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Letters

I was extremely disappointed with Brian
Czech’s (2001) review of Daniel Botkin’s
book, No Man’s Garden. The reviewer’s
comments appear to reflect an incom-
plete reading or comprehension of the
book, and they vividly validate the au-
thor’s key points, which Czech seeks to
attack as “straw men.”

A central straw man Czech criticizes
is Botkin’s discussion of the shift in un-
derstanding of ecological stasis or bal-
ance. Czech seems to think either that
there has been no change in under-
standing or that the older ideas of bal-
ance still hold. However, there has been
a profound change in the way ecosystems
are understood. Some call this change
the “new ecological paradigm” (Pickett
et al. 1992, Talbot 1996, Fiedler 1997).
Formerly, the dominant paradigm was of
an ecosystem that was fundamentally
stable, closed, and internally regulated.
The new paradigm is of a much more
open system, often in a state of flux,
usually without long-term stability, and
affected by a series of human and other
often stochastic factors. This paradigm
and its implications for conservation
and conservation biology was a major
focus of discussions by over 100 leading
ecologists assembled at the Sixth Cary
Conference, held at the Institute of
Ecosystem Studies in New York in 1995
(Pickett et al. 1997). Although the facts
of this paradigm have been known for
many years, it is only recently that there
has been more widespread recognition,
although, as Czech’s review illustrates,
there is still far from general recogni-
tion and acceptance. Therefore, Czech’s
characterizing of Botkin’s presentation of
the issue as a “straw man” actually serves
to emphasize and validate the impor-
tance and relevance of Botkin’s discus-
sions.

Another of Czech’s central points in-
volves Botkin’s discussions of the conflict
between civilization and nature, which
Czech terms Botkin’s “central error.”

Czech draws a distinction between eco-
nomics (including production and con-
sumption of goods and services) and
“civilization,” whereas Botkin’s use of
the term civilization included econom-
ics along with other aspects of human
life and culture. Therefore, with this fo-
cus on semantics, Czech himself has set
up a straw man to criticize.

Czech also criticizes No Man’s Garden
as “unoriginal” because “Botkin is ex-
tracting it from Thoreau’s 19th-century
writings.” Perhaps this criticism partic-
ularly well illustrates the reviewer’s mis-
reading of or misconception about the
book. While Thoreau’s written words
are frequently quoted, especially in en-
vironmental writing, not much is writ-
ten about their actual context. What
Botkin has done is to consider Thoreau’s
writings within their historical and
philosophical context and to examine
them in depth in terms of their rele-
vance to today’s environmental issues
and perceptions. This is an original,
stimulating, and valuable contribution.

Czech’s comments indicate he thinks
Botkin’s book is intended to focus on
sustainability, which is clearly not the
case. No Man’s Garden contains a wealth
of perceptive, insightful, and innovative
discussions on a wide variety of other
currently relevant subjects, including,
for example, the struggle to create a park
that serves humanity’s and nature’s
needs; the history of the biosphere con-
cept as a series of options; big and little
wilderness and the values of each; wild-
ness and wilderness; the roles of cities for
both civilization and nature; and the
combination of the needs of human
spirituality and religious sensitivities
with scientific knowledge of nature.

The book has much of real value to
those concerned with current environ-
mental issues and thinking, as well as
those concerned with the history of con-
servation and conservation philosophy.
I believe that Czech’s intemperate re-

view has done a disservice both to the
book and to the readers of BioScience.
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Response from Czech:

“You can’t eat GNP,” as Eric Davidson
(2000) aptly points out, but the argu-
ment made by Lee Talbot (and Daniel
Botkin in No Man’s Garden) provides a
veritable feast for anticonservation
groups. Corporate interests at odds with
ecological integrity love it when ecolo-
gists claim that the balance of nature
never was. With no balance of nature to
tend to, why worry about global warm-
ing, ozone holes, and invasive species?

Talbot refers to a supposedly “pro-
found change in the way ecosystems are
understood.” Paradigm shifts make for
intriguing debate, but the shift claimed
by Talbot is more red herring than real-
ity. I’ve never met an ecologist who failed
to acknowledge the dynamic nature of
ecosystems and ecological processes. Of
course, those who really want to find
unfounded claims to stasis in the anti-
quated literature can do so, but we can
find even more failure to recognize the
subtleties of equilibrating phenomena.

Moreover, the aphoristic “balance of
nature” cannot be subjected to a scien-
tific litmus test. Few would deny, for ex-
ample, that the sun is running out of hy-
drogen, but fewer still would deny that
populations become imbalanced when
their ecosystems are disrupted. To deny
imbalance is to deny disruption; just
what the anticonservationists ordered.

The balance of nature concept is not
just vernacular (found in dictionaries
and encyclopedias), it is workhorse con-
servation vernacular. Who knows how
effective Silent Spring would have been
without it?

Talbot posits that No Man’s Garden
was not “intended to focus on sustain-
ability,” yet most of the “other currently
relevant subjects” listed by Talbot fall
squarely under the rubric of sustain-
ability science, and philosophy. Talbot
also avers that my review was “intem-
perate.” My disappointment, I concede,
is difficult to conceal when sustainabil-
ity books give such short shrift to the is-
sue of economic scale and attack tried-

and-true conservation heuristics instead.
Such diversion just adds to the burden
of those who recognize the challenge to
sustainability to be a function of eco-
logically dismissive political economy.

BRIAN CZECH
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