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Moral and Evolutionary Implications of Enclosure 

In his 1689 Second Treatise of Government, John Locke extolled the concept of enclosure 

of land for private benefit and claimed it to be the intention of God. Since then, scholars have 

echoed or challenged the ethical implications of enclosure, and elaborated on what it implies for 

the valuation of land, human evolution, and competition. Jean-Jacques Rousseau expounded on 

its power over civilization in his 1755 Dissertation on the Origin and Foundation of the 

Inequality of Mankind, Charles Darwin recognized its significance in contrast to natural selection 

in The Origin of Species (1859), and Aldo Leopold questioned the effects of its moral defects 

that impede mankind’s ethical evolution in “The Land Ethic” (1949).  

I. God, Land, Man, and Waste 

Locke’s treatise set a moral precedent for how mankind ought to interact with nature, 

mixing labor with land in order to lay claim to property. He wrote that “God gave the world to 

men in common; but since He gave it them for their benefit, and the greatest conveniences of life 

they were capable to draw from it, it cannot be supposed He meant it should always remain 

common and uncultivated.” (201). Through this biblical perspective, he saw the earth as a bounty 

provided by God to be parcelled out among men based on “rational” use, which he viewed as 

entirely economic or “industrious.” Waste, meaning a resource that is not being used or 

improved to its full capacity, was considered a sinful offense “against the common law of nature, 

and was liable to be punished” because “nothing was made by God for man to spoil or destroy” 

(Locke 201-202). 
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Although Leopold also condemned the waste of natural resources on biblical grounds, his 

meaning of waste directly opposed Locke’s. “Individual thinkers since the days of Ezekiel and 

Isaiah have asserted that the despoliation of land is not only inexpedient but wrong. Society, 

however, has not yet affirmed their belief. I regard the present conservation movement as the 

embryo of such an affirmation” (Leopold 25). Locke saw waste as the commodifiable use-value 

of a resource left untapped, while Leopold saw land that is commodified and “despoiled” to be 

wasteful. Thus, he diminished the land's use value and held its existence value in higher regard. 

Further, he believed that compassion should be extended to the non-human world, “It is 

inconceivable to me that an ethical relation to land can exist without love, respect, and 

admiration for land” (Leopold 26). 

 In applying Locke’s concept of enclosure to his conjectural history of mankind’s 

evolution from “savagery,” Rousseau wrote, “The first man who, having enclosed a piece of 

ground, bethought himself of saying This is mine, and found people simple enough to believe 

him, was the real founder of civil society” (214). However, he did not laud this development as 

Locke did, instead, Rousseau lamented how it brought about a pernicious quality in the once 

untethered species of man. “From how many crimes, wars and murders, from how many horrors 

and misfortunes might not any one have saved mankind, by pulling up the stakes, or filling up 

the ditch, and crying to his fellows, ‘beware of listening to this imposter; you are undone if you 

once forget that the fruits of the earth belong to us all, and the earth itself to nobody’” (Rousseau 

214). Thus, he opposed Locke’s assumption that enclosure was the express intention of God, and 

recalled that God had granted the earth for common use, not so men would recklessly compete 

against each other for portions of it. Rousseau did not explicitly comment on the necessity of 
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conserving and ‘loving’ the earth’s resources, but he did assert that in parcelling property men 

became slaves to labor and each other, giving rise to political inequality amongst men in civil 

society. 

In contrast to religiously charged perspectives, Darwin took scientific approach to the 

idea of enclosure, expanding on the aspect of competition. While comparing partitioned tracts of 

land to open tracts, he remarked, “how important the element of enclosure is.” He observed in 

Surrey that, “there are extensive heaths, with a few clumps of old Scotch firs on the distant 

hilltops: within the last ten years large spaces have been enclosed, and the self sown firs are now 

springing up in multitudes, so close together that all cannot live” (366). He discovered that had 

the enclosures not existed, those tracts of land would have been grazed by cattle making them 

identical to the open heaths. He used this example to illustrate the checks that nature has on 

species to hold them in balance, and how mankind can disrupt this balance by protecting portions 

from interspecies competition, provoking a species’ geometric growth. Though he marveled at 

mankind’s capacity to select for Locke’s coveted use-value, he wrote that “man can act only on 

external and visible characters: nature cares nothing for appearances, except in so far as they may 

be useful to any being. She can act on every internal organ, on every shade of constitutional 

difference, on the whole machinery of life. Man selects only for his own good; Nature only for 

that of the being which she tends” (Darwin 372). He criticizes the failure of man to have a 

holistic perspective. 

II. Evolution and Competition  

Darwin considered mankind’s tendency to see things as individual, disconnected pieces 

rather than a single whole to be an anthropocentric shortcoming, making nature both morally and 
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evolutionarily superior. He wrote, “How fleeting are the wishes and efforts of man! How short 

his time! And consequently how poor will his products be, compared to those accumulated by 

nature during whole geological periods” (373). Thus, he explains, the products of natural 

selection are “truer in character” and “infinitely better adapted to the most complex conditions of 

life.” Using the example of horticultural failure, he asserts that while humans select for the 

hairless peaches and purple plums, these qualities are in fact more susceptible to disease and 

pests, making them the less advantageous competitors–which mankind did not foresee. These 

inferior human selections lead to despoliation of lands which would not occur in purely natural 

selection. Darwin goes so far as to say “As natural selection works solely by and for the good of 

each being, all corporeal and mental endowments will tend to progress towards perfection” 

(Darwin 379). 

In many ways, Leopold echoed Darwin’s sentiment that the natural balance is often 

disturbed by the human desire to ‘improve’ nature for profit, an exploit that Locke bolstered. 

Leopold separated conservationists into two camps. Group A sees nature solely as a commodity 

and “feels no inhibition against violence,” while Group B “prefers natural reproduction on 

principle” and worries about all natural function, not just that which provides for man. He 

demanded that humans “quit thinking about decent land-use as solely an economic problem. 

Examine each problem in terms of what is ethically and esthetically right, as well as what is 

economically expedient. A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and 

beauty of the biotic community” (Leopold 26). Interestingly, he saw this new philosophy as a 

natural next step in the social evolution of mankind. “An ethic, ecologically, is a limitation on 

freedom of action in the struggle for existence… Politics and economics are advanced symbioses 
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in which the original free-for-all competition has been replaced, in part, by co-operative 

mechanisms with an ethical content” (Leopold 25). Thus, Leopold was optimistic for a more full 

view of the intersection between nature and society. In this way, he differed from Rousseau. 

Rousseau believed that politics and economics simply changed the type and context of 

mankind’s competition, not replaced it wholesale. Further, he wrote that economics made man 

less ethical and compassionate, as it gave man the opportunity to practice selfishness. 

To conceptualize human evolution, Rousseau first depicted a competition between the 

“savage” man and nature, then between the “civilized” man and his own kind. In so doing, he 

intended to rationalize European domination over the “uncivilized,” while simultaneously 

bemoaning the loss of mankind’s former carnal freedom. “Savage man, living dispersed among 

other animals, and finding himself betimes in a situation to measure his strength with theirs, soon 

comes to compare himself with them; and, perceiving that he surpasses them more in adroitness 

than they surpass him in strength, learns to no longer be afraid of them” (Rousseau 206). After 

surpassing other species and coming into communion with his own kind, man begins to face the 

effects of domestication, “he grows weak, timid, and servile; his effeminate way of life totally 

enervates his strength and courage” (Rousseau 208). With his energy no longer expended in the 

constant struggle for survival, man developed a sense of free-will that could not be quieted by 

nature’s commands. He also lost the strong sense of compassion instilled in him by nature, 

making the “civil” man more selfish. Rousseau exemplified this sentiment through the 

complaints made by the poor to the rich, “You ought to have the express and universal consent of 

mankind, before appropriating more of the common subsistence than you needed for your own 

maintenance” (219). He pointed out a defect in the subsistence-only requirement that Locke 
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places on property accumulation, being that it would require centralized global organization to 

equally distribute land to individuals in order to be sure that one person’s claim on property did 

not subjugate another person. This defect allowed for man to engage in opportunistic behavior 

without considering the consequences to the species as a whole, otherwise known as prisoner’s 

dilemma. 

III. Conclusion  

These four foundational thinkers diverge and coalesce in their nuanced ethical 

understandings of the enclosure of land and the evolution of man as a consequence of it. Locke, 

Rousseau, and Leopold applied the instruction of God, finding disparate meanings of the 

‘common good’ and what it means to waste a resource. Darwin, using a more secular scientific 

approach, determined that no matter man’s understanding of nature and enclosure, it could never 

be as holistic as natural selection. Leopold applied Darwin’s view to an idea of social evolution 

through modern philosophy and institutions, social organization which Rousseau deplores as 

having turned the simple and compassionate “brute” to a less compassionate and more 

competitive “civilized” man. 
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