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Compassionate conservation - 
making the case
This article reviews Marc Bekoff’s book Ignoring Nature No More, and discusses the 
various human priorities which influence cruelty, harm and compassion towards wild 
nature and the animal kingdom.

SIMON LEADBEATER

Different cultures, different values 
Driving down the A1M in Hertfordshire to the Royal Veterinary College (RVC) I 
happened to hear BBC Radio 4’s ‘More or Less’ programme which reported that 
190 million animals are killed each day for human consumption.1 One of our dogs, 
Shaka, had jumped out of the Land Rover, yelped, and was suddenly unable to 
walk, seemingly paralysed. He had not been himself for a couple of days, but this 
sudden collapse was very concerning. Our vet had recommended that he see a 
neurosurgeon at the RVC. I had some confidence; this is a state of the art facility 
and the very able people who work there had saved our dogs’ lives on more than 
one occasion before. Shaka could not be at a better place.

My relationship with Shaka, the resources my wife and I were prepared to expend 
to make him well, his individuality and the value we attach to him, is a good 
place to start my review of Marc Bekoff’s Ignoring Nature No More; The Case 
for Compassionate Conservation:2 Bekoff is a prolific American writer on human 
relationships with nature and animals and he wears his heart on his sleeve. In the 
book he cites the following observation as a prelude: 

“No age has ever been more solicitous to animals, more curious and caring. 
Yet no age has ever inflicted upon animals such massive punishments with 
such complete disregard, as witness scenes to be found on any given day at 
any modern industrial farm”.3 

Shaka would have the best treatment available, but free-living wild animals fare 
very differently, as clearly do the 190 million farm animals killed daily, and indeed 
some dogs and other ‘pets’ in other cultures, as the Yulin dog meat festival in China 
trending on social media at the time of writing this review, amply testifies.

The scale of cruelty and harm
Bekoff’s book’s purpose is clear from the title; what it contains are a series of essays 
written according to a number of themes, such as ethics, conservation management, 
politics and economics, social justice, empathy and compassion, closing with 
discussions concerning culture, religion and spirituality. In these essays the authors 
highlight disagreements which might be holding back the cause of conservation, 

heritage – which may be the case with some coppiced land, as just one example – 
then there would be a clear case of incompatibility. However, the idea is a practical 
one that can be implemented today under a range of circumstances, all with the 
goal of helping to get us, in the long term, to that series of vibrant and expanded 
core areas buffered by gentle-use zones and connected by wildways.

And the time-scale for enacting long-term minimal management goals? As quickly 
as funding and nature will allow.
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•	 Half	a	million	coyotes	are	killed	each	year,	often	using	M-44	“coyote	getters,”	
which are basically IEDs loaded with sodium cyanide poison.20 

•	 “Millions	upon	millions	of	wild	animals	are	killed	on	our	nation’s	 [the	United	
States] highways every year”.21

•	 In	Australia	28.7	million	kangaroos	were	killed	between	2000	and	2010	–	this	
represents the largest commercial use of terrestrial wildlife for meat and skins 
anywhere in the world.22

•	 And	in	China	hundreds	of	millions	of	wildlife	species	are	kept	captive	for	fur	and	
related industries.23

These statements and figures establish the context for some of Bekoff’s outrage. 

Understanding the foundations of cruelty and harm
A key concept and phrase in the book I had myself tried to capture24 is “shifting 
baseline syndrome”, leading to a ratcheting down of expectations as people don’t 
realise what is lost with each successive generation.25

One of the most engaging essays is Eileen Crist’s ‘Ecocide and the Extinction of Animal 
Minds’ in which she argues that an “extinction spasm and ecological unravelling”26 
is coinciding with a new understanding of the “hitherto-unrecognised richness of 
animal minds”.27 She goes on:

"Yet there is an urgent connection between the contraction of life’s diversity and the 
dawning appreciation of animal minds: just as we are beginning to recognise that 
we share the Earth with beings of extraordinary physical and mental complexity, we 
are losing that shared world".28

Crist’s central argument here is that the ‘denial or disparagement of animal minds’ 
is the reason apparently nonsentient domains such as forests, rivers, any landscape 
in fact, can be exploited for human ends because the inhabitants are “devoid of 
agency and experiential perspective”:

In our time, the interface between ecocide and animal minds is tragic and ironic. 
Just as humanity is beginning to acknowledge and document a largely unknown 
world – the inner world of animals – that very world, in its diversity of forms of 
awareness, is coming undone.29

This is powerful stuff and I like the connections Crist makes, and surely it is true; 
we cannot be unkind to objects. In my first article for ECOS I quoted Darwin, who 
suggested that the difference in minds between people and animals was one of 
degree not kind,30 and Bentham, who argued that the capacity for suffering was 
the vital characteristic that gives a being the right to equal consideration.31 I went 
on to cite the work of Bekoff and Pierce, a scientist and philosopher respectively, 
who suggested that “new information that’s accumulating daily is blasting away 

real world (or as Lori Gruen puts it) nonideal world dilemmas,4 and on whether 
culture and religion have had an impact on habitat loss and animal cruelty (such 
as in China – apparently not). The book’s contributors suggest remedies to bridge 
gaps, inter alia, between animal rights activists and welfarists generally concerned 
with individual animals to conservationists, generally concerned with species, 
populations and ecosystems.5 The book covers a panorama of issues and of styles; 
some of it is written too colloquially for my liking, even though I understand why it 
is Bekoff would say “frankly it’s enough to make one sick, sad and depressed”6 and 
he seems to repeat himself in his closing words.7 Some essays contradict each other,8 
while in others I found myself having to read paragraphs more than once, which 
unfortunately was the case with the first essay by Vucetich and Nelson in which 
they argue “we… explain how the source of ethical uncertainty is our mistaken 
tendency to think that the morality of our behaviour should be judged more on the 
consequences of our actions and less on the motivations that underlie our actions”9 
and argue for a principle of ethical consistency (PEC).10 For someone who recognises 
their own inconsistencies I rather rail against this. And as some of the other essays 
demonstrate, being ethically consistent, however important, is nowhere near as 
important as a dearth of ethics altogether, the objectification of animals, and the 
impact of economic activity. Some prescriptions I simply don’t agree with, such as 
when Minteer, speaking of the bushmeat crisis, advocates “alternative sources of 
protein, such as intensively bred cane rats, cattle, and/or farmed fish”.11 This would 
just substitute one form of animal abuse for another, and as someone who has 
not relied on meat-derived protein for over 30 years I cannot condone intensively 
farmed anything. But agreeing to everything the 25 plus contributors say would be 
implausible, and in any event they do not all concur with each other.

This article cannot do justice to this book; it is something to be studied rather than 
just read. Expressed simply it is, as Bekoff says “eclectic and forward-looking,”12 
“raises numerous questions”13 and solutions centre on developing “compassion 
and empathy”14 in which animals are “treated better or left alone”.15 Bekoff and 
his colleagues achieve much by finding some consensus from occasionally sharply 
conflicting perspectives within one volume, and in identifying relationships and new 
dimensions to cruelty, by which I mean where the focus is on individuals, and harm, 
where the concern is with communities of animals and their homes.

The ‘staggering proportions’16 of cruelty and harm
What also comes across strongly is the scale of human incompassion across the globe:

•	 In	Africa	five	million	tonnes	of	wild	animal	biomass	are	extracted	in	the	form	of	
bushmeat each year from out of the Congo Basin forests17 - that is perhaps the 
equivalent of 300 million animals being killed every year.18

•	 In	2010	the	United	States	Department	of	Agriculture	(USDA)	killed	or	sanctioned	
the deaths of more than five million animals, including 113,000 mammalian 
carnivores such as wolves, coyotes, mountain lions, and bears. Nontarget 
animals also fell victim to leghold traps, snares and poison bates.19 
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traditional societies lived sustainably 
was rather punctured by Dave Goulson 
quoting evidence that native Americans, 
far from having an environmental ethic 
and avoiding over exploiting-resources, 
in some cases hunted bison by simply 
stampeding herds over a cliff and only 
eating from the carcasses at the top 
of the pile. His point is that humans 
have not changed in their relationship 
to exploiting nature and ignoring the 
suffering of animals; we have simply 
learned how to industrialise the scale 
of our exploitation.45 And I am also not 
persuaded that not being connected to 
nature makes us enjoy it all the less. I 
think the opposite; we are one of the 
few species which can enjoy nature 
because we are not subject to it, by 
which I mean we are not in constant 
fear of being predated or of constantly 
needing to find food – as such we 
can enjoy nature and develop spiritual 
feelings towards it. One of my abiding 
memories of Corbett Park in India was 
of seeing what Jim Corbett called a 
‘jungle bunny’ – a type of Muntjac 
Deer – drinking from a water hole. The 
constant fear it exhibited was palpable, 
owing to the ever present danger of 
ambush from a tiger, leopard or other 
predator. The enjoyment of nature for 
prey species must have its limits.

The principal causes of cruelty and harm in the modern world 
We are informed that it is not traditional Chinese and certainly not Indian cultural 
beliefs46 which contribute to animal cruelty and the removal of habitat, but that 
the “Abrahamic concept of land…a commodity belonging to us”47 and the 
Christian axiom that “nature has no reason for existence save to serve man” has.48 
Additionally, the 'differential imperative' dominating western thought in which 
Descartes exalted humans with our 'rational souls' above nonhuman animals 
(NHAs) because the latter only possess a 'sleepwalking modality' or comprise 
'wound-up living automatons', allows them to be killed or displaced without 
reservation.49 But whatever foundations religion, philosophy or culture may lay, 
economic development and population growth seem to change everything, be it 
an exponential increase of what was already occurring (such as killing animals for 
bushmeat as discussed by Peterson and Minteer) or qualitatively changing the impact 

perceived boundaries between humans and animals”32 and argue that animals have 
the capacity for moral lives. Since I wrote that back in 2011 I am convinced that Bekoff 
and Pierce are right, that we are learning more about the extraordinary capabilities 
of animals we did not know before, as evidenced in each new BBC documentary! 
Nurse sharks, for example, make friends for life33 – which is something few of 
us achieve. One aspect of this improved understanding concerns individuality. Liv 
Baker in ‘Why Individuals Matter’ points out that some reintroductions fail because 
the individual personalities of the animals concerned are not considered, and that 
a complement of personality types is required. She emphasises the trauma involved 
in capturing, handling, and transporting animals; my experience of moving house 
twice within one year tells me that this can be very stressful, and her message is that 
from an animal welfare and conservation perspective animals need to be considered 
as individuals.34

Why the opposite perspective is often adopted is explained by Dale Peterson in 
‘Talking about Bushmeat’35 in which he points out that in parts of Africa the word 
‘animal’ and ‘meat’ mean the same thing. He also challenges a canard I have often 
been uncomfortable with, that the reason for increasing environmental problems 
is that people have become disconnected from nature. Most of the people I know 
connected with nature, that is to say hunters, feel no compassion for animals, and 
certainly in Africa the approach is quite different: “to break the legs of a quivering 
liquid-eyed forest antelope might seem cruel to you and me, but to a hunter in 
Central Africa, it’s a reasonable way to keep the animal in place and the meat fresh 
simultaneously”.36 I liked the combination of Peterson’s description of the bushmeat 
markets and his discussion about how easy it is for westerners to condemn, though 
I felt he let himself down when he implies that because apes are close to us that 
rules them off the menu,37 whereas presumably other animals remain on. In a sense 
he has written this without being informed by some of the other essays in Bekoff’s 
book. Peterson’s essay is compulsive reading, but not for the faint hearted: Conrad’s 
words ‘the horror, the horror’ kept speaking to me, and I felt the next essay by 
Ben Minteer advocating a pragmatic approach rather than trying to impose a ban 
on bushmeat, was trying to make a virtue out of a necessity.38 I also came away 
not convinced by moral relativism. I recall reading Douglas Adams’ description 
of his first encounter with a large male silver back gorilla; his experience was, he 
said, “vertiginous”.39 Objectively gorillas (and other animals of course) cannot be 
reduced to meat – that is to deny them their capacity to experience life, their volition 
and moral agency, and above all to ignore their suffering. Significant numbers of 
people, in this case the hunters and consumers of bushmeat, just cannot ‘see’ this,40 
and helping them to ‘see’ would be a near insuperable challenge.

I was less persuaded by Bron Taylor’s view that ‘ecospiritualities are growing globally 
and presage a long-term and environmentally salutary trend’41 referring to human 
cultures characterised by animistic, polytheistic and pantheistic worldviews which 
coevolved with the natural world without diminishing it.42 What remains of relict 
societies tends to excuse traditional hunting techniques, in the form of bludgeoning, 
stabbing, snaring, all of which maximise suffering, such as the killing of Dugongs 
in Australia, a more harmless creature one could not imagine.43,44 My faith in how 
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Nature at our service?
Bekoff concludes by asking “can we create a good Anthropocene?”59 This is a 
word coined by Paul Crutzen which denotes how humans have come to completely 
dominate the world, for example, by transforming up to half of the world’s land 
surface.60 Bekoff’s book provides plenty of evidence to the contrary however much 
his essayists attempt to provide solutions. But I recently found one source of hope 
from perhaps an unlikely source. The theologian, Andrew Linzey, argues against 
much traditional Christian thought, invoking Robert Runcie, the former Archbishop 
of Canterbury, who stated that boundaries were becoming unclear, particularly when 
naturalists “detect in non-human creatures subtleties of behaviour and complexities of 
communication which, until recently, would have been thought unique and exclusive 
of humans”.61 But what Linzey says does confer the uniqueness of humanity “consists 
in its ability to become the servant species”.62 What this says to me is that human 
beings can use their complete domination of the earth to continue to exploit, extirpate 
and exterminate – to behave in ways which essentially define the Anthropocene. Or, 
that domination can be converted to service. Clearly the authors in Bekoff’s book 
share this service ethos, albeit not necessarily the rationale.

Bekoff successfully pulls the book’s varying themes together in his plea for 
compassionate conservation in his closing words; trying to overcome obstacles, 
which well-meaning people themselves create through their different worldviews 
and perspectives, is invaluable. Am I convinced about some of the solutions put 
forward in this book? No. And do I like all the essays equally? Also no. Have I learnt 
something important concerning the different dimensions of cruelty to individual 
animals and of the harm to their communities and homes? Without doubt.

All nonhuman animals, whether living largely solitary lives or forming groups or 
enormous herds and flocks, are individuals “of aware beings shaping and adorning 
the world-as-home”.63 We need to revoke ‘human-animal apartheid’64 and to begin 
treating animals as we would wish to be treated ourselves.

Shaka is doing well.
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when economic growth was prioritised from 1978 onwards - has led “cruelty to 
wild animals to reach an unprecedented level”53 with shark finning, bear, tiger and 
fur farming all becoming important business activities. For example, bear farming, 
in which 10,000 Asiatic black bears have their bile extracted from an open wound 
in their stomach, is worth 100 billion yen (over £10bn) each decade.54

It is not just about ignoring Nature
Brian Czech begins his essay by writing “…the most important source of wild 
animal suffering is habitat destruction”55 and he goes on to explain that in these 
circumstances animals die in more protracted ways than if through predation or 
being killed by human hand. This includes malnutrition, dealing with the loss of 
cover and the consequences of migrating into other territories. Czech’s insight 
made me realise what Bekoff’s book is really about, and indeed what campaigners 
for conservation and animal welfare both share even if unwittingly – to minimise 
suffering. The reason habit is considered a resource, and animals commodities 
which are then farmed, hunted, and frankly tortured in some more extreme cases, is 
because their suffering is not recognised. And the reason suffering is not recognised 
is the absence of empathy towards NHAs. Perhaps not my favourite essay, but 
Vucetich’s and Nelson’s discussion concerning empathy, in which they state that 
empathy is not an emotion, but “a capacity that depends on objective, empirical 
knowledge... about the conditions and capacities of others (to flourish and suffer)” 
seems aptly perspicacious. Put simply empathy is required: “To treat others only as 
one would consent to be treated if one were in their same situation”.56

This brings me back to Shaka. People often express their greatest empathy and 
love on their companion animals, dogs, cats, and especially horses according to 
Gabriela Rose.57 Waldau correctly describes some of the adverse consequences 
of the affection people have for their ‘pets,’ the suffering inherent in the pet 
industry, how recreation with dogs, for example, can harm wildlife sites, and so 
on.58 But my biggest concern, and following Vucetich and Nelson an unacceptable 
ethical inconsistency, was highlighted by Singer in the preface to his 1975 edition 
of Animal Liberation. Here he describes being invited to tea by a lady who likes 
animals; she talks lovingly about her pets but offers her guests pork sandwiches 
without the slightest sense of inconsistency. To my mind, if I am concerned with 
Shaka’s suffering, and will spend significant resources to alleviate it, then I should 
be concerned for the suffering of all animals not just the ones I happen to directly 
care for. And that is why I agree with the fundamental premise of compassionate 
conservation – that in other words conservation, which is generally associated with 
management on a habitat scale involving communities of animals and species - 
must be guided by an empathy for individual animals.
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Gull compassion? 

A great black-backed gull swallowing an eel along the River Thames at low tide near Lambeth Bridge. Meanwhile 
summer 2015 has seen more local authorities announce management problems with lesser black-backed gulls 
and herring gulls, which can become particularly aggressive during their nesting season and when rearing young. 
Gloucester City Council oils about 1,000 eggs each year to sterilize them due to the number of businesses having 
associated roof and gutter problems. Such egg oiling occurs on the roof at Severn, the Gloucester-based printer 
and design company where ECOS has been printed for many years and where digital copies are still produced 
for print-on-deman orders. Natural England recommends that local authorities develop a long-term management 
strategy, using a package of measures, to keep lesser black-backed gull and herring gull numbers in check. 

Photo: Tony Canning, London Wildlife Trust


