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REITH LECTURES 1969: Wilderness and Plenty 

 

Frank Fraser Darling 

 

Lecture 6: Where Does Responsibility Lie? 

 

TRANSMISSION:  14 December 1969 – Radio 4 

 

 

The euphoria of landing on the Moon has been less hallucinatory than that of the 

flight of the first man in space. Ten years of this extraordinary way of getting around 

have almost got rid of the notion that if we wear out, eat up and generally defile our 

very unusual planet we’ll be able to blast off to some other virgin globe. The Earth is 

our home; it was made ready for the rapid evolution of exploiting man by many 

millions of years of organic activity. Man had no place in an earlier world.  

 

There may be other planets we can live on, reached in travel time longer than our 

normal life-span, but the chances of our reaching a new world precisely at a time 

when man could make good use of it are remote. If advanced or even primitive 

cultures were present, should we employ the weapon of war to make room for 

ourselves, or should we exercise our usual unctuous hypocrisy of washing our hands 

in imaginary soap and water?  

 

We can set aside this kind of day-dreaming and make up our minds that our concern is 

here on Earth insofar as persistence, nutrition and social well-being are our aims. 

Some economists and organic chemists have forecast the possibility of extreme 

densities of human beings on our Earth, which is more than two-thirds, covered by 

ocean, and assume that a social adjustment in our mentality will evolve as rapidly as 

our numbers increase. This seems to me unlikely, and as an ecologist living on a 

known Earth now well surveyed from the air, and even minutely from satellites, I’m 

bound to continue thinking in terms of Solar energy and photosynthesis by 

chlorophyll. And I see these, not only in terms of possible food production, but in 

terms of the power of the forest wildernesses to be storage banks and regulators of our 

vital atmosphere, and of our rising to continual awareness of the nobility of 

wilderness. Mere food plants would not act as such a store, because our bodies would 

re-circulate the products so quickly. Energy flow and re-cycling is of the essence of 

organic existence, but there are different rates of flow. In plain terms, we cannot give 

up our world to the production of human beings. Yet the biggest problems facing the 

world today are the continuing rise in human population, the continuing rise and 

diversity of pollution, and finally, the increasing difficulty of preserving examples of 

the world’s natural ecosystems with their species of plants and animals. Insofar as the 

world of man is prepared to concede this last-to be a problem at all, its gestures are 

patronising and conciliatory rather than actions of prudence in conserving as 

wilderness those portions of our planet which the ecologists of all men are now 

making articulate. ‘Speak to the Earth and it shall teach thee,’ is the task and reward 

of the ecologist, but as he learns these truths of the wilderness silently contributing to 

man’s own existence, his knowledge also becomes his sorrow and burden as he sees 

the wilderness recede.  
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For years ahead, increasing population is an inevitability; pollution need not increase, 

and were we ready to accept the idea that technology should use its own inventiveness 

resolutely to clean up after itself, we could have a healthier and more beautiful world 

within a reasonable time. There is an ethic of responsibility for the environment which 

is a growing body of philosophy, but it isn’t generally understood and ft is followed 

only expediently. Did I not admit to using petrol containing lead, and that I fly 50,000 

miles a year? Yet I am supposed to be in the spearhead of thought and action 

attempting to contain the pollution, and wondering how we can contain the 

population. I could do no good by following the ultimate misapplication of logic and 

walking out naked to live by my beliefs: I should be naked also of many of the skills 

of the savage in collecting his food and trying to live from a depleted wilderness. 

Nevertheless, it still behoves me to continue in the field of discovery and probe 

intellectually into an emergent ethic.  

 

I believe that thought on the problem of population has been too pragmatic, though 

understandably so. Any intellectual change might take a long time to filter through 

society. Such a change must carry conviction from within and a priori, quite distinct 

from the hope of benefits to be derived.  

 

 

Human Sexuality  

For many years I have been interested in the patterns of sexual convention in human 

beings and in the phenomenon of reproduction. Though sexual intercourse is still 

necessary for reproduction, reproduction is not necessarily the desired end of 

lovemaking. Religion has often wished to imply that, whether desired or not, 

reproduction should be accepted as a consequence not to be hindered. Even among the 

many who do not feel that way, and despite the great advances in the techniques of 

contraception, there is insufficient acceptance of the idea that sexuality is something 

existing in its own right, not to be confused with and clouded by unwanted 

reproduction. The necessity in our present world problem is to accept sexuality in this 

way, untrammelled by doubt. The extreme right wing of religion would imply that 

man should be able to rise above the animal function of sexuality except in the service 

of reproduction. The extreme left of behaviourism, on the other hand, would say that 

sexuality is animal and so are we, and therefore we should be free to exercise it as 

animals.  

 

The animal quality is the common factor in these two views, and I think they are both 

mistaken. Why not look upon human sexuality as something that is potentially 

uniquely human? Presumably, the feathers of a bird first developed as a form of - 

insulation against heat and cold. Feathers as a means of flight were an entirely 

different development, but they still continued to serve the function of insulation. A 

third entirely different function has developed in the patterns and colourings of 

feathers, which have become a means of recognition and of conveying signals, as in 

display and in the near unison of action in a flying flock. The other functions remain, 

nevertheless. There is nothing teleological about this, of course: just natural selection 

upon existing natural equipment. I think human sexuality should be looked upon in 

this way: while its first function was that of an adjunct to reproduction, this is not 

necessarily its final one.  

 



 3 

The phenomenon of human love has been observed for a long time in our history, 

certainly ever since we had means of conveying our thoughts through the instruments 

of speech and then writing. The great love stories of the world have a warm place in 

our hearts, even in periods and cultures where love by equal choice has been 

uncommon. We do not doubt the existence of love. At its highest, human love is 

exclusive and absolute, as expressed by Lancelot in his love for Guinevere. He could 

not go through the act of love with any other woman, even when such an act would 

have liberated him from captivity to continue his mission to rescue Guinevere, who 

was about to be burnt. And you will remember the story of the paternity of Galahad, 

when Elaine had no power over Lancelot until magic deceived him into thinking 

Elaine was Guinevere.  

 

Nowadays we profess to believe in falling in love as the basis of marriage. Love as 

part of the expression of sexuality is the added human function which the act holds 

above and beyond the reproductive function—which should be exercised so rarely. 

Within the ideal—by which I mean the relationship of love between two people which 

leads to that exclusive state— sexuality should not be restrained but let free for its 

influence on spiritual development between the sexes. Modern contraceptive 

techniques and the emancipation of woman in our age make possible an emancipation 

for man and woman together, which sets reproduction in its right perspective. I 

consider the fears which are sometimes expressed of the dangers of such freedom 

becoming available to the adolescent as being quite prurient. Leave them alone, with 

the example of parents in love.  

 

If our culture learnt the potential quality of human sexuality as part of its very being, 

it would be more helpful in the world at large, where population control is even more 

urgent than it is in the West. It is time that both the Church and behaviourism dropped 

the ‘animal’ connotation, and thought more of the uniquely human potential of a 

developed sexuality not bound up with reproduction. The sexual act between lovers is 

of the very essence of unselfishness. The rare intention to conceive would then be 

approached as a sacrament of joy; the possibility of conception would no longer be 

feared.  

 

I have heard it said that the constant sexual desire of humanity is one of the crosses 

we bear. I would rather consider it the other way round—as one of our greatest 

potential gifts. Over 30 years ago the anthropologist J. D. Unwin wrote of the drive of 

peoples in which there was apparent a greater restriction of sexual freedom. - The 

Epicurean and the Stoic would agree with that, and so would I because the spiritual 

force of human sexuality Li within love and compassion. Within these restrictions 

there can be no over-indulgence because the individual appetite takes care of that. The 

human being, ennobled by the sexual selflessness of love, is ready to be the servant of 

his world. Promiscuity is a dissipation of creative force.  

 

An ethic of sexuality joined with an ethic of the wholeness of life, giving us a 

reverence for lowlier forms, and reacting on population growth or limitation, should 

influence the attitudes of the West towards our exploitation of land and animal life. 

We are degrading animals in our day by the methods of reproduction and rearing 

which we are now employing. De-beaked hens, cooped-up calves fed on antibiotics, 

and our growing denial of the personal association to our domesticated animals— 

which is their right if we domesticate them —constitute degradation not only of the 



 4 

animals but of ourselves. In these systems individual keepers of animals are not 

thinking in terms of starving millions but of profits easiest gotten; our acceptance 

from our positions of remoteness encourages these practices and so does 

governmental acquiescence, because governments really are fearful about what 

starving millions might do. When I read in a scientific journal of a bull in its brutish 

decency ultimately declining to serve the canvas cow and the rubber tube, and having 

to be chased round a paddock with a stick to make it do so, I say that civilisation is in 

danger. Artificial insemination of cattle can be a force for good, but bulls should not 

be brought to a state of revulsion, to give us our ‘pintaday’ and all that.  

 

 

Infinite Posterity  

Such qualified pessimism as I have voiced in these lectures allows no relaxation in 

our care for the f ace of the planet in a problematic future. Care of the wilderness is 

part of that environmental conservation in which we now include the human being. 

The exclusion of man from the hierarchy of nature, so common in the past and even in 

our own time, is to put him in the position of a bourgeois rentier, living off an 

economy but having no responsibility for it. To make him an integrated functional 

member of the plant and animal world about us is no denigration of his high estate, no 

assumption of a mealy-mouthed egalitarian folksiness Rather does man accept his 

position in nature as the species granted the privilege of fulfilling the aristocratic ideal 

of noblesse oblige, of being the servant of his people.  

 

This is our responsibility towards the Earth and its denizens. We shall doubtless make 

honest mistakes in our exercise of service, but that is where research itself is no 

luxury, only one part of the fulfilment of our obligation. I have expressed my doubts 

whether we shall have a long posterity if we continue as we are doing, living off the 

capital of the world’s ecosystems that evolved long before we were consciously men, 

throwing our poisonous refuse into air and water arrogantly as well as in ignorance. In 

the fulfilment of our humanity we should act as if posterity stretched into infinitude; 

and by thus acting we shall make this more possible.  

 

We know that the evolution of our species probably rests now in the psychological 

and, as I believe, in the spiritual sphere, and we have so far to go. When the 

apocryphal Middle West farmer contributing by his practices to the eventual dustbowl 

said, ‘Posterity never did nothin’ fer me,’ he was indeed turning his back on the 

evolutionary potential of his species, selling his birthright for a mess of pottage. We 

have seen in recent years a deep questioning of the attitude that natural riches are 

there for the exploitation of man. A less anthropocentric philosophy of restraint, of 

identification with, rather than exclusion from, nature, is developing its own ethic of 

love.  

 

If we accept the philosophy of respect for life, with its view that organisms exist in 

their own right as fellow members with us in the world community of living things, 

we must be constantly guided by the discipline of ecological observation, otherwise 

we are in danger of being rather silly. Man as an omnivore becoming philosophically 

a hyper-vegetarian does not reach his own ideals when he swallows lowly and 

invisible organisms on his lettuce, and the Jam bent double peering at the ground 

before each step, lest he should kill anything, would need eyes of an order not granted 

to us to see the still smaller creatures in his way. There is no room in our philosophy 



 5 

of responsibility for preciousness. We tread and eat and live as man, prepared to kill if 

the necessity or inevitability is there, but not for fun.  

 

The American ecologist Aldo Leopold was in my opinion the clearest exponent of an 

emergent ethic of the land. He said: ‘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. We abuse 

land because we regard it as a commodity belonging to us. When we see land as a 

community to which we belong, we may begin to use it with love and respect.’  

 

The form and style of the land is part of our environment as surely as the community 

of living things. Landscape is near and touching to some of us, a constant and urgent 

concern as for someone we love. To others it does not seem to have this quality. You 

remember the Yorkshire man’s comment, in an earlier day, on seeing the Lake 

District: ‘There’s nowt ‘ere but scenery.’ Yet even if not of conscious concern to 

enough people, landscape is of importance. The reciprocation of conscious concern is 

of the very nature of love, which is essential to all human relationship.  

 

Perpetuation of a derelict landscape as a background to children’s lives is like rearing 

them to some extent in lovelessness, even if a rusting motor-car body does provide a 

lot of fun. Sometimes when I see examples of presumed art made up from the scrap-

iron dump, and hear music not unlike the sound of a tin can being kicked down some 

sunless alley, I feel that perhaps this is what must happen to the sensitive child reared 

in the industrial miasma. They have to express themselves, and this is how they 

express the upwelling of art, having no sense of season, flower or flow: there are only 

staccato skylines and cacophony and an outraged Earth.  

 

By definition landscape architecture carries the connotation of artefact. If man enters 

into landscape at all, he is influencing and reshaping it. If he merely exploits a 

landscape, he is almost certainly degrading it and making it less beautiful. If he lives 

with it as a husbandman calling it home, he will almost unconsciously produce many 

of the rural landscapes and small towns of Europe which we find pleasing and which 

we know to be biologically productive. Sometimes landscapes have been engineered, 

but they are rarely more than a few hundred acres in extent. Most of these we find 

pleasant, but they were made for the favoured few. We have now reached a point in 

time when we can deduce the history of land, and insofar as the land use has been 

deleterious we have sufficient ecological knowledge to architect the landscape on a 

regional plan for biological productivity and the content of man. Human tastes vary, 

but all in all the general consensus as to what constitutes a beautiful landscape would 

be found to be that which is in ecological repose or near to it.  

 

Ian McHarg, a Scotsman who found freedom to work and develop his thought in 

America, has become an outstanding voice in this field, a highly individual one, trying 

always to justify his ecological planning of landscape in terms of a return to basic 

principles of interrelationship and interdependency within the site. The placement and 

design of buildings, when ecological principles are followed, can so often be justified 

aesthetically. The odd and the idiosyncratic rarely give content, and the bull-at-a-

gatepost method of carving a landscape usually ends up in real trouble. McHarg’s new 

book, Design with Nature, is a testament of belief backed by well-chosen-case-

histories and a thing of beauty in itself.  
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I have said little of the wilderness as a place where such men as can should spend 

their 40 days alone or with a companion. This is a time for that re-creation of the spirit 

for which too few men find the opportunity. Whether it is forest, mountain or desert is 

immaterial, so long as the wilderness is not a man-degraded one of recent date. I don’t 

wish to dwell on this aspect because the fulfilment of it is the privilege of the few, and 

I have an uneasy feeling that we should not burden the wilderness with this egocentric 

human purpose. The true natural wilderness from which we have carved our 

precarious plenty cannot be re-created in our time—possibly it can never be. But that 

which we have taken from the wilderness we can treat with gratitude and 

responsibility. The full awareness of what man has done in creating dereliction and 

squalor has only come in our time. There has also come the knowledge of how to 

cope with it. The great earth-moving machines of our technological era can make 

some return by fashioning pleasances from these depressing landscapes.  

 

In the north of England some of the pit heaps of Durham and Northumberland are 

becoming wooded hills. They will not be true wilderness but places that the folk of 

the villages can reach in an afternoon or evening. The dark landscapes of Glamorgan 

and the Rhondda may disappear if a recommendation of the local bodies is 

implemented. The designers have planned ‘a radically changed physical environment, 

with extensive forests clothing the mountains, and substantial areas of new 

development and rehabilitation’. The designers have consulted with the Forestry 

Commission, the Agricultural Land Service, the Derelict Land Unit, the National Coal 

Board and the Nature Conservancy. Once again, in a country in which land is getting 

scarcer, there is a realisation of the need for multiple uses. It would seem that the land 

ethic has taken root in this place of so much suffering in the past. Those who create 

dereliction in our day in the brickfields and iron-ore deposits of the Midlands should 

see what poorer folk are doing or trying to do, till eventually we could expect plain 

shame to be enough to efface previous dereliction and prevent new derelict areas. The 

birds and wild flowers are the natural opportunists ready to people and enrich 

acceptable environments. Such, I repeat, is the therapy of the green leaf.  

 

The British are but one nation concerned among so many. As part of a world 

movement of conservation and rehabilitation, linked with a positive population policy, 

we could have a changed industrial scene within a generation—and we haven’t more 

than that in which to do it. There can be no greater moral obligation than to ease out 

the living space and replace dereliction by beauty. Most people will never know true 

wilderness, although its existence will not be a matter of indifference to them. The 

near landscape is valuable and lovable because of its nearness, not something to be 

disregarded and shrugged off: it is where children are reared and what they take away 

in their minds to their long future. What ground could be more hallowed? 


