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Holmes Rolston 
melded 
theology, 
philosophy and 
a love of 
nature into the 
field of 
environmental 

_ ethics. 
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l qually comfortable 
in the clas ' s room at 
Colorado State 

l niv er sity and in 
the open spaces he 
flrst relished as a 

c hild, Holmes 

Rolston attempts to 
bridge the human 
world and the nat- 
ural world. 
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Holmes Rolstonis vir tually unknownin Colorado. .. 
But those who do l kn ow him recognizehim as

one of the driving forces behinda movement ... 
dear to the hearts o f many Wester ners:

en v ir onmentalism. .. 

Story by Steve Lipsher 
Photosby Jill Mott 

C 0 V E R S T 0 R Y 

F 
ORT COLLINS - Flicklng its whlte·tlpped tail 
an eastern klngbird settles on a barbed-wire 
fence near the boulder where Holmes 
Rolston has chosen to perch. 

A stray species in the Rocky Mountaln 

foothills, the flashy black-and-white bird in some ways 

mimics the "philosopher gone wild," as Rolston calls 
himself when venturlng outside the ivory towers of 
academia and lruo the wilderness he cherishes. 

"He's not supposed to be here." he said 

'11le same could be said about Rol s ton, an lnternatlon- 
ally renowned thinker at Colorado State University, 
where his ideas have formed r.hc foundation for some 

()r the natlon's strongest envlronmental laws.

Rolston is considered the father of envlronmental 
ethics, a school of thought that proposes that the natur- 
al world has intrlnslc value and humans should learn to 
respect it. In other words. applying ethics - doing 

what's right - in the natural world as well as in human 
endeavors. 

"He gives us both .a way to think about nature and a 
language to use when talking about the value ol the 
natural world." said Dan Luecke, an attorney wIth the 
Environmental Defensc Fund 

Beginning In the J 960s, Rolston and oth hers on the 
cusp of the green movement helped u hc:r in a sea 
changeĿ Ecology evolved into environmentalism, and 

our consclou sness of the natural world flowered.since 
becomlng ingrained in our collective psyche. 

When he started pondering human duties to lhc nat- 
uraI world, the pervaslve attiitude was that we shoud 
protect wild areas merely for our grandchildren to see 

and use. . 
ow, the unquestloned prevailing sentlment is that 

the natural world has a value all of its own:A squirrel 
has a right to its habltat: swamps are biologicaIIy rich 
wetlands and not just quagmires; lightnlng-s.parked firc 
has an lmportant role in the forest. This is Rolston 

encapsulated. 
So revolutionary has Rolston's work been over the 

past 30 years that this spring he won an lnvitation to 
Please see Natural on page 1-1 
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Scotland to present the presti-
gious Gifford Lectures. 3 112-
year-old 1ecture series that has 
featured some of the wo rld s 
moSt creative and influential 
philosophers and scholars. 

Consider this company: 
Frencb philosopher Henri 
Bergson, who won the Nobel 
Prize in literature; Danish atomic 
physicist Niels Bohr, who won 
the Nobel Prize in physics; 
American philosopher John 
Dewey; German physicist 
Werner Heisenberg, 3 founder of 
quantum theory and winner of 
the Nobel Prize in physics; 
philosopher William james. 
known as the mOSt influential 
American thinker of his day, 

Alsatian theologian, musician 
and medical missionary Albert 
Schw eitzer; American 
astronomer Carl Sagan; English 
historian Arnold Toyn.bee; and Sir 
Alfred North Whitehead. an 
English mathematican and 
philosopher. 

"lf you had asked me what 
honor I would most have liked, 
it would have been tbe Gifford 
Lectures." Rolston said. "But if 
you asked me, "Did I think I 
would be asked?' It came to me 
as a considerable surprise.I 
didn't think I was really in that. 
league." 

But for all his celebration in 
academic cirdes for his environ-
mental thought, Rolston is 
scarcely known in his own back-
yard., in a state loaded with envi- 

ronmentalists. 
·Who is Holmes Rolston?" 

asked Jasper Carlton, head of the 
Biodiversity Legal Foundation in 
Boulder and the country's most 
aggressi\'e legal crusader for pro-
tecting endangered spedes. "I'm 
afraid we're practitioners. not 
philosophers." 

So who is Holmes Rolston? 
For starters, he is the 64-

year-old son o f a 
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Presbyterian pastor. the grand-
son of a Presbyterian pastor and 
an ordained Pre sbytcrian minis­

ter himself who served as a pas-
tor for nine years. 

"I never aspired to be 3 life-
time pastor, he said. "I was 
always more interes ted in the 
academic side of things." 

Definition No. 1. Philosophy is 
distinguished from theology in 
that philosophy ignores dogma 
and deals with speculation 
rather than faith. 

Rolston srudied physics as an 
undergraduate in the 1950s. 
seeking to learn the "sciencc of 
fundamental nature." 

"We were in the Atomic Age. 
.. It seemed like physics was 

the sdence that held the 
prospectS to find out how the 
world was made. lt seemed to 
have to do with creation. which 
I was interested in.-

DefUlitioo No 2: Philosophy 
differs from sdence in that sci­

ence bases itS theories wholly 
on established fact 'vhereas phi· 
losophy covers the area of 
inquiry where no facts as such 
are available. 

ForemOSt. Rolston was a 
wilderness explorer. leading a 
Huckleberrr Finn childhood in 
Virgina's southern Appalachian 
mountains. 

"I grew up barefoot. roaming 
the woods, the rural country-
side," he said. "I always had a 
kind of interest in the natural 
world that came from . . . ha\1iog 
spent a lot of time with the 
ground under mr feet and the 
sky over my head.-

lt was from those back-
grounds that Rolston blended 
his love for the natural world 
with theology and sdence into a 
philosophy that has been the 
hallmark of his career 

"I'm sometimes called the 
father of environmetal ethics. I 
think I could t.ake credit for 
spawning ao environmental tum 
in philosophy . . . that we ought 

Associated Press 
Controversy o ver the endangered northern spotted owl 
caused a ban on logging in some areas ofthe 
NorthwesL The debate over the owl is a prime example 
of bow environmental ethics affects public policy. 

to be thinking of nature as hav-
ing value." 

Rolston is the first to concede 
he is not an intellectualtrailblaz-
er in the field o f environmental 
thinking. His predecessors 
include Thoreau and Sierra Club 
founder John Muir, and their 
modern-day counterpartS such 
as author Edward Abbey and 
environmental evangelist David 
Brower. But his work, embodied 
in books such as "Environmental 
Ethics" and "Philosophy Gone 
Wild," crystallized streams of 
thought into a concrete, academ-
ically defensible code of ethics. 

"David Brower, who is far 
more influential than 1 am, 
believes these kind of things, but 

Da\i d Brower never had time, 
energy or effort . . . to formu-
late these things the way I have. 

john Muir believed the same 
kind of things that I believe .. . 
(but) did not give such a philo-
sophical and academic analy sis 
to these kinds of things: 

Rolston's philosophy can be 
seen played out in the 
Endangered Species Act and the 
WildernessAct, among o ther 
Landmark emvironmental laws 
that aim to preserve spcdes and 
their habitats and p rotect wild 
places from human endeavors. 

"Those actS and other pieces 
of environmental legislation rep- 

resent a working out in environ-
mental policy of the kind of 

ethic that I've been advocating 
over the decades," he said. 

But in the latter part of the 
1990s. environmentalism in gen­
eral and those laws in particular 
have taken a beating politically, 
demonstrating the sometimes 
irrecconcilable differences 
between philosophical theory 
and pragmatic concerns. 

-Nobody disagrees with the 
objective of the act, but a lot of 
people disagree with the abso- 

lutism of the act," said Bob 
Szabo. a Washington, D.C., attor-
ney with. the National 
Endangered Species Act Reform 
Coalition. 

Szabo, wbo is backed by 
development and farm interests, 
doesn't know Rolston but is inti-
mately familiar with his philoso-
phy, the very philosophy he bat­

tles in lobbying Congress to 
re·write the 20-year-old law. 

"I think that most of us would 
say these modem environmental 
laws which we've enacted in 
the Last 20 )'eat'S are very impor-
tant to this country," he said 
"Exactly how they operate is the 
question we're dealing with 
today:" 

The Endangered Species Aet. 
for example, favors animals over 
humans, critics say, pointing to 
issues such as the controversy 
over the spotted owl that pre-
vented logging in the Pacific 
Northwest. 

"The aet itself has ended up 
putting thousands of Americans 
out of work, prevented develop- 

ment. closed schools. eliminated 
the tun.ber harvest in entire 
states (and) threatened livestock 
gra.z.ing, oil and natural-gas pro-
duction, all natural resource 
development: said Jeff Harris, 
executive director of People for 
the West, a Pueblo-based proper-
ty-rights group . 

"Absolutely we agree with the 
philosophy behind the 
Endangered Species Act. But 
a lot of extremes have be.en 



taken." he said. 
Stepping out of his role as an 

uncompromisimg philosopher. 
Rolston doesn't disagree with 
the idea that the law could be 
rewrittcn to take into account 
the need for human endeavors. 

But that puts the philosopher 
squarely in the midddle of the 
political debate, with his biggest 
criucs ironically being the envi-
ronmentalists, who fear compro-
mise will dilute their goals 

I think we are facing a very 

severe btological crisis in this 
country;'" said Carlton. the endan­
gered species legal crusader. 
"Ethics is important in this. We're 
not making the hard decisions in 
terms of preserving the habitats, 
in terms of preserving the envi- 
ronment." Despite his efforts to 
make sure the Endangered 
Species Act is enforced for every 
endangered spedes - cuddly or 
not - Carlton said the environ-
mental battle is being lost. 

"I think all we're doing now is 
documenting the demise of 
wildlife in America," he said. 
"What worries me is the social 
and political climate. This is 
where Holmes Rolston and 
other writers can be of great ser-
,;ce: 

Rolston remains buoyed, how-
ever, by an increased environ-
mental awareness. 

"When I started doing this in 
the '50s, we didn't have anyĿ 

environmental laws to speak of," 
he said.  Now, we've got the 
Wilderness A ct, which is well-
nigh a miracle from my perspec-
tive.. . We didn't have the 
Environmental Protection 
Agency back then. Now there 
isn't a businessman in the 
Uruted States who doesn't con-
duct business with some atten- 
tion to environmental regula-
tions." 

Although politically conscious. 
Rolston isn't an activist and 
doesn't take credit for the politi- 
cal force behind the legislation. 

Special to The Denver Post Jill Mott 

Rolston leads a discussion with CSU students pondering the question: Are humans a part of nature or apart from nature? 

"I'm not Rachel Carson. rm 
not Aldo Leopold. I'm not Bob 
Marshall. rm not Paul Ehrlich," 
he said, tida.ng off the names 
of the environmental move-
ment's kingpins. "In terms of 
making a splash politicaUy, or 
influencing Congress, I'm not 
going to make those claims. 
although I have been on 
commissions and worked for 
Congress. Among my students 
are several thousand people, 
many in decison-making con- 
texts deahng with natural 

resources - supervisors in 
national parks and so forth. 
So I like to think I havc 
some influence in those quar-
ters." 

Adozen graduate students 
taking Rolston 's course, 
"Concepts of Natural 

Value; trickle into a wood-pan-

A Holmes Rolston reader 
In addition to lecturing on five continents, Holmes Rolston 

bas written prodigiously throughout his career, indudiog more 
than 70 articles for philosophy and science journals and chap-
ters in more than three dozen books. He is founder of the 17-
year-old journal, "Environmental Ethics." and his books indude: 

"Science and Religion:A Critical Survey" (Random House 
and McGraw Hill). 

"Philosophy Gone Wild. (Prometheus Books). 
·Environmental Ethics" Temple University Press). 
"Conserving Natural Value" (Columbia University Press) 

eled room in a 1960s-era cin- 
derblock building on the CSU 
campus. It is the last class of the 
semester, and they are rambunc-
tious and enthusiastic to discuss 
and defend their final papers. 

Rolston, in an open-collar shirt 
as usual, starts the informal dis-
cussion after a few minutes of 
socializing. 

"Are humans apart from 

nature, or are they a part of 
nature?" he asked. 

It is a profound question that 
gets at the very heart of the 
debate over the environment. lf 
humans are fuUy a part of 
nature, one argument goes. laws 
protecting the environment 
from human activity are illogical 
and unnecessary 

"Scientists would say humans 

evolved from nature, but would 
tber say they evolved out of 
nature? If you asked a scientist if 
humans are just as natural as 
everything else on Earth, my 
guess is not aU of them would 
say yes," Rolst.on said 

Student Jennifer Corwin noted 
that other animals have territo-
ries, and perhaps it can be con-
sidered humans have territories, 
too - in the domesticated areas. 

For the sake of argument, Joe 
Hansen suggested the contrary, 
that humans and nature are ooe: 
"You could say Ch.iClgo is no 
less natural than the coral reef." 
It is a premise that sits well with 
Rolston, who later wrestled over 
the issue out loud, in a soft, age-
worn voice. 

"I tend to find that humansare 
more apart .from narure; he 
said. "I have this idea that 

Please see Natural on page 22 
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nature and culture are pretty 
distinct realms .... Though I 
recognize these realms are dif- 
ferent , I've got to keep them 
together on the same planet. 
So the kind of ethic I tried to 
work out recognizes irre-
ducible differences between 
nature and culture and yet 
recognizes there needs to be 
a way for humans to build 
their cultures while keeping 
an appropriate respect for 
nature on the landscape." 

Rolston's easy manner in 
the classroom draws praise 
from students and helped him 
earn the titJe of University 
Distinguished Professor, CSU's 
highest teaching honor. 

"He likes to express what 
he feels and believes, but he 
doesn't stuff it down any-
body's throats; said David 
Gutsche. "I think that 's one of 
the enjoyable things is he 
likes to discuss rather than 
argue. You never seem to be 
right or wrong on any issue. 
He only asks that you defend 
what you're saying. He'll ques-
tion this, he'll question that. 
More than anything, it's to 
make sure you believe what 
you're saying." 

Gutsche isn't even a philos-
ophy student, having just 
received his master's degree 
in design merchandising and 
consumer scien..ce. "I just 
found it to be one of the most 
interesting classes I've taken." 

Kathy Stepien, on the other 
hand, came to CSU from 
Juneau, Alaska, specifically for 
the RoJston-anchored gradu-
ate program in environmental 
philosophy, one of only three 
in the country. 

"It's been pretty impressive 
to me to see how well 
respected he is in the field , 
how much he's done for the 
whole discipline; said 
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Stepien, a physical therapist. 
"But he's very accessible as a 
professor." 

Q 

Sitting oo a boulder - not 
unlike Rodin's "The 
Thinker" - Rolston har-

bors few pretenses in a bat-
tered, sweat-rimed felt hat the 
color of adobe, a turquoise 
flannel shirt and patched blue 
jeans. 

The scene is a grassy hill-
side overlooking a small reser-
voir west of Fort Collins, 
where small groups of Canada 
geese honk overhead, a taste 
of nature on the edge of 
town. 

"The things I talk about -
preserving wilderness and 
value in nature - they can't 
stand up in the long run 
against economic pressures; 
Rolston conceded, basking in 
the sun. "My general line of 
reply is that we have been 
able to put aside economics 

in many cases 
already to do what's right. We 
do lots of things in environ-
mental policy where we con-
strain economics." Businesses 
are told they cannot pollute 
streams, for instance, or devel-
opers are not allowed to build 
in the habitat of endangered 
species. Rolston said that still 
leaves much of the landscape 
available for industry. "It's not 
like they're told they can't 
do anything. We're just 
saying we can't do it 
here." Then, the eastern king-
bird arrived, distracting 
Rolston from the mental task 
at issue. 

"I kind of had mountains 
and nature around me most of 
my life; he said, breathing 
deeply, "and I guess maybe 
that's improved my philoso-
phy."O 

Steve Lipsber is the staff 
writer for Empire 
Magazine. 


