An approach for demonstrating the
social legitimacy of hunting

M. Nils Peterson

Abstract Successful lobbying against certain hunting practices by animal-welfare and animal-rights

groups and a steady decline in hunter recruitment, retention, and numbers raise legiti-
mate concerns regarding the future of hunting and its relationship to wildlife manage-
ment. The nonhunting, non-animal-rights-advocate majority will determine the fate of
hunting. Thus, a successful hunting ethic must be logically consistent and intuitively
appealing to this moderate majority. This shared ethic could encourage cultural, politi-
cal, and economic support for wildlife management from both hunters and nonhunters
alike. In light of this goal, | argue that 3 dominant hunting ethics—the naturalness
hypothesis, the land ethic, and the sporting ethic—fail to justify hunting or place it in a
shared context with modern society, and [ suggest an alternative ethic that combines Aldo
Leopold's vision of an expanding community with traditional utilitarian and rights-based
evaluations of ethical criteria within an n-dimensional moral framework. This conceptu-
alization of an ethical system would allow the use of tools applicable to systems analysis
in analyzing moral issues and would foster communicative practices capable of creating
a more inclusive community. Further, it can both create and elucidate the ethical space

shared by the moderate majority and hunters.
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The gun has been recognized as 1 of 5 funda-
mental wildlife management tools since Aldo
Leopold’s (1933:xxxi) famous statement: “game can
be restored by the creative use of the same tools
which have heretofore destroyed it-axe, plow, cow,
fire, and gun” Successful lobbying against hunting
by animal-welfare and animalrights movements
(Minnis 1998) and a steady decline in hunter
recruitment, retention, and numbers (DiCamillo
and Schaefer 2000, Enck et al. 2000, United States
Department of the Interior and United States
Department of Commerce 2002, Dizard 2003) have
given rise to legitimate concerns regarding the
future of both hunting and the nature of wildlife
management itself.

Wildlife management would be severely weak-
ened, in terms of economic and social support, with-
out hunting. Although nonhunting environmental
interests have supported alternative funding sources
such as the failed Teaming With Wildlife legislation or
the languishing Conservation and Restoration Act
(CARA), opposition to new taxes within Congress
and the executive branch and opposition from some
parties most directly impacted by proposed taxes
have proven difficult to overcome. Even if CARA or
a similar act became the premier wildlife manage-
ment funding source by funneling nearly $1 billion a
year into conservation (Dizard 2003), social and eco-
nomic support from hunters would still remain cru-
cial to wildlife management.
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Father deer-hunting with children. Photo by Wildlife Program,
Texas Cooperative Extension.

As wildlife conservation goals begin to conflict
with urban interests as well as rural ones (Liu
2001), public support needed for management will
inexorably and incessantly rise. In the foreseeable
future, wildlife management will require ethical,
cultural, political, and economic support from
hunters and nonhunters alike. Hunters, in turn,
need these forms of support from nonhunters.
Because pluralistic democracies protect minority
rights, some hunting apologists have suggested that
hunters do not need public support. MacDonald
(1987) likened hunters to golfers, stating that the
activities of both parties, although objectionable to
some, were protected in pluralistic democracies.
This approach is both illogical and unsupported by
empirical evidence. “Rights” deemed unethical in a
pluralistic democracy (e.g., polygamy, child labor,
animal abuse) are deemed “wrongs” and receive no
protection. Thus, one may incur criminal charges
for shooting stray dogs with a compound bow but
not for golfing. Minnis’ (1998) discovery that ani-
mal-protection interests won 7 of 11 citizen-spon-
sored ballot measures addressing hunting illustrat-
ed the weakness of the minority-rights argument.
Pluralistic democracy does not provide refuge from
the need for a hunting ethic shared with non-
hunters.

Historical acceptance of hunting is inextricably
intertwined with the degree to which hunters and
nonhunters shared common mythical and symbolic
views of hunting (Dizard 2003). The self-sufficient,
rugged, thoughtful, and selfless (ultimately agreed
to self-taxation) sportsmen-hunters embodied by
Theodore Roosevelt represented the shared view
of hunting prior to the 1960s. This image, however,
did not survive the civil- and women’s-rights move-
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ments, Vietnam and the peace movement, and
Rachel Carson and the environmental movement
(Swan 1995, Dizard 2003). The protest seen in
these movements was a social reaction to condi-
tions deemed unethical by the public (Swan 1995).
Society in general became more critical, divided,
and disillusioned in the late 1960s and early 1970s
(Brick 1998, Schulman 2001).

We have learned to tolerate, albeit grudgingly, a
more pluralistic nation made up of loosely con-
nected minorities, but only those minorities sharing
an ethical foundation with the public at large main-
tain social legitimacy. As a cultural minority,
hunters must forge a coherent ethical stance shared
at least in part with society because the future of
practices in liberal democracies depends on their
social legitimacy (Fishkin 1991, Lee 1993, Stern and
Fineberg 1996, Daniels and Walker 2001, Peterson
2003). Although the objectification of hunted ani-
mals demonstrated in vocabulary such as “game,”
“stocking,” and “taking” has enabled some hunters
to avoid this task, the will to do violence implicit in
hunting demands moral justification.

Decker and Brown (1987:601-602) suggested
“we need to ask ourselves whether the neutral
majority is more inclined to relate to our perspec-
tive or that of the animal rightists.” Although “mod-
erate majority” is probably more accurate than “neu-
tral majority;” the statement captures the essence of
what must be done. A hunting ethic logically must
be consistent and intuitively appealing to the mod-
erate majority. Such an ethic will allow and encour-
age cultural, political, and economic support for
wildlife management from both hunters and non-
hunters alike. In light of this goal, I 1) argue that 3
dominant hunting ethics—the naturalness hypoth-
esis, the land ethic, and the sporting ethic—fail to
justify hunting or place it in a shared context with
society,and 2) suggest an alternative ethic that com-
bines Leopold’s vision of an expanding community
with traditional utilitarian and rights-based evalua-
tions of ethical criteria.

Dominant hunting ethics

The naturalness bypothesis

According to this concept, humans are predators
and hunting is the only way for them to enter
nature as a participant rather than a spectator
(Shepard 1959, 1973, King 1991, Marchinton 1991,
Dizard 2003). Thus, hunting is “right” because it is a
natural human role. Deviation from our instinctual



nature to hunt “is a primary cause of mental dis-

case” (Swan 1995:175). This approach forces
humanity to acknowledge that its existence
requires the death of wildlife (Dizard 2003).
Hunting is an honest relationship with nature while
most others are deceptive, obscuring the fact that
some wildlife mortality is inflicted by human socie-
ty via vehicle collisions, urban sprawl, and conver-
sion of habitat to the agricultural lands that provide
sustenance to all humans.

Shepard (1973:152) described the natural role of
hunting in these words:“Man is in part a carnivore:
the male of the species is genetically programmed
to pursue, attack, and kill for food. To the extent
that they do not do so, they are not fully human”
Swan (1995:15) wrote,“I am like the cougar; I need
to eat meat” DiCamillo and Schaefer’s (2000)
Internet hunter-recruitment tool for school chil-
dren explained the natural food chain and how
hunters and the Florida panther (Purma concolor
coryi) held similar positions in it. Marchinton
(1991:6) wrote: “The prey must have the predator,
just as the predator needs the prey. One without
the other eventually becomes something less. The
wolf becomes the dog. The deer becomes the cow.
And what does man become?” These statements
imply that humans are naturally atop the food
chain, and the last one implies that humans become
“less” when they are not hunters.

The fact that a dog plays a different role than a
wolf (Canis lupis) does not in itself make the dog
inferior or less natural. In fact, one is inclined to
prefer dogs over wolves when seeking guardians
for human toddlers. Further, was the domestication
of canines unnatural? Likewise, humans who hunt
play a different role than humans who do not, but
neither is better or more natural except by con-
strained definitions of the terms. Arguments that
humans are naturally hunters, because most of
human history involved hunting, ignore the likely
possibility that natural selection dictates an agrari-
an society today just as it dictated a hunting socie-
ty historically. Like pigs, we can choose our posi-
tion on food chains, but unlike swine, we include
moral criteria in decision-making. This strains the
argument that a human who critically evaluates
hunting according to ethical criteria is somehow
less “natural” than one who enacts his or her role as
a top-level predator.

Even if you accept the argument that modern
humans are naturally top-level predators, the most
problematic aspects of this ethic must be

addressed. Does “naturalness” equate to ethical
behavior? One proponent of the hunting hypothe-
sis asked, “why is it that killing an animal is so
immoral for a person, and not so for a chimpanzee,
a cougar, a wolf, or a shark” (Swan 1995:121)? Intra-
specific killing occurs naturally among some
humans, sharks (Carcharbinus spp.), and lions
(Pantbhera leo). Can we deem it unethical for
sharks to eat each other for food because it is
unethical for humans to do so? Or is it ethical for
humans to kill each other to improve their genetic
fitness as it is for lions?

Moreover, why do the criteria chosen to make
hunting “natural” also not apply to the intuitively
less appealing attributes, such as male domination
of hunter-gatherer cultures? Most hunting cultures
were patriarchal in nature, so is male domination of
society natural and ethical? Swan (1995) cited
female goddesses of the hunt in Greek and Roman
mythology to support his claim that hunting magic
is feminine, but in those cultures and earlier hunt-
ing cultures society was dominated, on earth, by
males (King 1991). Further, in these cultures
hunters were predominantly male (Konner 1990,
King 1991). Does this suggest females are less nat-
ural?

Assuming that males need hunting to avoid men-
tal illness and achieve self-actualization because it is
natural requires the assumption that females also
assume their Paleolithic and “natural” role to find
joy. Although staunch supporters of this view may
actually think the “natural” role of women is digging
tubers from the ground, the idea is not publicly
accepted in contemporary society. Finally, if hunt-
ing is necessary for human society to truly appreci-
ate nature, either the future of nature is doomed or
so many hunters will descend on limited wildlife
habitat that the impact of their presence will
destroy the wildlife and the habitat. The flawed
logic and misogynous implications of this view can
only damage the social legitimacy of hunting.

The land ethic

Leopold (1949:224-225) immortalized the land
ethic in these words:“A thing is right when it tends
to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the
biotic community. It is wrong when it tends other-
wise.” Because Leopold did not define integrity, sta-
bility, and beauty, his land ethic has become Biblical
in its broad acceptance, impact, and divisive inter-
pretations. His approach was powerful because it
allowed readers to use meanings peculiar to them-



selves and avoided the impossibility of defining
terms, like stability, that have no universally accept-
ed meaning. The weakness of this approach, how-
ever, is that it means hunting ethics derived from
the land ethic are deeply personal in nature and dif-
ficult to describe and hence justify to society at
large.

This ethic is intertwined with the hunting
hypothesis because naturalness has been intuitively
equated with integrity, beauty, and even stability. In
advocating hunter-based control of deer
(Odocoileus spp.) populations, Swan (1995:77)
wrote, “man has always been the most significant
predator of deer” When the age of the species in
question and their geographic distribution over
time are considered, this is a questionable state-
ment. That hunters can prevent ungulate eruption
scenarios, however, seems a reasonable deduction.

If hunting can prevent scenarios like the mule
deer (O. hemionus) eruption on Arizona’s Kaibab
plateau so lamented by Leopold (1949), the ques-
tion remains whether this preserves integrity, beau-
ty, or stability. This question has no perfect answer.
Recent research in community dynamics suggested
that a more common relationship involves prey
controlling predators rather than vice-versa (Keith
et al. 1984, Begon et al. 1996). If, however, predators
do control prey, as Leopold suggested, hunting
would be rendered unnecessary when integrity
was restored to natural systems. Further, some may
consider dynamic community relationships “stable”
rather than a fixed community composition dictat-
ed by humans. Finally, the park-like landscapes
resulting from careful pruning of high-density deer
herds often is considered more beautiful than tan-
gled thorny scrub (Dizard 2003).

Most wildlife-management-oriented arguments
for hunting are rooted in the land ethic and relate
to preserving stability and integrity of biotic com-
munities. Here hunters are “healers” (Swan
1995:23). Proponents of this approach maintain
that no other options for population control exist
(Muth and Jamison 2000, Smith and Anderson
2001). For instance, Smith and Anderson
(2001:331) concluded that “hunting remains a nec-
essary control on elk (Cervus elapbus) numbers in
Grand Teton National Park” When stability (which
has meaning only as framed by human values) is
threatened, hunting is not the only option.
Sterilization will become a viable alternative to
hunting in many cases if it is not already (Fraker et
al.2002). Interestingly, the elk in question would be

among the easiest ungulate populations in the
United States for administration of immuno-contra-
ceptives. Elk are conditioned to human contact and
congregate in open areas during winter months.
Immuno-contraceptives with longevity well in
excess of 3 years (Fraker et al. 2002) could be
administered on a mass scale.

Apologists for hunting as a necessary population
control tool have suggested that alternatives to
hunting will cause a shift from the conservation
model of wildlife management to a pest-manage-
ment model. They posit a future where hunters
would be replaced by “agency sharpshooters and
private pest-control firms” (Muth and Jamison
2000:849). This, in turn, would “diminish the
respect, wonder, and awe with which many people
in modern society presently regard wildlife” (Muth
and Jamison 2000:850). The plausibility of this
argument stems partly from semantics.

Calling wildlife managers in the hypothetical
nonhunting future “pest-control specialists” appears
to support the assumption that the public will lose
respect for wildlife. There is no reason, however, for
choosing “pest-control firms” rather than “wildlife-
control firms” to describe these individuals.
Humans using contraceptives do not become more
pestlike; in fact, the opposite relationship is sug-
gested by many environmental groups. It seems
almost comical to imagine a “pest-control firm”
coming to remove a rampaging lion or bison (Bison
bison). The view of rats (Rattus rattus), gophers
(Thomomys spp.), and beavers (Castor canaden-
sis) as pests stems from their impact, not from the
words on the exterminator’s truck. Accordingly, a
white-footed mouse (Peromyscus leucopus) eating
grain in a farmer’s silo is a pest, but one scurrying
across the forest floor trying to avoid the gaze of
owls (Strix spp.) is not. Finally, Holsman (2000)
found that hunters and nonconsumptive wildlife
users had similar stewardship values. The noncon-
sumptive wildlife users did not require hunting to
support the conservation model of wildlife man-
agement. The land ethic holds great potential for a
socially legitimate hunting ethic, but current
defenses based on it are either self-contradictory or
at least incomplete.

Sporting values

An oftcited poll suggested that only 40% of
Americans approved of hunting exclusively for
sport and only 20% approved of trophy hunting
(Kellert 1980). At this time, the connotations of
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Figure 1. Human activities driving the transition from wild to
domestic deer (modified from Brown 2001).

“sport” were changing from a love of fair play as
advocated by hunters early in the conservation
movement to competition and winning at all costs
(Organ et al. 1998, Muth and Jamison 2000). If the
latter view is abandoned, as I argue it should be, the
term sport also should be dropped in reference to
hunting (Stowe 1997). The split between hunting
as love of fair play and hunting as competition with
the goal of winning is epitomized by the definition
of the term “quality deer management”

This loaded phrase can be defined as quality-deer
management (Q-DM) or quality deer-management
(QD-M). The former definition focuses on increas-
ing the quality of deer (e.g., larger antlers, larger
body size, more trophy animals per unit area) for
sport value (Green and Stowe 2000), while the lat-
ter definition focuses on improving deer habitat for
other social values (e.g., viewing or hunting oppor-
tunities, biodiversity, biotic integrity).

The practice of Q-DM is integral to the transition
between wild and domestic deer (Brown 2001;
Figure 1). This process has occurred with cattle,
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Figure 2. The continuum from hunter to shooter (modified from
Brown 2001).

goats, sheep, and pigs, and is proceeding in many
areas for white-tailed deer (O. virginianus).
Humans direct this process by manipulating habitat
for pastures, providing water, supplementing feed
to maintain desired yields, controlling predators so
we can be the only consumers, instigating herd
health programs, beginning breeding processes to
select for desired traits, and finally insisting on pri-
vate ownership because animal husbandry has high
costs for landowners maintaining domestic ani-
mals. Quality-deer management has led to high
fencing, breeding programs, interstate commerce in
“breeding bucks,” supplemental feeding, cloning
bucks with large antlers (Baker 2003), and wildlife
management agencies financially supporting
research regarding these strategies with funds gen-
erated by hunters (Federal Aid Project Numbers.
W-76-R-17-20, Job Number 20).

Quality-deer management also drives the transi-
tion from hunter to shooter (Gilbert 2000, Brown
2001; Figure 2). If the ultimate goal of hunting is
“bagging” a large deer, rather than experiencing the



hunt, then laser sights, bait, dogs, and fences are log-
ical and reasonable parts of hunting. The media
was quick to portray the ethical morass created by
Q-DM in hunting. In a recent episode of the ani-
mated television situation comedy King of the Hill
(“Good Hill Hunting,” Episode KH304, Original Air
Date: 1 December 1998), Hank takes his son Bobby
hunting. When they arrive at LaGrunta, the hunting
lodge, they ride a shuttle to their allocated hunting
area. They begin silently stalking through the
woods, only to be interrupted by a guide on an all-
terrain vehicle who ushers them to a shooting
stand mounted atop a feeder. As they await their
prey, Hank cautions Bobby to remain quiet just
before the feed spreader rattles to life and deer
scurry from the forest to feed at the hunters’ feet.
Neither Bobby nor Hank can stoop to killing a deer
in this fashion, so they leave the resort empty-hand-
ed. Such portrayals “educate” the public about
hunting and are unlikely to change until the Q-DM
approach is abandoned.

Quality-deer management also can raise the over-
head for landowners, thus the cost for hunters
(Green and Stowe 2000). Higher costs reduce
opportunity for those who cannot pay, particularly
small-game and youth hunters (Adams et al. 2000).
This translates into priority access for trophy
hunters, hunting’s most socially illegitimate form
(Kellert 1980), and weakens the hunting con-
stituency itself by culling younger and less affluent
hunters. Eventually, this approach can reduce lob-
bying power through negative feedback. For
instance, politically powerful Q-DM advocates in
Texas have convinced state agencies to spend pub-
lic hunter-dollars on studies with an ultimate focus
on antler size (Federal Aid Project Numbers W-76-R-
17-20, Job Number 20). This money could have
been used to increase hunter opportunity through
state leases or purchasing land for public hunting.
The lack of public land where hunting is affordable
severely restricts the ability to recruit new hunters
and hurts future voting and lobbying power.

Rather than weakening itself through negative
feedback like Q-DM, QD-M is self-aggrandizing in
nature. Increasing opportunity may increase par-
ticipation by new or less avid hunters and should
prevent the loss of participants unable to afford Q-
DM. Further, QD-M promotes the social values of
hunting like selfreliance, an honest relationship
with nature, and family bonding above “sport”
Quality deer-management does not imply that
hunters should not enjoy a trophy kill; instead, the

ultimate goal of management should be creating
opportunity rather than trophy animals.

The ethical power of hunting as sport, according
to the competition and winning connotations, is
minimal. In fact, if the ultimate goal is a trophy, the
paradigm has negative ethical connotations for the
general public. Values associated with competition
and sport are important to society, but there is no
logical reason that capturing big antlers has value
not found in capturing a medal for a 4-minute mile
or 2-m high jump, or capturing a Super Bowl cham-
pionship ring. Such “trophies” do not require taking
life or violence against nonconsenting individuals,
so why is a branching mass of bone more valuable
than a round piece of gold? Actually, antlers may be
more valuable to some, but their unique value can-
not be attributed to winning. Even the most out-
spoken hunting apologists argue that the value of
trophies adorning some hunter’s homes is relative-
ly independent of their size. Rather they are a
“reminder of the need for conservation” or a link to
the memories of hunting (Swan 1995:184).

Hunting advocates may be inclined to point out
that objects, such as antlers and rings, are not as
valuable as the experience, and that the hunting
experience is unique and carries unique benefits
for human society. If this is true, the ultimate goal
in hunting should be increased opportunity to ben-
efit from the experience, not collecting antlers. In
some areas, this will require a serious re-evaluation
of priorities in both hunting and wildlife manage-
ment. In other areas, where trophies are the least
important motivation for hunters (Decker and
Connelly 1989) and presumably managers, little
change is needed.

Utilitarian and rights-based social
value

A shared view of wildlife

A hunting ethic shared with society requires a
mutual concept of the relationship between
humans and wildlife. Ethical models, like scientific
ones, are evaluated by generality, number of anom-
alies, and parsimony. In ethics, these attributes are
evaluated with intuitive judgments of particular
cases. For hunting, this requires determining which
animals have moral standing or intrinsic worth and
ranking them, which is beyond the scope of this
paper. Suffice it to say that hunted wildlife species
are given moral standing in the land ethic by virtue
of their role in natural systems, in animal-rights



ethics by virtue of their sentience, and by society in
general for a multiplicity of reasons ranging from
those mentioned earlier to Schweitzer’s (1950) rev-
erence-for-life ethic.

The complicated issue is ranking individuals.
Advocates of the land ethic (Callicott 1980) and
deep ecology (Naess 1973) side-stepped this
process by suggesting that life is valuable to the
extent it contributes to biotic integrity or that all
life is equal. When faced with misanthropic and
pragmatic problems associated with these views,
however, these philosophers tacitly acknowledged
the need to rank humans higher than their contri-
bution to biospherical integrity would allow (INaess
1973, Callicott 1990).

The battle surrounding animal rights began with
categories of insentient, sentient, and conscious or
self-aware animals (Callicott 1980). Dennett (1995)
refined the categories into: 1) Darwinian, those
capable of evolution, 2) Pavlovian, those with stim-
ulus-response learning, 3) Popperian, those with
internal models of their environment, and 4)
Gregorian, those using tools to shape their environ-
ment. Animal-rights apologists are quick to point
out that according to these criteria, mentally retard-
ed humans and humans rendered unconscious are
less important than higher mammals (Singer 1975).
Their hypothetical quandaries suggested that
killing mentally retarded humans or inarticulate
infants to save chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes) or
dolphins (Tursiops truncatus) is an ethical act.
This argument knocked self-consciousness off the
top of the animal-measuring stick, leaving all sen-
tient animals equal, and the logical rationale for ani-
mal rights sprang forth. The argument, however, is
based on an unrealistic and improbable measuring
stick. In reality, the aforementioned categories are
arbitrary and boundaries between them unknown.
Although Dennett’s (1995) categories are less arbi-
trary, the boundaries still are based on conjecture.

Relatedness is more intuitively acceptable and
logically defensible as an ethical measuring stick.
Society in general does not believe animals are
equal to humans (Muth and Jamison 2000), and if
ranking depends on relationships, mentally retard-
ed humans are safe from the misanthropic hypo-
thetical quandaries hurled by animal-rights advo-
cates. While it is tempting to state that genetics
make all distinctions “real,” I have a closer relation-
ship with my wife (who is genetically quite
removed from me) than with my great grandmoth-
er. Logically, divisions are still arbitrary, but they are

explicit rather than implicit. In most cases this
approach elevates humans to the pinnacle of ethi-
cal standing. In addition, it creates a graded level of
responsibility from family and loved ones to com-
munity (however it is defined) to nation and
onward. This approach is intuitively appealing, has
general applicability, and has few, if any, anomalies
at an intra-personal level.

An n-dimensional frameworkR for
morality

Many environmental ethicists disdain the moral
ambiguity inherent in less parsimonious ethics
(Callicot 1990, King 1991). These “ambiguous”
ethics, however, are the norm in our society pre-
cisely because of their generality (Light and Katz
1996, Norton 1996). Since my goal is to describe
how hunting can be socially legitimate, I will refrain
from entering the parsimonious versus pluralistic
ethical debate and focus on describing an ethical
model that hunters share with society.

Fach moral perspective has a particular volume
or decision space with the “ideal” choice represent-
ing the foci (Figure 3:A). As decisions become less
tolerable, they are farther from the foci (Figure 3:B),
and when an option is intolerable it falls outside the
boundary of decision space (Figure 3:C). As multi-

Figure 3. A depiction of an agent’s multidimensional moral
decision space where A represents the ideal choice, B repre-
sents an acceptable choice (within the agent’s decision space),
and C represents an unacceptable choice (outside the agent’s
decision space).



ple diverse ethics are combined, shared decision
space decreases (Figure 4). Asking what type of
hunting is socially legitimate in a particular context
is like asking which species can survive in a partic-
ular environment. Fundamental ethics of those
making the decision replace environmental vari-
ables in constraining the niche space (Hutchinson
1957) for a socially legitimate practice. Admittedly,
in many cases no niche volume exists, and technical
and biological feasibility may preclude options dic-
tated by shared decision space.

In society, as in other systems in nature, competi-
tion can change niche space. Positive and negative
feedback can change the size, shape, and position
of decision space for each ethical perspective.
Thanks to human rationality, we occasionally can
predict the outcome of our decisions and use pre-
dicted feedback to guide decision-making.
Conflict, collaboration, communication, and empa-
thy-building exercises combine with positive and
negative feedback to mold and shift the dimensions
of moral space until shared volume exists. Morality
grounded in intuitionism, where our basic sense of
wrongness of certain types of actions (e.g., torture)
is more fundamental than any moral theory, can
provide a touchstone for opposing ethical theories
(Little 1993). For instance, a deep ecologist can
feed a hungry child even if the child’s life will lead
to environmental degradation; conversely, an
anthropocentrist can try to save an endangered
species even if its existence comes with human
cost (Naess 1973, Peterson and Peterson 1996).

Positive feedback need not be positive in the
sense of recognizing common intuitions. A group
espousing one ethical theory may change its range
of acceptable choices when faced with unfavorable
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positive or negative feedback. For example, an eco-
centric group may allow the construction of a hos-
pital on a virgin prairie because they foresee their
resistance leading to the election of anti-environ-
ment government officials, weaker conservation
laws, and less support for enforcement of remain-
ing laws.

Once an ethical system is modeled in this man-
ner, many tools applicable to systems analysis can
be used in analyzing decisions. Although hierarchy
theory does not apply to hunting ethics per se, it
can be applied to the spatial dimension of ethics
(Warren and Cheney 1993, Peterson and Peterson
1996). The n-dimensional framework of morality
can be hierarchical at intra-personal and inter-per-
sonal (i.e., community, national, and international)
scales. In liberal democracies rooted in conflictual-
consensus between liberty and equality, the appli-
cation is essential (Mouffe 2000).

At the intra-personal level, positive and negative
feedback occurs quickly, and often subconsciously
(Wenz 1993), as information is used to shape moral
decision space when decisions are made. At inter-
personal levels, such as families and communities,
the process is slower. Responses to feedback, pre-
dicted or actual, are slower in higher levels (Allen
and Star 1982, O’Neill et al. 1986). For instance, an
individual may decide that smog is bad after one
exposure to it and buy an air filter, while the com-
munity often takes years of negative feedback
before it “decides” smog is bad and acts to reduce it.
Higher hierarchical levels such as community or
nation constrain lower levels by their infrequent
action. As group size increases, the probability of
shared decision space decreases while moral plu-
ralism intensifies. Arguably, part of this constraint is
leveled by the failure of liberal democracies to
allow challenges to the dominant power structure,
but scale also is involved. In a liberal democracy,
moral systems also are decomposable to the degree
the national moral-hyper-volume reflects the local
one.

This model provides a tool for demonstrating
previously unrecognized common ground and
demonstrating benefits of cooperation and collabo-
ration when shared decision space does not exist.
It does not preclude monistic or pluralistic super-
theories so sought after by ethicists, but provides a
framework where similarities, differences, and
implications of different views can be analyzed and
consensus sought. Diverse moral grounding within
our species, nations, communities, familial units,



and even selves consists of nested, overlapping, and
multi-dimensional space. Working within that
space, we can achieve optimal solutions to conser-
vation that include hunting.

Shared values for bunting

As a liberal democracy, the United States uses util-
itarian and rights-based criteria simultaneously to
evaluate decisions and practices. Acknowledging
and managing the conflict between individual
rights, human or otherwise, and equality and group
utility is critical to maintaining such governments
(Mouffe 2000). While democracy always carries the
threat that the majority will choose to abrogate
individual rights, liberalism always carries the
threat that the polity will dissolve into anarchy. In
tandem, however, they maintain a check on each
other’s excesses. When ethics are seen as contex-
tual, rather than the embodiment of absolute truths
and universal reason, they can foster communica-
tive practices aimed at creating a more inclusive
community. This inclusive community, like the one
envisioned by Leopold (1949), can include hunters,
animal-rights advocates, wildlife, and our environ-
ment.

Most Americans oppose cruelty to animals but
are equally adamant in their opposition to granting
animals equal standing with humans (Muth and
Jamison 2000). Some animal-rights advocates con-
cede in part to these societal moral intuitions. For
instance, Varner (1998:8) admitted, “a certain class
of human interests are more important than the
interests of any nonhuman organism” and “human
beings are generally more important than other ani-
mals.” Thus individual rights of animals targeted by
hunting are less important than similar rights of
hunters. This inequality can be offset, however, if
the lower-ranking individual stands to lose a more
vital right (i.e., life) in exchange for a less crucial
one (i.e., pleasure for the hunter). Additional rights
of the animal (possibly undisturbed refugia) and
hunter (liberty or property) also must be consid-
ered. The utilitarian value of killing the animal can
be evaluated on both fronts as well. While it is dif-
ficult to project what animals would “want,” the util-
ity of a killing might be evaluated according to den-
sity and prevalence of its species or the degree to
which harvest is compensatory to other causes of
mortality (Anderson and Burnham 1976, Guthery
2002). Utility to humans can be evaluated accord-
ing to market value, reduced property damage, pre-
vention of disease, psychological and spiritual ben-

efits to the hunter, benefits of family (including
male and female) bonding, and the value of publi-
cizing the inescapable relationship between human
existence and killing.

Discussion

Determining the extent to which hunting is
socially legitimate in this #-dimensional ethical sys-
tem rooted in rights and utility will involve poten-
tially unpleasant changes and trade-offs for hunters
and other groups such as animal-rights advocates,
so I will not suggest which changes should be
made. 1 will, however, suggest ways hunters can
share more decision space with society at large.

Jettisoning the concept of hunting as “sport” will
help legitimize hunting (Stowe 1997). Viewing
hunting as a competition where winning is dictat-
ed by physical attributes of the animal killed is
morally reprehensible to most of the public (Kellert
1980) and will severely constrain the ethical space
shared between society and hunters. Managing for
opportunity rather than trophies may lead to
greater hunting access. This will, at least indirectly,
reduce costs and favor youth and family participa-
tion, which in turn will lend credence to the argu-
ment that hunting strengthens families and com-
munities and rebut arguments that it is merely a
brutal pastime for the wealthy.

Organizations like the Humane Society of the
United States are outspoken regarding their strate-
gy to ban the most “abusive forms of hunting for
now, all hunting eventually” (Kerasote 1993:98).
This lends credence to slippery-slope arguments
such as assuming that banning hound-hunting of
bears (Ursus americanus) will lead to bans on all
forms of hunting. Apparent hunter support for
forms of consumptive wildlife use that outwardly
appear abusive weakens social legitimacy because
fighting to keep all forms of hunting directly links
all hunters to the stereotypes most abhorred by the
public (Stowe 1997).

Society at large may exist in a protective bubble
hiding the reality that death and violence are inher-
ent in life, but the explosion of extreme sports
occurring alongside the decline of hunting indi-
cates that it does not want to. Humanity needs and
wants a bond with something natural (Abram
1996). Thus, the hunting hypothesis (Swan 1995,
Dizzard 2003) can improve the social legitimacy of
hunting if it does not require dominance of hunting
as a natural way of life or define exertion of domi-



nance by physical force as both natural and ethical.
Hunting can join hiking, swimming, and birdwatch-
ing as activities bringing humanity closer to its sen-
suous nature.

Expanding the ethical community represented
by hunting does not necessarily require the expan-
sion of hunting. Supporting and creating hunting-
related festivals, fairs, art shows, dinners (e.g.,
Winsor Dinners sponsored by Orion: The Hunter’s
Institute), and cook-offs where hunters and non-
hunters can enjoy “hunting” and participating in
community service though organizations such as
Sportsmen Against Hunger will create a larger hunt-
ing community even without the recruitment of
new hunters (Swan 1995).

The socially accepted claim of animal-welfare
organizations that frivolous reasons do not justify
recreational killing of animals begs an answer
(Rutberg 1997). Removing sport, with its frivolous
connotations, from the hunting ethic and consider-
ing the balance of rights and utility involved will
justify hunting in many contexts. This approach
will not provide an unambiguous and unique right
answer in every hunting scenario, but it provides a
socially legitimate justification for hunting in many
situations.

Demonstrating that hunting creates social capital
also will improve its social legitimacy. Social capi-
tal refers to the ability to secure benefits through
membership in communities and other social struc-
tures and motivates observance of group norms
(Bourdieu 1985). Its creation, however, requires the
investment of both economic and cultural
resources (Portes 1998). Hunters have invested
these resources (Dizard 2003), and a pool of social
capital exists to “fund” game management activities.
The social capital created through hunting is
unique because it is used to support game manage-
ment rather than Little League baseball or Pee Wee
football. Since hunting builds social capital for
game management, the supply used to support
management of game species grows as it is used.

Hunters may not score significantly higher than
nonconsumptive outdoor enthusiasts on steward-
ship indices, or always want to support endan-
gered-species management and ecosystem-integrity
initiatives (Holsman 2000), but they are undeniably
advocates of conserving game species. In situations
where biological control is not crucial, the legiti-
macy of hunting can be established using a rights-
and utility-based ethical model to evaluate social
and economic benefits accrued through hunting.

This n-dimensional ethical model can help demon-
strate the legitimacy of hunting to the moderate
majority.

It is no coincidence that hunters were joined by
virtually every environmentalist faction in advocat-
ing Leopold’s (1949) land ethic as inspiration for
their views. Leopold’s poetic and inspirational writ-
ing demonstrated that “Conservation is born of dis-
covery and wonder, then of understanding, and
finally of action” (Ridgely et al. 2001:x). Because
hunting places humans in nature, it has the potential
to foster a stewardship ethic (Holsman 2000). The
ethical space shared between hunters, animal-rights
advocates, ecofeminists, deep ecologists, and sincere
advocates of all environmental paradigms is political
activism and a love of wild things and wild places
rooted in experience. This shared ethical space is
missing from the apathetic moderate majority and is
needed to challenge the growing consumptive
materialistic paradigm of human existence.
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As wildlife conservation goals begin to conflict
with urban interests as well as cural ones (Liu
2001), public support neceded for management will
incxorably and incessantly rise. In the foresecable
future, wildlife muanagement will require ethical,
cultural, political, and economic support from
hunters and nonhunters alike.  Hunters, in tuen,
need these forms of support from nonhunters.
Because pluralistic democracies protect minority
rights, some hunting apologists have suggested that
hunters do not need public support. MacDonald
(1987) likened hunrers to golfers, stating that the
acrivities of both parties, although objectionable to
some, were prowected in pluralistic democracices.
This approach is both ilogical and unsupported by
empirical evidence. “Rights” deemed unethical in a
pluralistic democracy (c.g., polygamy, child labor,
animal abusce)y are deemed “wrongs™ and receive no
protection. Thus, one may incur criminal charges
for shooting stray dogs with a compound bow but
not for golfing. Minnis' (1998) discovery that ani-
mal-protection interests won 7 of 11 citizen-spon-
sored ballot measures addressing hunting illustrat-
cd the weakness of the minority-rights argument.
Pluralistic democracy does not provide refuge from
the need for a hunting ethic shared with non-
hunters.

Historical acceptance of hunting is inextricably
intertwined with the degree to which hunters and
nonhunters sharced common mythical and symbolic
vicws of hunting (Dizard 2003). The self-sufficient,
rugged, thoughtful, and sclfless (ultimately agreed
to sclf-taxation)y sportsmen-hunters embodied by
Theodore Roosevelr represented the shared view
of hunting prior to the 1960s. This image, however,
did not survive the civil- and women's-rights move-
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ments, Vietnam and the peace movement, and
Rachel Carson and the environmental movement
(Swan 1995, Dizard 2003). The protest seen in
these movements was a social reaction to condi
tions deemed unethical by the public (Swan 1995).
Society in general became more critical, divided,
and disillusioned in the Late 1960s and early 1970s
(Brick 1998, Schulman 2001).

We have learned 1o tolerate, albeit grudgingly, a
more pluralistic nation made up of loosely con-
necred minorities, but only those minorities sharing
an ethical foundation with the public at large main-
tain social legitimacy.  As a cultural minority,
hunters must forge @ coherenr cthical stance shared
at least in part with society because the future of
practices in liberal democracies depends on their
social legitimacy (Fishkin 1991, Lee 1993, Stern and
Fineberg 1990, Daniels and Walker 2001, Peterson
2003). Although the objectification of hunted ani-
mals demonstrated in vocabulary such as “game,”
“stocking,” und “taking” has enabled some hunters
to avoid this task, the will to do violence implicit in
hunting demands moral justification.

Decker and Brown (1987:601-602) suggested
“we need 1o ask ourselves whether the neutral
majority is more inclined 1o relate o our perspec-
tive or that of the animal rightists.” Although “*mod-
erate majority”is probably more accurate than*neu-
tral majoriry,” the statement captures the essence of
what must be done. A hunting ethic logically must
be consistent and incuitively appealing to the mod-
erate majority. Such an ethic will allow and encour-
age cultural, political, and economic support for
wildlife management from both hunters and non-
hunters alike. In light of this goal, T 1) arguc that 3
dominant hunting ethics—the naturalness hypoth-
esis, the land erthic, and the sporting ethic—fail to
justify hunting or place it in a shared context with
society, and 2) suggest an alternative ethic that com-
bines Leopold’s vision of an expanding community
with craditional utilitarinn and rights-based evalua-
tions of cthical criteria.

Dominant hunting ethics

The naturalness hypothesis

According to this concept, humans are predators
and hunting is the only way for them to enter
nature as a parcticipant rather than a spectator
(Shepard 1959, 1973, King 1991, Marchinton 1991,
Dizard 2003). Thus, hunting is“right” because it is a
natural human role. Deviation from our instinctual
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