology that prevented them from ever coming into serious conflict. This insight was, of course, not entirely new – in fact, it had already inspired the original conservation movement, lead by Gifford Pinchot and championed by Theodore Roosevelt, which had culminated in the creation of the US Forest Service and, in 1900, of the Yale Forestry School, which counted Leopold among its first graduates. However, in the spirit of the progressive movement of which they were a part, the conservationists believed that what was needed in order to curb the destruction of natural resources by a wasteful and irrational market economy was more scientific management through government agencies. This had also been the guiding principle of environmental protection measures during the Great Depression – measures in which Leopold had played an important part but which, in A Sand County Almanac, he was to deride as “alphabetical uplifts” (109; Leopold refers specifically to the Civilian Conservation Corps, CCC). 

In contrast to earlier conservationists, Leopold believed that it was also necessary to convince individual land-owners of their ethical responsibility to protect the integrity of the land under their stewardship. He found the conceptual basis for such an ethics in the theory of the “biotic community” as it had been developed by the ecologists Frederic Clements and Victor Shelford (cf. Bergthaller, 92-100). Arguing that any ethics requires a “mental image” (251) of the relationship it is to govern, Leopold presents his reader with a concise summary of their theoretical model:
Plants absorb energy from the sun. This energy flows through a circuit called the biota, which may be represented by a pyramid con​sisting of layers. The bottom layer is the soil. A plant layer rests on the soil, an insect layer on the plants, a bird and rodent layer on the insects, and so on up through various animal groups to the apex layer, which consists of the larger carni​vores. [...] Each successive layer depends on those below it for food and other services, and each in turn furnishes food and ser​vices to those above. Proceeding upward, each successive layer decreases in numerical abundance. [...] Man shares an inter​mediate layer with the bears, racoons, and squirrels, which eat both meat and vegetables. The lines of dependency for food and other services are called food chains. [...] The pyramid is a tangle of chains so complex as to seem disorderly, yet the sta​bi​lity of the system proves it to be a highly organized structure. Its functioning depends on the co-operation and competition of its diverse parts. [...] Man is one of thousands accretions to the height and complexity of the pyramid. (252-253)

The land community as Leopold describes it here is a complex system of mutual dependency and exchange in which “co-operation and competition” between the members are balanced in such a manner that the pursuit of their individual interests contributes to the welfare of the community as a whole. The land community, in other words, functions like a liberal market economy – it is governed by a principle of self-regulation that, like Adam Smith’s “invisible hand,” insures not only a harmonious balance between its parts, but also a general progressive tendency: “Science has given us many doubts, but it has given us at least one certainty: the trend of evolution is to elaborate and diversify the biota” (253). Leopold presents his plea for an ethical reorientation of people’s relationship to the land as a necessary consequence of this new understanding of ecological process: “[A] land ethic changes the role of Homo sapiens from conqueror of the land-community to plain member and citizen of it. It implies respect for his fellow-members, and also respect for the community as such” (240). And this is not a matter of pure altruism, either. In the human economy, it is in everyone’s interest to safe-guard others’ rights to property and the pursuit of their own economic interests because they are the necessary basis for the welfare of the community as a whole. By the same token, prudence counsels us to respect the autonomy of the non-human members of the land community:
In human history, we have learned (I hope) that the conqueror role is eventually self-defeating. Why? Because it is implicit in such a role that the conqueror knows, ex cathedra, just what makes the community clock tick, and just what and who is valuable, and what and who is worthless, in community life. It always turns out he knows neither, and this is why his conquests eventually defeat themselves. (240)

Again, this argument is analogous to that of classical liberalism: state intervention into the economic process is unnecessary and even harmful because it tries to force a result which free competition would produce spontaneously; in the words of Adam Smith: “By pursuing his own interest [man] frequently promotes that of the society more effectively than when he really intends to promote it” (Inquiry, 143). In the natural world, too, the long-term interests of the community depend on the persistence of internal competition: “A fauna and flora, by [the] very process of perpetual battle within and among species, achieve collective immortality” (7). Those who attempt to regulate competition are effectively arrogating for themselves a position that is the proper domain of God. The same holds true for ecological processes. These, too, are too complex to be amenable to conscious control: “the scientist […] knows that the biotic mechanism is so complex that its workings may never be fully understood” (241). Accordingly, the best policy is a kind of ecological laissez faire – the more people learn about the structure of nature’s economy, the better they will understand that the fulfillment of their own needs requires that the needs of the other members of the community are also met: “Abraham knew exactly what the land was for: it was to drip milk and honey into Abraham’s mouth. At the present moment, the assurance with which we regard this assumption is inverse to the degree of education” (240). As this quote already suggests, Leopold sees the realization of our ethical responsibility to the land as a lesson of history; it is in fact the logically necessary next step in the ethical progression from ancient, autocratic societies to the modern liberal polity:

When god-like Odysseus returned from the wars in Troy, he hanged all on one rope a dozen slave girls of his household whom he suspected of misbehavior during his absence. This hanging involved no questions of propriety. The girls were property. The disposal of property was then, as it is now, a matter of expediency, not of right and wrong. […] The ethical structure of the day covered wives, but had not yet been extended to human chattels. During the next three thousand years which have since elapsed, ethical criteria have been extended to many fields of conduct, with corresponding shrinkages in those judged only by expediency. (237)
In Leopold’s account, the expansion of ethical criteria is an evolutionary process whose dynamics reflects the increasing complexity of the social system and echoes the parallel development of biotic communities. Ecological science and the liberal theory of society converge because the development of both biotic and human communities is shaped by the same universal evolutionary principles. What Leopold effectively implies is that natural evolution underwrites the Whig interpretation of history – the ethical progress that was made through centuries of struggle for the liberty and autonomy of the individual is in profound agreement with the general trend of evolution: “Nonconformity is the highest evolutionary attainment of social animals” (188).

The isomorphism between the land-community and the liberal polity also allows Leopold to mobilize the anti-totalitarian rhetoric of wartime propaganda for his own ends: A Sand County Almanac is full of references to the great geopolitical struggle of its time. In these passages, the exploitative attitude of industrialized agriculture is invariably equated with National Socialism. The already-quoted passage in which Leopold urges a shift in attitude from conqueror to “plain member and citizen” of the land-community (240) is complemented by an allusion to Hitler’s grandiose claims for the Third Reich: “The shallow-minded modern who has lost his rootage in the land assumes that he has already discovered what is important; it is such who prate of empires, political or economic, that will last a thousand years” (279). And in the essay “The Round River,” Leopold writes: “The present ideal of agriculture is clean farming; clean farming means a food chain aimed solely at economic profit and purged of all non-conforming links, a sort of Pax Germanica of the agricultural world” (199). 

The rhetorical effect of this analogy cuts both ways, of course. Not only is the destruction of wild landscapes delegitimized, but through their association with “things natural, wild, and free” (xvii), the politics of the United States and its allies are also aligned with the larger course of evolutionary history, as in the following passage from the chapter “April”:
It is an irony of history that the great powers should have dis​covered the unity of nations in Cairo in 1943. The geese of the world have had that notion for a longer time, and each March they stake their lives on its essential truth. In the beginning there was only the unity of the Ice Sheet. Then followed the unity of the March thaw, and the northward hegira of the inter​natio​nal geese. Every March since the Pleistocene, the geese have honked unity from China Sea to Siberian Steppe, […] from Nine to Murmansk, from Lincoln​shire to Spitsbergen. Every March since the Pleistocene, the geese have honked unity from Currituck to Labrador, […] Panhandle to Mackenzie, Sacramento to Yukon. By this inter​​national commerce of geese, the waste corn of Illinois is carried through the clouds of the Arctic tundras, there to com​bine with the waste sunlight of a nightless June to grow goslings for all the lands between. And in this annual barter of food for light, and winter warmth for summer solitude, the whole conti​nent receives as a net profit a wild poem dropped from the murky skies upon the muds of March. (24-35)
Uniting in the defense of democratic government and international commerce against nationalist aggression, the Allies are merely catching up with ecological realities whose persistence over millions of years testifies to their “essential truth.” The pointedly whimsical character of the passage, whose heavy use of anaphora and cataloguing of place names mimics the cadence of official war-time propaganda, should not detract from its underlying seriousness. The isomorphism of ecological process and human society, and of the relationships by which they are constituted, is the conceptual basis of Leopold’s effort to formulate an environmental ethics.  

The passage’s concluding sentence also points to an aspect of Leopold’s argument that makes clear just how much of its rhetorical force is drawn from the physico-theological roots of the oeconomia naturae as outlined earlier: The profitability of nature’s economy is measured not in dollars, but in the beauty of a “wild poem.” Throughout the Almanac, Leopold invokes the beauty of nature as testimony to the presence of a metaphysical ordering principle. On several occasions, he explicitly identifies this principle with the hand of God:
I heard of a boy who was brought up an atheist. He changed his mind when he saw that there were a hundred-odd species of war​blers, each bedecked like the rainbow, and each performing yearly sundry thousands of miles of migration about which scientists wrote wisely but did not understand. No ‘fortuitous con​course of elements’ working blindly through any number of millions of years could quite account for why warblers are so beauti​ful. No mechanistic theory, even bolstered by mutations, has ever quite answered for the colors of the cerulean warbler, or the vespers of the woodthrush, or the swansong, or – goose music. There are yet many boys to be born who, like Isaiah, ‘may see, and know, and consider, and understand together, that the hand of the Lord hath done this.’ (230-32)

While this passage harks back to the old “design argument” (Glacken, 36), it would be somewhat misleading to link this passage to contemporary debates over “intelligent design.” Leopold’s identification of the invisible hand which regulates nature’s economy with “the hand of the Lord” is not primarily meant to establish the existence of the deity; rather, its purpose is to attribute a normative quality to the land-community’s capacity for self-organization, and to establish the beauty of natural species as a guarantee for the ultimate rationality of the ecological process.
IV.

In his attempt to rethink the relationship between economy and ecology, Leopold thus turned back to the metaphysical foundations on which both disciplines had first been established. In this regard, Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac provided the model for the popular conception of ecology which emerged in the 1950s and 60s and continues to inform much of modern environmentalist thought. When environmentalists today speak of ecosystems, they often have something very similar to Leopold’s land-community in mind: a tightly interdependent web of life forms hanging in a tenuous balance, like a Calder mobile, where any human intervention will cause a cascade of unforeseeable (and generally harmful) changes. As I have attempted to show in the foregoing, this vision of ecological communities is essentially a truncated version of the old oeconomia naturae, i.e. the belief in a divinely ordered household which provided the metaphysical premises for the development of both ecology and liberal economic theory during the early modern era. It is truncated in the sense that it no longer includes human beings: the human economy is assumed to stand apart from and in opposition to the harmonious and stable operation of natural ecosystems. 


The great problem with this version of popular ecology is not that it is conceptually cognate with economic liberalism, or rooted in Christian beliefs, although many environmentalists would certainly find this distasteful. The problem is rather that, from the view-point of scientific ecology, it is mistaken – and from an ecocritical view-point, that this mistaken image of ecology has practical implications which make it more difficult to effectively address environmental problems. Over the past few decades, ecologists have abandoned the notion that nature has a “natural” tendency towards stable conditions. The more closely they studied ecological processes, the clearer it became that they are characterized by constant flux – only the rates of change differ depending on the scale. While some conditions change so slowly that they appear to be stable to a human observer unaided by technology, sudden disturbances and catastrophic shifts are common throughout the natural world, and thus no less “natural” than periods of stability. The interaction of industrial capitalism with the natural environment is not fundamentally different from the behavior of natural species whose populations are frequently seen to increase exponentially until they destroy the environmental conditions which support them, leading to a massive die-back and stabilization at a lower level (Reichholf, 35). What this implies is that it is futile to look to ecology to tell us how we ought to shape our relationship to the natural environment; to quote the ecologist Daniel Botkin, “nature does not provide simple answers. People are forced to choose the kind of environment they want, and a ‘desirable’ environment may be one that people have altered […]” (189) – a realization that is perhaps more difficult to arrive at for inhabitants of a “New World” largely devoid of the Kulturlandschaften that are so characteristic for much of Asia, Europe, and Africa, landscapes which have been shaped by millennia of human cultivation.
 

Against this background, the old nostrum that “nature knows best” (Devall & Sessions, 87) appears as a weak excuse not to know nature better. More often than not, what it means in practice is to replace the search for a more fine-grained understanding of the workings of ecological processes with the quest for a vague sense of “oneness with nature” (Naess, 261) – a “sense of oneness” which rests on the paradoxical belief that the only way for human beings to become “natural” is to behave differently from every other living creature, and which thus effectively excludes humans from the natural world at the same time that it insists on their being a part of it. If our goal is an environment that allows for human flourishing (and for the flourishing of the species which we value), an attitude of laissez faire is simply inadequate to the task – with regard to both economy and ecology. Liberal metaphysics is indeed bankrupt. At the same time, however, the old idea of an oeconomia naturae from which it originally developed has gained a new kind of relevancy: Like Linnaeus and his early modern predecessors, we have come to understand that the human economy and the economy of nature are not separate entities, but aspects of a single “household.” 
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� This and all further translations from Sieferle’s text are mine.


� That the landscapes European settlers encountered in North America had indeed been shaped profoundly by human inhabitation has only recently been realized (cf. Cronon), but most of these Pre-Columbian “anthromes” (Ellis, 445) did not survive the onslaught of European settler culture.
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