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“That land is a community is the basic concept of ecology, but that land is to be 
loved and respected is an extension of ethics.”  Aldo Leopold 

 
Part I. Making the Earth Covenant 

 
Calls for a New Earth Covenant.  Over the course of the last several decades 
calls for a new Earth covenant have come from all quarters of the globe—
sometimes couched in terms of a “global compact” (Shridath Ramphal, Javier 
Perez de Cuellar, Kofi Annan), but more prophetically and accurately, as a 
“new covenant with Earth” (Leonardo Boff, David Held).i  These calls presume 
that we are citizens of the world as well as of nations, that we live in an 
interdependent planetary community, and that if we are to overcome the tragedy 
of the global commons, we must reach agreement on the fundamental moral 
principles of global governance.   
 
Covenants are open, unconditional commitments to be faithful to others 
regarding our most fundamental values and behaviors, and they have 
historically served as the spiritual and moral authority for national constitutions 
and international treaties.  “Covenant” and “compact” are often used 
interchangeably to describe public agreements of unlimited duration that 
require mutual consent to be abrogated, but covenant typically places primary 
emphasis on the moral dimension, compact on the legal.  Both need to be 
distinguished from contracts, which are limited agreements for the sake of a 
utility of direct benefit to the consenting parties, and which are dissolved once 
that utility is obtained.  Calls for a new Earth covenant or compact recognize 
that to address issues as daunting as climate change we need not only new and 
better contracts, but a transformation in our personal and collective loyalties.   
 
Argument of This Paper.  Since soil health is one of the most critical, if 
neglected, components of human culture and the global ecosystem, our 
readiness to assume responsibility for it must be considered an important test of 
the adequacy of a new covenant among the peoples of the world with one 
another and the Earth. 
 
This paper argues for six basic ways in which soil ethics can contribute to the 
making of the Earth covenant.  These are: (1) land care as exemplary of the 
necessity of addressing the environmental and social issues of our planet 
together; (2) soil integrity as the sine qua non of ecological and biospheric 
integrity; (3) the nature and role of soil “stewardship” in the covenants we make 
between the generations; (4) the need for precaution in the ways we treat soil 
given the limits of our scientific and practical understanding of how to preserve 
and restore it; (5) the need to take a “common but differentiated” approach to 
our cultural as well as economic and technological capacities for land care; and 



(6) the evolutionary and spiritual solidarity we experience  with the Earth 
through soil. 
 
The Earth Charter and the Proposed Soil Charter.  Officially launched in The 
Hague in 2000, the Earth Charter is the most complete public statement we yet 
have of the moral and spiritual vision of a new Earth covenant.ii As a people’s 
treaty circulated throughout the world, with endorsements by hundreds of 
NGO’s,  municipalities, national governments and international agencies, it is 
the most legitimate as well.  The Earth Charter may be viewed as the 
culminating product of repeated attempts since the drafting of the United 
Nations Charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, including the 
long line of soft law declarations on environment and development running 
from the 1972 Stockholm Declaration on the Human Environment through the 
2000 Millennium Development Goals, to rewrite the global compact along 
more comprehensive covenantal lines.  Like its precursor, Caring for the Earth, 
the Earth Charter affirms “respect and care for the community of life”—a time-
honored covenantal principle—as the overarching principle of moral obligation.   
 
One of the most significant contributions the Earth Charter can make at this 
juncture in world history is to serve as a framework and catalyst for continuing 
the dialogue on global ethics and moving the international covenant-making 
process forward. 
 
Reading the Earth Charter with soil and soil responsibilities in mind we can see 
that it is not a complete or fully adequate document.  “Soil” is mentioned only 
three times, and those in passing. Nonetheless, the Charter is an invaluable 
resource for understanding the basic moral approach we need to take to soil and 
the moral guidelines we need to follow for promoting better land care 
throughout the world, while an explicit elaboration of soil ethics can 
substantially improve the Charter’s conceptual foundations and practical 
effectiveness.  On this basis, we may greet the prospects of a dialogue between 
the Earth Charter and a revised World Soil Charter and World Soils Policy, or a 
new Global Charter for Land Care and a “new, binding, international 
instrument concerning the protection and sustainable use of soils,” as a positive 
step toward advancing both the conservation of soil and the Earth covenant.iii  
 

Part II.  The Contributions of Soil Ethics to the New Earth Covenant 
 

Eco-Justice.  The most significant development that may be traced through the 
long line of international declarations that paved the way to the Earth Charter is 
the recognition, beginning at Stockholm, that the most urgent environmental 
issues of the world are inseparable from the most urgent social issues. Growing 
awareness of these relationships fueled the discussion of “sustainable 
development” in the 1980s and “just and sustainable communities” in the 
1990s, and has subsequently expanded to include security and peace. The Earth 
Charter expresses this evolution in global ethics in its explicit adoption of what 
has come to be called an “eco-justice” ethic, an integrative moral approach in 
which ecological and social (including economic, political and cultural) well-
being are considered both dependent and independent variables.  The  seventy-
one principles of the Earth Charter spell out our obligations for “Ecological 
Integrity,” “Social and Economic Justice,” and “Democracy, Nonviolence, and 
Peace,” attending not only to the specific obligations we have for each of these 
basic moral concerns but also spelling out the relationships between them. 
Principle 7, for example, expresses the imperative of integrating a wide range of  
interdependent ecological and social values: “Adopt patterns of production, 



consumption, and reproduction that safeguard Earth’s regenerative capacities, 
human rights, and community well-being.”  
 
In past years, out of a laudable zeal to bring attention to the devastating 
degradation of soils across the world, advocates of soil conservation often 
isolated the values of land care from other great questions of global ethics such 
as poverty, human rights, and military conflict. There were tendencies to 
interpret soil as primarily a resource commodity, and to restrict moral concern 
for soil to its role in agriculture, thus neglecting the many different and critical 
roles soils play in the evolution and ecology of the planet.   
 
The 2007 Selfoss Forum on Soils, Society and Global Change took major 
strides toward breaking through this single-minded vision. The presentations 
forthrightly addressed  the intimate connections of soil health to other matters 
of global concern such as climate change, poverty, biodiversity loss, and 
unrestrained economic and population growth.  It made clear why we cannot 
hope for significant change in soil conservation values and practices without 
also addressing these other issues and putting into practice principles of social 
and economic justice, human rights, democratic participation, non-violence and 
international law, nor can we hope to make significant headway on these global 
social issues without paying more attention to the functions soil performs in 
sustaining the ecosphere and human civilization.  The Forum thus not only 
lifted up the crucial importance of soil for the future of humankind and the 
planet but showed how soil demonstrates the validity of the strong eco-justice 
approach of the emerging Earth covenant. 
 
Ecological Integrity.  A distinguishing feature of the Earth Charter is the 
prominent place it gives to ecological integrity as an ethical as well as scientific 
principle. The second of the four main sections of the Charter is entitled 
“Ecological Integrity.”  Principle 5 states: “Protect and restore the integrity of 
Earth’s ecological systems, with special concern for biological diversity and the 
natural processes that sustain life.”    
 
Brendan Mackey, Professor at Australian National University, and the member 
of the Earth Charter drafting committee most responsible for its emphasis on 
ecological integrity, writes that “ecological integrity can be understood in terms 
of the capacity of Earth’s ecosystems to continue flourishing so that the 
environmental services are maintained upon which the wellbeing of humans 
and all life depend.”iv A major contribution that soil ethics can make to the 
Earth covenant is to emphasize the fact that soil integrity is both a critical 
component of ecological integrity and its sine qua non— that without which 
there will not be ecological integrity.   
 
An influential figure in the field of soil conservation and environmental ethics 
who can help make that argument is Aldo Leopold, American forester and 
wildlife ecologist, 1887-1948, whose book, A Sand County Almanac, recounts 
his experiences restoring a tract of land on the Wisconsin River, and climaxes 
in a proposal for a “land ethic” that makes ecological integrity a first principle 
of environmental ethics.    
 
The primary motivation of Leopold’s career was what he called “the oldest task 
in human history to live on a piece of land without spoiling it.”  He came to that 
understanding as a result of his first hand experiences of soil erosion and 
degradation, first on range lands in the American southwest, and then in the 
agricultural areas of the Midwest.  In 1921 he wrote:  



 
With enough time and money, a neglected farm can be put back on its feet -- if 
the soil is still there.  With enough patience and scientific knowledge, an 
overgrazed range can be restored -- if the soil is still there.  By expensive 
replanting and a generation or two of waiting, a ruined forest can again be 
made productive -- if the soil is still there.  With infinitely expensive works, a 
ruined watershed may again fill our ditches or turn our mills -- if the soil is still 
there.  But if the soil is gone, the loss is absolute and irrevocable.  
  

Three years later he wrote: “Soil is the fundamental resource, and its loss the 
most serious of all losses.”v 
 
Leopold used “land” to describe soil, water, plants, animals, and people 
collectively, and he often spoke of land as a “community.”  He preferred land 
over terms such as ecosystem because it communicated to the ordinary citizen 
our primary dependence on fertile soil; his choice of community was influenced 
by the new field of ecology, often defined as the “science of communities.”  But 
Leopold was also well versed in the writings of the Hebrew prophets.  His ideas 
of “land community” and the “land ethic” may be interpreted as contemporary 
science-based translations of their understanding of an aboriginal covenant 
between God, people and the Earth.  Leopold’s  proposal for a land ethic  may 
be set forth in the form of a syllogism: 
 
1. “All ethics rest upon a single premise: that the individual is a member of a 
community of interdependent parts.”  It is “a limitation on freedom of action in 
the struggle for existence” -- a way of evolving “modes of cooperation.”  
2. We are members of the land community. 
3. Therefore, we need to exercise the same constraints on our relations to the 
other members of the land community -- soils, waters, plants and animals -- as 
we do in our relations to people.   
4.  Thus the land ethic: “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.”vi 
 
From which we may extrapolate: “A thing is right when it tends to preserve 
the integrity, stability and beauty of the soil community.  It is wrong when 
it tends otherwise.”  
 
By “stability” Leopold meant the capacity of the land to cycle nutrients 
efficiently and continuously because its biotic pyramid was intact and its food 
circuits were open; by “integrity” that the land possessed all the parts needed to 
maintain its stability and their successful coordination through 
competition/cooperation; by “beauty” the “pleasing appearance to the eye, ear, 
and soul” of land that possesses stability and integrity.vii  Since mid-century 
new scientific notions of nature as dynamic, ever changing, even chaotic, and 
species and individual interactions as selfish, rather than symbiotic, have 
challenged earlier ecological notions of nature as composed of “integrated 
communities” in dynamic equilibrium with a diverse array of species in positive 
interactions with one another.  In light of these developments, environmental 
ethicists such as Baird Callicott have sought to dynamize the concept of the 
“land ethic” and incorporate the crucial norms of scale in evaluating 
anthropogenic changes in nature.viii   Regardless, it is unlikely that ecological 
integrity as such, defined as “the capacity of Earth’s ecosystems to continue 
flourishing so that the environmental services are maintained upon which the 
wellbeing of humans and all life depend,” and its crucial component, soil 



integrity, will ever be dislodged as a primary focus of our covenantal 
responsibilities to the Earth.       
 
Stewardship.  Global ethics must also address the covenantal dimensions of the 
Earth community’s passage through time, and the responsibilities we bear, as 
individuals and societies, for passing on a healthy biosphere, including the 
responsibilities we bear to past, present and future generations of humans for 
the sustainable use and just distribution of the resources of nature, all of which 
may be summed up in the ethical imperative to serve the common good. 
 
To assume an inclusive, long-term responsibility for the goods of nature and the 
resources humans make of nature is often identified with the idea of 
“stewardship.”  It is surprising that the term “stewardship” does not appear in 
the Earth Charter.ix  But the principle of stewardship is included in the 
Preamble: “The protection of Earth's vitality, diversity, and beauty is a sacred 
trust,” and in Principle 4: “Secure Earth’s bounty and beauty for present and 
future generations.” 
 
Stewardship was a concept with great motivational power at the beginning of 
the  conservation movement in the early twentieth century, and it has re-
emerged in recent years in the ethics of “sustainable development.”  But its 
origins lie in the common property arrangements of hunter-gatherer and pre-
modern agrarian and nomadic societies.  In these societies individual family 
units agreed to share land as a common property arrangement that gave each 
family the right of use but not ownership.x  This was the social context in which 
the biblical understanding of stewardship arose—evident, for example, in the 
story of Joseph who was entrusted with the position of guardian (custodian, 
manager, overseer, caretaker, trustee) of the land of Egypt, and who by careful 
oversight and foresight so conserved the produce of the land that famine was 
avoided and the common good secured. Patrick Dobel writes:  “The 
stewardship imperative assumes that the moral and ecological constraints are 
respected, and it adds the obligation to distribute the benefits justly. The 
steward must ‘give them their portion of the food at the proper time’.” xi  
 
The “stewardship ethic” therefore has three elements: (1) long term responsible 
care for the common goods of nature; (2) sustainable ecological and economic 
use of these goods; and (3) just sharing of these goods—and these 
responsibilities—among the population at large.    
 
It is difficult to imagine a more powerful example of what stewardship in this 
original moral sense means than stewardship of soil.  It is the common property 
of the human and natural community; we must use it sustainably; its care and its 
benefits should be shared by all members of the human community.   
 
Prevailing land use practices substitute short-term gains for wise stewardship.  
Addition of synthetic fertilizers may, for a time, produce yields equal to or even 
better than soils whose structure, moisture-retention, and nutrient levels have 
been enriched by crop rotation and manure.  Monopoly of land ownership and 
control can increase efficiency and help maximize soil productivity in the short 
run.  But stewardship for the long term requires soils whose inherent fertility 
has been retained by sound land-use practices, equitable land tenure and fair 
resource distribution. 
 
In 1938, Walter Loudermilk, a close colleague of Aldo Leopold, published the 
first extensive documentation of the consequences of soil exhaustion in the fall 



of civilizations.  Soon afterward he composed what Moses might have given as 
the “Eleventh Commandment” had he foreseen such consequences (italics 
added):  
 

Thou shalt  inherit the Holy Earth as a faithful steward, conserving its 
resources and productivity from generation to generation. Thou shalt safeguard 
thy fields from soil erosion, thy living waters from drying up, thy forests from 
desolation, and protect thy hills from overgrazing by thy herds, that thy 
descendants may have abundance forever. If any shall fail in this stewardship 
of the land thy fruitful fields shall become sterile stony ground and wasting 
gullies, and thy descendants shall decrease and live in poverty or perish from 
off the face of the earth.xii 
 

The Precautionary Principle.  Scientific uncertainty has frequently been used 
as a reason to avoid taking action to protect the environment.  The 
precautionary principle recognizes that lack of certainty regarding the threat of 
environmental harm is to be expected, and that this should not be an excuse for 
not taking action; rather, it is only more reason for positive moral approaches to 
the environment such as preserving ecological integrity and stewardship. The 
Earth Charter states the precautionary principle in those terms.  
 

6. Prevent harm as the best method of environmental protection and, when 
knowledge is limited, apply a precautionary approach. 
a. Take action to avoid the possibility of serious or irreversible environmental 
harm even when scientific knowledge is incomplete or inconclusive. 
b. Place the burden of proof on those who argue that a proposed activity will 
not cause significant harm, and make the responsible parties liable for 
environmental harm.  
c. Ensure that decision making addresses the cumulative, long-term, indirect, 
long-distance, and global consequences of human activities. 
d. Prevent pollution of any part of the environment and allow no build-up of 
radioactive, toxic, or other hazardous substances. 
e. Avoid military activities damaging to the environment. 
  

At its core, the precautionary principle is an acknowledgement of the limits of 
our knowledge of the natural world and an admonition to be wary of all forms 
of technological and economic boosterism that promise quick fixes to 
environmental problems.  Accepting our finitude and ignorance requires a 
moral stance of humility and prudence, one that must be explicitly woven into 
the covenant we make with one another and the Earth.  The 2007 revised IUCN 
“Guidelines for Applying the Precautionary Principle to Biodiversity 
Conservation and Natural Resource Management” makes this point clear: 
“Implementing the Precautionary principle entails . . . humility and restraint, 
acknowledging human fallibility in the quest for certainty, the limits of science, 
and the tendency to over-reach in the quest for human security and well-
being.”xiii  
 
Since our knowledge of soil is limited and our understanding of how effectively 
to conserve and restore it under contemporary ecological and social conditions 
even more so.  The precautionary principle must be an important part of soil 
ethics.  Soil science and conservation both confirm and benefit from the Earth 
Charter’s strong endorsement of the precautionary principle, and the covenantal 
virtues of humility, restraint and prudence that inform it. 
 
Common but Differentiated Responsibilities.  One indication that the nations 
of the world are groping toward a covenantal—and therefore federalist—
understanding of global governance is the fact that the principle of “common 



but differentiated responsibilities” has become an increasingly prominent 
component of international law.xiv  Although the Earth Charter does not 
explicitly reference the principle of “common but differentiated 
responsibilities” it does affirm a federal model of “partnership” for global 
governance in its declaration “We are at once citizens of different nations and 
of one world in which the local and global are linked”; and its admonition that 
with “increased freedom, knowledge, and power comes increased responsibility 
to promote the common good.”  
 
Informed by formal principles of global equity and justice, international 
agreements such as the 1992 United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) have focused on the implications of the principle 
for economic, political, and technological differences, and these are 
undoubtedly important considerations for understanding the respective 
obligations of different nations to address global soil issues; but the principle 
can also illumine another aspect of our understanding of the interdependence of 
“soil, society and social change.”  It can help us grasp the importance of the 
diverse ways in which cultural attitudes and belief systems impact our 
relationships to the land.  How we understand and discharge our responsibilities 
for soil are rooted in the distinct biogeocultural narratives of our several 
societies.  The Selfoss Statement affirms that “[e]xperiences of soil stewardship 
and restoration efforts in communities around the world are diverse and 
location-specific.”  It follows that our differing biogeocultural interpretations of 
the meaning and significance of soil need to be brought into dialogue with one 
another, and their respective strengths and limitations identified, if we are to 
build a rich covenantal culture of international land care. 
 
Aldo Leopold vigorously pursued a scientific and ethical critique of what he 
considered to be the biblically-inspired narrative of “Abrahamic land conquest.”  
It was in counterpoint to this narrative that he generated his alternative narrative 
of the “land ethic” and sought in A Sand County Almanac to communicate the 
new vision to his fellow citizens. 
 
 “We are the landscape,” Vigdis Finnbogadottir declared.  The power of the 
Iceland biogeocultural narrative was apparent in the wood carvings that graced 
the walls of the Soil Conservation Service headquarters at Gunnarsholt, telling 
the story of the original promise of the Island commonwealth 930-1267, the 
erosion of its land, its prosperity, and its democracy in the subsequent centuries, 
and the rebirth of the Republic and the efforts to restore the land in the 
twentieth century.   It was also apparent in the narrative of the Soil 
Conservation Service itself, which for a century has worked to realize Hannes 
Hafstein’s vision that a time will come when the “land’s wounds are healed.”  
The Icelandic Government modeled the principle of “common but 
differentiated responsibilities” when it decided to convene a World Forum 
where it could contribute the inspiration—and the lessons—of  its own history 
to others working on behalf of soil conservation in many different cultural and 
environmental contexts and to the common task of finding a way forward for 
the world as a whole. 
 
Earth Spirituality .  Some sympathetic yet critical voices, such as 
environmental philosopher Strachan Donnelley, have raised the question of 
whether current conceptions of the Earth covenant, as reflected in the text of the 
Earth Charter, have “taken the Earth seriously enough or bound humanity 
sufficiently to the Earth’s well being.”xv   
 



What Donnelley and others are saying is that to take the Earth’s evolution 
seriously requires accepting the realities of deep time, the dynamics of 
evolutionary change, basic continuity rather than radical disjunction between 
“living” and “nonliving,” a geocentric rather than an anthropocentric 
worldview, the need for protecting a majority of the Earth’s surface from 
human interference if evolution is to continue unimpaired, and a profound 
personal solidarity and intimacy with the natural world.  They discern a 
reluctance in current discussions of global ethics to forthrightly acknowledge 
that we are not the reference point of Earth’s evolution, but mortal creatures 
who like all creatures are born and die of Earthly processes, are absolutely 
dependent upon them for our sustenance, and completely bound with them in a 
common destiny.   
 
Soil is our most direct link to the evolutionary origins of life in the waters of the 
planet, and the greatest repository we have of the early history of Earth’s 
evolution. We—and all other forms of terrestrial life—are absolutely dependent 
upon it.  It may well be that a reluctance to appreciate the importance of soil in 
our lives is due  to a reluctance to accept the full spiritual implications of our 
participation in this reality.  If so, then a contribution that soil ethics can make 
to the Earth covenant is to bring this reality to our consciousness, and 
encourage the emergence of an evolutionary spirituality that can celebrate 
rather than deplore our Earthly identity. 
 
Many of the great religious traditions of the world have acknowledged this 
reality.  We speak in theology of ultimate reality as the ‘“ground of being.”  
Human, humility, and humus come from the same ancient Indo-European root 
meaning “soil.”  Adamah means soil in Hebrew, and Adam means the “son of 
soil, formed from the dust of the Earth”; Eve is “the mother of all living” and 
therefore Adam and Eve literally mean “soil and life.” The Indian Upanishads 
bear similar understandings.  Moreover, as the widely-read agrarian essayist 
Wendell Berry reminds us, soil is the place where death becomes life again.   
 

Soil makes clear the meaning of the “covenant of being,” that all creatures are “fellow 
voyagers” in the great ecological and evolutionary odyssey of “dust unto dust.”  Soil reveals 
some of the most important conditions laid down by the creativity in which we participate and 
upon which all life depends.  A covenant with earth is essential to our covenant with Earth and 
perhaps the greatest test we have of whether humans are in fact able to keep faith with it 
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