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Editorial

Thoughts on the Acid Test

One of the ideas that sticks in my mind as I look back
after our October, 1984 symposium on restoration
ecology (R&MN 3:1) is the idea, developed by British
Ecologist Anthony Bradshaw, that the restoration or
creation (or, by implication, the successful manage-
ment) of ecological communities and ecosystems rep-
resents the ultimate test-what Bradshaw called the
"acid test"- of a person’s understanding of the system.

As Bradshaw acknowledged, this is an idea that still
calls for a good deal of working out. For one thing,
it turns out, rather surprisingly it seems to me, that
the whole idea of the heuristic-or learning-value of
constructing, repairing or healing anything has ap-
parently not been considered in any detail by philos-
ophers of science. For another, even if it can be shown
that the ability to make, or to repair some inanimate
object-a clock, say, or a violin or an organic mole-
cule- really is a stringent test of how well the maker
understands it, it does not necessarily follow that this
is true for a living system, where a measure of self-
repair may occur in ways that completely elude the in-
vestigator.

These are matters that Bradshaw and others will dis-
cuss further in the book based on the symposium,
which should be out sometime later this year.

Meanwhile, however, it is interesting to consider the
implications of Bradshaw’s idea. For one thing, it
seems to us that to the extent our ability to restore (or
manage) an ecological community really is the "acid
test" of how well we understand it, then restoration
and management are a good deal more than "applied
ecology."

In fact-again to the extent this is true-what it
me~ans is that restoration, far from being a kind of
intellectual by-product of real ecology, really is its ulti-
mate intellectual challenge, and deserves to be regarded
not merely as a spin-off of something loftier and more
challenging, but as nothing less than the organizing
principle for the entire science.

What this would mean is that restoration would
serve ecology as a paradigm- a way of deciding, from
among all the questions one can ask about an ecologi-
cal system, which is the most worth attempting to
answer.

This, in turn, would make restoration and manage-
ment not the spin-offs of "real" ecology, but its touch-
stones. Again, to the extent this line of reasoning is
sound, proposals for ecological research ought to be
judged on the basis of how clearly they pertain to this
ultimate challenge. What is irrelevant to restoration
and management is irrelevant to ecology. When an

ecologist really knows how to restore a community
under a variety of conditions, he will know everything
that is worth knowing about it. And when ecologists
can confidently recreate all the ecosystems of earth and
the planets available to us, then the work of ecology
will be done.

In fact, if I had to guess, I would suggest that this
whole line of reasoning is too severely logical. I would
guess that restoration is not a fully rigorous test of
understanding, and that describing it as the acid test
is something of an overstatement. Rather than insisting
that restoration is the acid test of understanding, I
would be content to suggest that restoration and man-
agement, like other forms of tinkering and putting
back together, does at least have enormous heuristic
value-that is, it offers a splendid, perhaps unexcelled
opportunity to raise questions and test ideas.

And I would turn from the metaphor of synthesis
and repair--of the clock and the chemical com-
pound- to the metaphor of healing and cure. Heal-
ing may not be the ultimate test of understanding,
simply because, as Lewis Thomas has noted, most sick-
nesses simply go away by morning without anyone
knowing why. But assisting at this mysterious process
has unquestionably turned out to be a powerful way
of coming to understand it. Hence, the immense
heuristic value of medicine, which in the course of its
history has generated or contributed to other, more
fundamental sciences such as anatomy, physiology,
genetics, immunology, epidemiology, microbiology,
and so on.

The point here is that medical science really is
organized around the commitment to healing. A re-
searcher applying to the NIH for funds is expected to
explain how his or her project is related to healing,
however esoteric the project may be and however
remote its relationship to clinical application.

No one suggests that this is anti-intellectual, or that
it unduly constrains the exercise of curiosity and imagi-
nation.

What it does do is keep medicine rooted in some-
thing that matters- namely the definition and main-
tenance of health.

In other words, it connects science, which tends to
be cold and remote, to life and value. And perhaps
what is true for the partial medicine of a single species
would be true for the complete medicine of ecological
restoration as well.
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