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ABSTRACT

The subject-matter of this essay is the moral status of nature. This subject is
dealt with in terms of normative reasons. The main question is if there are direct
normative reasons to care for nature in addition to the numerous indirect
normative reasons that there are for doing so. Roughly, if there is some such
reason, and that reason applies to any moral agent, then nature has direct moral
status as I use the phrase. I develop the notions of direct normative reason and
direct moral status in detail and identify and discuss the two main types of
theory according to which nature has direct moral status: analogy-based natureconsiderism (AN) and non-analogy-based nature-considerism (NN). I argue for
the plausibility of a particular version of the latter, but against the plausibility of
any version of the former.
The theory that is representative of AN claims that nature has direct moral
status in virtue of possessing interests. Proponents of this theory fail to show (i)
that nature has interests of the kind that they reasonably want to ascribe to it, and
(ii) that interests of this kind are morally significant. In contrast to AN, NN
comes in a variety of different forms. I elaborate a version of NN according to
which there are direct normative reasons to care for nature in virtue of (i) its
unique complexity, and (ii) its indispensability (to all moral agents). I argue that
even if these reasons should turn out not to apply to any moral agent, they are
still genuine direct normative reasons: there is nothing irrational or misdirected
about them.
Finally, I show how the question of whether there are direct normative
reasons to care for nature is relevant to private and political decision-making
concerning nature. This is exemplified with a case from the Swedish mountain
region.
Key words: Environmental ethics, ecocentrism, biocentrism, nature-considerism,
nature, nature as a whole, the natural world, complexity, indispensability,
interests, reasons, reason for action, normative reason, moral status, moral
standing, moral considerability, final value, intrinsic value.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 The subject and primary aim of the essay
This essay belongs under the field of moral philosophy. Its subject-matter is
nature, and the reasons that we have to act or refrain from acting towards it.1
Reasons to act towards a thing can be either direct or indirect.2 As a first
approximation, a direct reason to act towards a thing is a reason to act towards it
for its own sake, regardless of the action’s effects on other parties. An indirect
reason, on the other hand, is a reason to act towards a thing, not for its own sake,
but for the sake of something else. Roughly, with the terminology that I will use
in this essay, a thing towards which there is a direct reason (applying to any
moral agent) to act has direct moral status, while a thing towards which there is
an indirect reason (applying to any moral agent) to act has indirect moral status.
Since there may be both direct and indirect reasons to act towards the same
thing, a thing may have both direct and indirect moral status. In chapter three I
will provide an account of what I take a reason, in the relevant sense, to be.
That there are indirect reasons to protect and care for nature is a fairly
uncontroversial claim. Anyone who agrees that there are reasons to care for
human beings must either accept this claim or deny that human beings need
nature in order to stay alive and flourish. What is more controversial is the claim
that there are also direct reasons to care for nature. This is the claim that this
essay is mainly concerned with. Its first and primary of two aims is to
investigate whether there are direct normative reasons to act towards nature.3
There are several possible more or less precise specifications of this aim. In this
essay I will deal with two such specifications in particular: (1) to investigate
1

I will come back to the notion of nature in section 2.3. For now it is sufficient to say that by
‘nature’ I mean such natural unities that are not themselves organisms (in a biological sense).
Examples of such natural unities are ecosystems, landscapes and the whole biosphere.
2
As I use the term ‘thing’ here, any physical object that exists in space and time counts as a
thing, e.g., a human being, an animal, a painting, nature, an ecosystem or the whole planet.
Examples of what are not things, are states of affairs, interests, properties and propositions.
3
The notion of a direct normative reason will be elaborated in chapter three.
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whether nature has some property or set of properties that gives rise to a direct
normative reason, applying to some moral agent, to act towards it, and (2) to
investigate whether nature has some property or set of properties that gives rise
to a direct normative reason, applying to any moral agent, to act towards it. The
latter question is tantamount to the question of whether nature has direct moral
status, as I use the phrase.
1.2 Outline of the essay

•

As a background I shall begin on more familiar grounds, by considering a
worldwide established guideline for governing our actions that affect nature: the
goal of sustainability (section 2.1). This goal is built on the recognition of
indirect reasons to care for nature, namely reasons to care for it for the sake of
human beings.
Beginning at this end will give us a first sense of the difference between
views according to which nature has direct moral status and views according to
which it merely has indirect moral status. We will also see that the former views
do not play a very prominent part on the arena of politics and policy making.
According to these views – which I will refer to as different versions of natureconsiderism – there are direct reasons to care for nature in addition to the
indirect reasons that there are for doing so. Consequently, adherents of these
theories hold that the sustainability goal is insufficient as a guideline for
governing our actions that affect nature. Considering the widespread goal of
sustainability thus leads over to the most fundamental environmental ethical
debate – to which this work is a contribution –, namely the debate concerning
which natural entities, if any, count morally for their own sake.
In section 2.2 I look beyond sustainability and consider the intuition behind
the view that there are direct reasons to care for nature. In section 2.3 I present
the most commonly suggested candidates among environmental ethicists for
being the things that count morally for their own sake. This presentation leads
over to an account of the prevalent way to divide environmental ethical theories
(into anthropocentrism, biocentrism and ecocentrism). This division is based on
the kind of things that these theories hold to count morally for their own sake. I
criticize this division and suggest an alternative to it (in sections 2.4-2.5). Before
I leave the environmental ethical background that chapter two is concerned with,
I say some words about natural unities and natural wholes (in section 2.6).
Chapter three is concerned with conceptual issues. In this chapter I deal with
the secondary aim of this essay: to provide a clarifying conceptual framework
for dealing with questions about which things count morally for their own sake.

Chapter 1. Introduction

3

The notion most central to this essay is that of a direct normative reason for
action. This notion is explained and discussed here. In this chapter I also provide
and defend a stipulative definition of ‘direct moral status’ put in terms of direct
normative reasons for action: X has direct moral status if and only if X has some
property or set of properties that gives rise to a direct normative reason, applying
to any moral agent, to act towards it.
Chapters four and five are concerned with substantial issues. It is here I try to
answer the question in terms of which the main aim of this essay is formulated:
Are there any direct normative reasons to act towards nature? The theories that
answer this question in the affirmative can be divided into two different types:
analogy-based nature-considerism (AN) and non-analogy-based nature-considerism (NN). These two types of theory also represent two different approaches
to the question of whether nature counts morally for its own sake. It will
therefore be useful to treat them separately. Theories of the first type will be
dealt with in chapter four, and theories of the second type will be dealt with in
chapter five.
My conclusion in chapter four is negative with regard to the above question:
AN is not a promising project. I reach this conclusion by investigating the theory
that is representative of AN, interest-based nature-considerism (IN). Firstly, it is
doubtful – to say the least – whether nature has interests of the kind that
proponents of IN reasonably want to ascribe to it. Secondly, even if nature does
have such interests, the argument that has been put forward to the effect that
these interests are morally significant fails.
My conclusion in chapter five, on the other hand, is positive with regard to
the above question. I elaborate a version of non-analogy-based natureconsiderism according to which there are direct normative reasons to care for
nature in virtue of (i) its unique complexity, and (ii) its indispensability (to all
moral agents). I argue that even if these reasons should turn out not to apply to
any moral agent, they are still genuine direct normative reasons: there is nothing
irrational or misdirected about them.
The last chapter of this essay, chapter six, is concerned with what we may call
‘practical issues’. Here I discuss the relevance when it comes to decisionmaking – private as well as political – of accepting the claim that there are direct
normative reasons to act towards nature. I argue that accepting this claim
reasonably has, and should have, significant practical implications. To provide
at least some conclusions about the practical implications of accepting the view
that there are direct normative reasons to act towards nature may be seen as a
further subordinate aim of this essay.

•

CHAPTER 2

ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICAL BACKGROUND

Environmental ethics is sometimes depicted as a discipline of its own, or as an
almost detached sub-discipline of moral philosophy. This is not how I view
environmental ethics. On my view, environmental ethics is simply moral
philosophy when it is concerned with questions regarding nature. I think it
would be misleading to say that it is moral philosophy applied to nature, since
thinking about nature from a moral philosophical perspective may contribute to
our understanding of morality in such a way that it forces us to alter the very
views of moral philosophy that we are supposed to apply (just like thinking
about anything new from a moral philosophical perspective may do).
Among other things, it is this view on environmental ethics that has led me to
carry out this investigation the way that I do. For one thing, I start from a
discussion in general moral philosophy about normative reasons for action. This
is the issue of chapter three. For another thing, I depart largely from the standard
environmental ethical terminology. This practice will be explained and defended
in this chapter. But before I turn to these partly terminological questions, I have
reserved three sections for providing some environmental ethical background
that I find useful for my investigation.
2.1 The goal of sustainability – recognizing indirect reasons
There are many reasons to care for nature. It is a recreational as well as an
aesthetic resource, and it is the ultimate source of material for any activity or
practice that requires material means. But most of all, we need nature for our
own well-being and survival. This last point is what the sustainability idea aims
to capture. (I am here exclusively concerned with environmental sustainability.
Social sustainability and economic sustainability are left out of the discussion).
‘Sustainability’ is a much debated term, and there is no general agreement on its
definition (see e.g. Kirby et al. 1995: “Introduction” and Leist & Holland 2000).
A quite neutral characterization is provided by The Encyclopaedic Dictionary of
Environmental Change: “The use of the biophysical environment by humans in
such a way that its productive functions remain indefinitely available”

6
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(Matthews 2001: 618). Nor is there agreement about precisely which policies
and actions the goal of sustainability recommends.
But it is today almost generally agreed that sustainability (in some sense)
should constitute a restriction on such human activity that affects the
environment, and the term ‘sustainable’ is frequently used to formulate more
specific environmental goals, such as sustainable use of natural resources,
sustainable agriculture, sustainable development and sustainable management of
ecosystems. These goals have been discussed in many papers and books, served
as platforms for numerous conferences and commissions, and been established
in policy documents and official reports.4 The background to this, of course, is
the increased environmental influence, and the problems following upon it, that
humankind witnessed and was responsible for during the last century. This was
the century when the fragility of our natural environment became evident; it was
the century of large scale environmental catastrophes, and the century when we
became aware of crises such as those of global warming and acidification.5
During the last decades of this century it became clear that we have to take
measures in order to safeguard our survival on this planet (a fact that is clearer
then ever when these words are written). Hence, these decades saw the rise of
the global environmental movement (and, moreover, of the discipline of
environmental ethics). Provided that we should strive to live well on this planet
even in the future, the claim that we must achieve sustainability (in some sense)
is almost indisputable.
Environmental problems occur at various levels. Besides the global problems
mentioned above, there are local problems, such as the poisoning of a water-

4

For reports from conferences and commissions, see e.g. IUCN, UNEP & WWF 1980,
World Commission on Environment and Development 1987, FAO 1991, United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development 1992, World Bank 1992, Commission on
Sustainable Development 1996 and United Nations Environment Programme 1997. See
Milbrath 1989 for a book-length elaboration of what a sustainable society would demand
from us, Lemons et al. 1998 for an anthology on the notion of sustainability and Lafferty &
Langhelle 1999 for an anthology concerning the goals and conditions of sustainability.
5
Lester Milbrath (in Paehlke 1995: 612) lists eleven environmental problems that became all
too obvious in the seventies: “1) world population was increasing swiftly; 2) stocks of many
resources were declining sharply; 3) deforestation was epidemic; 4) species extinction was
accelerating; 5) deserts were expanding; 6) soils were depleting swiftly; 7) fish stocks were
diminishing; 8) wildlife habitat was disappearing; 9) toxic poisons circulated from air to water
to food to soil and bioaccumulated up the food chain; 10) the protective ozone shield was
thinning rapidly; and 11) the buildup of greenhouse gases threatened to alter climatic
systems”. Unfortunately, most of these problems are even more urgent today.

Chapter 2. Environmental Ethical Background
course or erosion caused by too massive land use.6 These problems and the
difficulties to solve them are often due to conflicting interests. The economic
interests of land users stand against the environmental interests of nature
enthusiasts, the aesthetic and recreational interests of tourists stand against the
practical interests of residents, and so on.
In the Swedish mountain region – which is the area from which I will draw an
example in chapter six of this essay – there are several such conflicts: the
conflict between forestry’s requirements concerning timber harvest and reindeer
husbandry’s requirement for pasture resources, the conflict between commercial
tourism activities and the establishment of national parks to preserve pristine
nature areas for future generations, and the conflict between wildlife considered
as something positive and large predators affecting reindeer husbandry and
recreational small game hunting negatively, to mention just some (Mountain
Mistra Programme 1999).
In all these conflicts, as they are formulated here, what is at stake are various
human interests. (In some cases, such as those concerning hunting and wildlife,
some consideration is perhaps also given to the welfare of “higher animals”.)
This way of depicting environmental conflicts is all in line with the sustainability idea as it is commonly understood. In order to solve such conflicts it is
usually thought that we should consider the different interests at stake and their
relative weight, and – to secure sustainability – make sure that the course of
action that we choose does not jeopardize our life and well-being on earth (or on
the part of earth that is concerned), present or future.
Understood this way, the sustainability idea is concerned exclusively with
human beings and their welfare or interests.7 Those for whom development
should be sustainable are human beings, and the relevant productive functions to
remain indefinitely available are those which are necessary for satisfying our
6

Some seemingly local problems have global effects as well, although those effects may not
be directly apparent.
7
Thus, The Encyclopedia of Ecology & Environmental Management interprets the idea of
sustainable development as being “frankly anthropocentric” (Calow 1998: 734). Anton Leist
and Alan Holland discuss what they call ”the biocentric challenge” to the idea of
sustainability, a challenge that amounts to a criticism of the anthropocentric bias of this idea
(Leist & Holland 2000: 6-7). One version of this challenge is to suggest some alternative
conception of sustainability that is not exclusively human-considerate, and another version is
to claim that the goal of sustainability is insufficient as a guideline for our treatment of nature.
In this essay I take the latter path (cf. Mikael Stenmark, who contrasts the ethics of
sustainable development with non-anthropocentric ethics (Stenmark 2000: in particular Ch.
1)). The terms ‘anthropocentric’ and ‘biocentric’ are treated in section 2.4.

7
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needs. Hence, the reasons to care for nature acknowledged in the goal of
sustainability are all indirect reasons (with regard to nature). They are reasons to
care for nature for the sake of something else than nature, namely for the sake of
human beings.
Since the goal of sustainability is concerned exclusively with human welfare
or interests, it is fairly uncontroversial (although it is not an uncontroversial
question precisely how this goal should be understood, or which policies and
actions it recommends). This is because it is generally agreed that human beings,
and their welfare or interests, ought to be taken into consideration when making
decisions about what to do, political as well as private. Unfortunately, this
consensus concerning the goal of sustainability seems to have made us
somewhat blind to the possibility of a need for other (complementing or even
better) guidelines for governing our treatment of nature, at least as far as the
arena of politics and policy making is concerned (environmental ethics is of
course a different story).8 This is unfortunate since by focusing solely on
sustainability we may miss moral reasons that we do in fact have.
A first source of doubt concerning the sufficiency of an exclusively humanconsiderate sustainability goal may be the fact that it is, nowadays, a widespread
view that also “higher animals” should be taken into moral consideration (at
least that they should not be entirely disregarded). But more important to this
investigation, today many people (environmental ethicists and environmentalists, but far from only people belonging to these groups) display a deeper
concern for nature itself than the indirect concern embedded in the goal of
sustainability. They hold that in addition to the indirect reasons there are to care
8

‘The arena of politics and policy making’ is here understood broadly, so as to comprise the
policies and guidelines of various types of organizations and companies. It is a quite
widespread view, even among writers in environmental ethics, that appeals to nature’s own
value (or moral standing or direct moral status) are unwise when it comes to policy and
politics, i.e., when it comes to persuading or convincing people that this or that action towards
nature should be undertaken (see e.g. Norton 1995: 343-4 and Light 2002: 427; cf. Butler &
Acott’s study of English landowning organization representatives’ views on the intrinsic
value of nature (Butler & Acott 2007: 165)). However, several more or less recent empirical
studies indicate that this view is mistaken, that people in general do acknowledge nature’s
own value and thus can be moved by such appeals (see footnote 12 in this essay).
(Interestingly enough, two of these studies (Craig et al. 1993 and Butler & Acott 2007) also
indicate that even when representatives of companies acknowledge nature’s own value, this
view is usually not reflected in the company’s policy, often precisely because one (wrongly?)
believes that this would be unwise.) In addition, J. Baird Callicott (2002) has argued against
the likes of Bryan Norton and Andrew Light that appeals to nature’s own value may have
significant pragmatic power.

Chapter 2. Environmental Ethical Background
for nature (for the sake of human and perhaps other sentient beings) there are
also direct reasons for doing so. That is, they hold that there are reasons to care
for nature for its own sake. Thus, in conflicts of the kind mentioned above, the
appropriate procedure would not be to simply weigh the various human interests
against each other, with restrictions derived from the goal of sustainability.
There would be other considerations to take into account as well, namely
considerations concerning the moral status of nature itself.
As stated above, this view has not had much influence on environmental
policy and politics, which have been almost completely dominated by the
exclusively human-considerate sustainability idea (see the selection in footnote
4).9 But if this view is correct, then we have to reconsider the grounds on which
environmental decision-making is generally made; then the guidelines offered
by the goal of sustainability cannot be sufficient for governing our actions that
affect nature (see also Stenmark 2000).10 While the sustainability idea deals with
(some of) our indirect reasons to care for nature, it is silent with regard to any
direct reasons that we may have for doing so.
This essay is motivated by the ambition, shared by most environmental
ethicists (but shadowed by the overwhelming prevalence of the humanconsiderate sustainability idea and the view that it is sufficient), to investigate
whether there is – when making decisions concerning actions that affect nature –
an additional weight that should be put on the scales apart from reasons to care
for human (and other sentient) beings, namely reasons to care for nature itself.
2.2 Looking beyond sustainability – the intuition behind nature-considerism
The claim that there are direct reasons to care for nature is often backed up by an
intuition that many people are supposed to share. This is the intuition that there
is something morally repugnant about actions undertaken to destroy nature, at
least if nothing of importance is gained through them. This intuition has been
most famously expressed by Richard Routley (later Richard Sylvan) in his lastman-thought-experiment.
9

This may be about to change. According to Christopher Preston (1998: 411), “[t]here is
plenty of evidence to suggest that belief in intrinsic value in nature is playing an increasingly
prominent role in the formation of environmental attitudes and policies worldwide”. See also
Sagoff 1992: 69 and Callicott 2002: 17ff.
10
These guidelines may be insufficient anyway, since there may be indirect reasons to care
for nature that are not, presumably, related to sustainability. Perhaps some aesthetic reasons
are of this kind. It may be that we should care for a certain nature area because human beings
can have aesthetic experiences from contemplating upon it.

9
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Routley asks us to imagine that only one human being – the last man on earth
(henceforth referred to as ‘LM’) – has survived some global catastrophe. LM
sets about destroying – perhaps out of frustration, or perhaps just for the fun of it
– the nature around him: plants, animals and non-organic nature (Routley 1973:
207). In order to capture the intuition that Routley’s thought experiment aims at
appealing to, we should add that LM is also the last sentient creature on earth, so
that the animals he kills are all non-sentient creatures (wherever the line is to be
drawn, precisely, between sentient and non-sentient creatures).11 Let us also
assume that we know, with certainty, that no sentient creature (human or other)
will ever again inhabit or experience earth. Now, are LM’s actions of destroying
nature wrong?
The intuition of many people, including myself, is that these and similar
actions – like the action of wantonly killing a beetle or a butterfly, or the action
of demolishing a stand of plants – are wrong; that they are actions that no moral
person would perform.12 If this claim is correct, then a theory of normative
ethics should be able to account for this fact in a convincing way (I will return to
the role of intuitions in moral reasoning in section 3.6). If one adheres to a
theory according to which only human beings, or only sentient creatures, count
morally for their own sake, then one cannot explain the wrongness of these
actions by referring to reasons whose sources ultimately lie in nature itself (or in
the insects or the plants), since the sources of all reasons, according to such a
theory, ultimately lie in human beings or sentient creatures. If adherents of such
theories want to maintain that what LM does is wrong, I see no other way for
them to do that than by claiming that he is doing wrong to himself (since he is
11

Routley himself does not add this qualification, but assumes instead that the sentient
creatures that LM kills are killed painlessly. This assumption is not sufficient to capture the
intended intuition, however. It is consistent with the intuition being accounted for by some
non-nature-consideristic and non-life-consideristic theory (see section 2.4) – as for instance a
theory according to which all (but only) sentient creatures have rights (one of them being the
right to live, or the right not to be killed) (cf. Regan 1983) – which, I take it, is not what
Routley intends. E.g. Robin Attfield (1981) makes qualifications similar to mine when he
discusses Routley’s thought experiment.
12
Routley’s intention with this thought experiment is not to show that most people share the
intuition that it appeals to, but only that there are moral judgements that cannot be captured by
traditional (exclusively human-considerate, or exclusively sentience/experience-oriented)
ethical systems. There are, however, empirical studies that make it likely that most people (in
Europe/Sweden) actually share intuitions of the kind appealed to by Routley’s thought
experiment (see Jeffner 1988, Jeffner 1992, Pettersson 1992: 64-72, Craig et al. 1993,
Uddenberg 1995: Ch. 2 and Butler & Acott 2007; Butler and Acott list even more such
studies in ibid.: 156). I will come back to these studies in chapter five.
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the only human being and the only sentient creature there is). Perhaps he is
somehow harming himself (in some broad sense of ‘harming’) by destroying
nature (even if he does not understand that himself).
But even if it would be true that LM harms himself by destroying nature, I do
not think that this fact can be used to account for the intuition appealed to by the
last-man-thought-experiment in a convincing way. It seems as if this intuition
does not merely express that LM’s actions are wrong, but that they in some
sense are wrong towards nature; that LM’s behaviour displays a lack of
appreciation of nature, or something like that. This cannot be accounted for by
an explanation according to which LM’s actions are wrong because they harm
him. However, it may be that the intuition does not express true insight. It may
be that it expresses a false conviction that has been internalized through
upbringing or as a result of common but unfounded value-judgements of one’s
culture.
Indeed, I can think of several explanations of the widespread occurrence of
the intuition appealed to by the last-man-thought-experiment that are consistent
with this intuition expressing a false belief.13 For instance, LM displays a kind of
violent and destructive behaviour that no fully sound human being would
display. Even if the things that LM destroys cannot feel, sense, or experience
anything, and in that respect are not hurt, his behaviour is such that we may
suspect that he is capable of harming things that can feel (e.g. pain and pleasure)
as well.14 Therefore it should come as no surprise if it turns out that there are
13

Not everyone would describe what is expressed by a moral intuition as a belief. They may
rather want to use terms such as ‘judgement’ or ‘opinion’. Whether it is a belief is not
important here as long as we agree that moral intuitions express views about what is right and
wrong, or views that imply views about what is right and wrong (as for instance if the
intuition itself expresses that something has value in a relevant sense). I write in terms of
beliefs for the sake of convenience and because it seems reasonable to me that if one wants to
subscribe to the view that wantonly destroying nature is wrong, then one also believes that it
is wrong.
14
It may be replied that it is somewhat odd that we should have this suspicion regarding LM,
given the immense difference that there reasonably is with regard to what we are allowed to
do to things equipped with the ability to experience or feel (e.g. pleasure and pain), and to
things that lack this ability. However, there seems to be at least some weak psychological link
between the tendency of human beings to destroy non-sentient things and their tendency to
hurt sentient creatures, so the suspicion is perhaps not entirely groundless. (Consider football
hooligans, for instance, who are often inclined to do both.) See Regan 1981: 25, though,
where the idea that there is a psychological link between the tendency to act in a certain way
towards nature and the tendency to act in a similar way towards fellow humans is criticized on
empirical grounds.
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strong mechanisms in our society for internalizing (through upbringing, education etc.) the intuition that the kind of destructive behaviour that LM displays is
wrong. Perhaps this is roughly how Immanuel Kant would have explained this
intuition (see Kant 1963 [1780-81]: 239-41). He held that even our duties
concerning sentient animals in fact are duties towards mankind, explained by the
fact that “he who is cruel to animals becomes hard also in his dealings with
men” (ibid.: 240).
Another possible explanation of the widespread occurrence of the intuition
appealed to by the last-man-thought-experiment has to do with nature’s instrumental value. We know that nature is instrumentally valuable (valuable as a
means) for human beings in numerous ways, and that we therefore have
numerous indirect reasons to preserve nature and act towards it with care.
Widespread feelings of appreciation towards nature provide a good means to
prevent instrumentally valuable nature from being destroyed.
In addition, we may note that there are also many non-living things – such as
art and ancient buildings – the wanton destruction of which would upset most
people, and that there are many living organisms that most people would
probably not object to the wanton destruction of: certain kinds of flies, cockroaches, weeds, micro-organisms etc. (even when these organisms are entirely
harmless). Perhaps it is when people have a tendency to destroy what is
beautiful or otherwise aesthetically attractive that we are upset and inclined to
suspect that they are able to perform even worse actions.15 One may wonder
what our intuitions would say if LM were to destroy art and ancient buildings
(cf. Benn 1977: 18-9 and Sober 1986: 191).
Although it may be the case that the correct explanation of the intuition
appealed to by the last-man-thought-experiment does not involve the truth of the
belief expressed by it, the intuition should at least motivate an investigation of
whether there are (or may plausibly be) direct reasons to care for nature (or of
whether nature has direct moral status). But the intuition alone (or the thought
15

This aesthetic version of the intuition was expressed already by G. E. Moore, in Principia
Ethica (1903: 83-4), where he asked us to compare the most beautiful world we can imagine
with the ugliest world we can possibly conceive: “The only thing we are not entitled to
imagine is that any human being ever has or ever, by any possibility, can, live in either, can
ever see and enjoy the beauty of the one or hate the foulness of the other. [---] Would it not be
well, in any case, to do what we could to produce [the beautiful world] rather than the other?
Certainly I cannot help thinking that it would; and I hope that some may agree with me in this
extreme instance.” In chapter five I will argue that some of our reasons to care for nature are
indeed aesthetic reasons, but that they are still genuine reasons to care for nature for its own
sake.
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experiment used to appeal to it) does not seem to take us any further towards an
answer to that question. The intuition may express true insight, but then again it
may not.16 In order to decide upon this we have to bring other kinds of
considerations into the discussion, in particular considerations about what
reasons LM could possibly have to refrain from destroying nature. This is the
kind of considerations that this essay will deal with. If LM has some reason not
to destroy nature, then there must be something about nature which makes this
the case (and which thus explains it). That is, nature must have some property or
properties in virtue of which LM has a reason not to wantonly destroy it. The
task of this essay is to search for, and discuss, candidates for such properties (or,
differently put, to investigate whether the intuition appealed to by the last-manthought-experiment can be convincingly accounted for without being explained
away).
2.3 Candidates for being the things that count morally for their own sake
The expression ‘count morally for X’s own sake’ is simply a generic expression
that I use to cover several related notions. Other expressions that are commonly
used to refer to some such notion are ‘intrinsic value’, ‘moral standing’ and
‘moral considerability’.17 ‘X counts morally for its own sake’ can thus be
substituted for ‘X has moral standing’, ‘X has intrinsic value’ and so on. What
these notions have in common is that they aim at capturing the feature of a thing
of being morally important over and above its instrumental value (or its utility).
Such a thing should be taken into moral consideration for its own sake – for
what it is – and not just for the sake of something or someone else. Furthermore,
I take it that a thing that counts morally for its own sake has some property or
set of properties in virtue of which there is a direct reason (applying to any
moral agent) to act or refrain from acting towards it (where this property may be
the property of having intrinsic value or the property of having moral standing).
This implies that a thing that counts morally for its own sake has direct moral
status on my understanding of the phrase. I think that most environmental
ethicists using any of the expressions for which ‘count morally for X’s own
sake’ may serve as a substitute would agree on this point (see section 3.4, and in
particular footnote 82, though).
16

Even if it expresses true insight it does not (as it is depicted here) say whether it is the fact
that nature is destroyed (and if so, nature at what level?) or the fact that living organisms are
destroyed (or both) that makes LM’s actions wrong.
17
I will return to these expressions in the next chapter.
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Hitherto I have simply written ‘nature’ when referring to that which the
intuition appealed to by the last-man-thought-experiment takes to count morally
for its own sake. But there are actually several different candidates in the
environmental ethical literature for being the things that count morally for their
own sake. The list that follows is an enumeration of what I take to be the most
common ones – both things that may be referred to as ‘nature’ and other things.
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)
(8)

•

Human beings
Sentient creatures
Living organisms
Species18
Ecosystems
Biotic communities
Nature areas/Landscapes
Nature as a whole/The biosphere (and perhaps similar natural worlds, if
such worlds exist)

In order to achieve a clearer understanding of what different environmental
ethicists take to count morally for its own sake, some words are in place about
these candidates. I take it that the notions of a human being (1) and a sentient
creature (2) are sufficiently clear on an everyday understanding to be left
unaccounted for here (since they are not essential to this investigation).19
2.3.1 Living organisms
The notion of a living organism (3), on the other hand, needs some commentary.
This notion is not entirely clear, and different theorists would probably give
different answers to the question of what, precisely, characterizes a living
organism. When I write ‘living organism’, I have a strictly biological sense of
the term in mind. According to Henderson’s Dictionary of Biological Terms,
living organisms can be distinguished from other complex physico-chemical
systems by their storage and transmission of molecular information in the form of

18

As I use the term ‘thing’ (see footnote 2), it is a controversial question whether a species is
a thing, and thus also whether it can be a candidate for having direct moral status (even if it
perhaps still can be a candidate for having intrinsic value or moral standing). It is, however,
one of the entities most commonly held within environmental ethics to count morally for its
own sake.
19
Even if they are not unproblematic (for instance, at what stage does a foetus count as a
human being, and what, precisely, characterizes a sentient being?).
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nucleic acids, their possession of enzyme catalysts, their energy relations with the
environment and their internal energy conversion processes (e.g. photosynthesis,
respiration and other enzyme-catalysed metabolic activities), their ability to grow
and reproduce, and their ability to respond to stimuli (irritability) (Lawrence 1995:
315).

Some environmental ethicists have thought that nature is alive, or that it is some
kind of organism, but if ‘living organism’ is understood according to this
quotation, it is clear that nature (any one of the candidates 5-8) is not a living
organism. It suffices to consider the fact that living organisms have an ability to
reproduce in order to see that. ‘Living organism’, in this essay, will henceforth
be understood in accordance with this quotation.
If all living organisms count morally for their own sake, then the actions of
LM (the last man in Routley’s thought experiment) are clearly wrong.
2.3.2 Species
The notion of species (4) is somewhat unclear even among biologists. There is
no clear-cut way to discern species – different criteria are used for sexually
reproducing species and asexually reproducing species, for instance (see e.g.
Lawrence 1995: 551). In most cases the boundaries between species are clear,
though, and such cases may serve as typical cases. Human beings belong to one
species and chimpanzees to another, however the criteria for distinguishing
between species should be stated, exactly, and regardless of whether there are
some organisms for which it is unclear to which species they belong, or cases
where the boundary between two species cannot be clearly drawn.
Another and more intricate problem concerns the ontological status of
species. What is a species? According to some philosophers, species are natural
kinds defined by certain shared characteristics, and according to others they are
classes of individuals sharing similar traits. On a third conception, a species is a
historical individual to whom organisms are related as parts to a whole.20 And
there are, surely, more ways than these to conceive of species.
While I shall not discuss the moral status of species in this essay (primarily
because a species cannot reasonable be referred to as ‘nature’), some of the
discussions concerning the moral status of nature rely on the fact that there are
different species and that these different species can be distinguished from each
other (this seems to be the case with discussions about diversity, for instance).
Even if this short account of species leaves open what, precisely, a species is, I
think that we may rest assured that there are different species (whatever, exactly,
20

See O’Neil 1997: 48-9 for an account of these different conceptions of species.

15

16

The Moral Status of Nature

a species is) and that they usually and uncontroversially can be distinguished
from each other.
Showing that species count morally for their own sake may not be sufficient
to account for the intuition appealed to by the last-man-thought-experiment,
since this thought experiment does not reveal how any species will be affected
by LM’s actions – other than that the number of individuals belonging to some
species will decrease. Whether LM actually harms any species may depend on
what a species is, and on what, more precisely, LM does.
2.3.3 Ecosystems
The things most commonly taken by environmental ethicists to count morally
for their own sake are, no doubt, ecosystems (5). In Environmental Encyclopedia, Eville Gorham writes:
The term ecosystem was coined in 1935 by the Oxford ecologist Arthur Tansley
to encompass the interactions among biotic and abiotic components of the
environment at a given site. It was defined in its presently accepted form by
Eugene Odum as follows: “Any unit that includes all of the organisms (i.e., the
community) in a given area interacting with the physical environment so that a
flow of energy leads to clearly defined trophic structure, biotic diversity, and
material cycles (i.e., exchange of materials between living and non-living parts)
within the system.” (Gorham in Cunningham 1998: 312)

•

A more recent definition that tallies well with Odum’s is that provided by Soil
and Environmental Science Dictionary, and according to which an ecosystem is
[a] functional unit consisting of all the living organisms (plants, animals, and
microbes) in a given area, and all the non-living physical and chemical factors of
their environment, linked together through nutrient cycling and energy flow
(Gregorich 2001: 112).

An important thing to note is that ecosystems exist at different levels. “A
given area” may be more or less large. It can be a whole mountain forest, but
also tracts of alpine tundra within such a forest. Some ecosystems consequently
contain other ecosystems, and if the whole biosphere (see below) is an
ecosystem, then there is one ecosystem that contains every other earthly
ecosystem.21 This is pointed out by Henry Regier, who writes:
From the top down an ecosystem is a part of the biosphere; from the bottom it is
the organism interacting with other organisms and non-living features of their

21

Whether the whole biosphere is to count as an ecosystem is debated, though. See for
instance Nicholas Polunin’s account in Conservation and Environmentalism (Paehlke 1995:
205), where he claims that it is not.
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shared habitat. Some may even term the entire biosphere an ecosystem. Others
may note that an organism such as a human serves as a habitat for a variety of
other species, together with some non-living material as in the gut, so that a single
human may rate as an ecosystem. It’s an elastic concept – not only with respect to
scale. (Regier 1993: 3)

If ecosystems count morally for their own sake we can be quite certain that
LM acts wrongly, since his actions are more than likely to damage some
ecosystem.
2.3.4 Biotic communities, nature areas and the biosphere
A biotic community (6) is the community of living organisms within an ecosystem, i.e., the parts of an ecosystem that are alive (what Odum refers to as ‘the
community’ in the quotation from Gorham above) (see e.g. Varner 1998: 18).
‘Nature areas’ (7) refers to a more imprecise and vague notion than that of an
ecosystem or a biotic community. A nature area may for instance be a forest, a
mountain or a landscape. Philosophers who focus on the beauty of nature when
trying to establish that it counts morally for its own sake are plausibly
interpreted as having something like this in mind. ‘The biosphere’ (8) refers to
“the part of the planet containing living organisms” (Lawrence 1995: 67), i.e., to
nature as a whole, or the whole natural world.
If any of these entities count morally for their own sake then LM’s actions are
arguably wrong.
2.3.5 Nature
The term that I will most frequently use in this work is ‘nature’. This term
should hereafter be understood as an umbrella term for any natural unity that is
not itself an organism, but that contains some living organism (except for
species and similar presumably abstract entities (such as subspecies and
families)). That is to say, ‘nature’ may refer to any of the candidates 5-8 (or to
something very similar to some of the candidates 5-8).22 The reason for using
this term is that the question that I am interested in is not whether natural unities
of a particular kind – chosen beforehand – have direct moral status, but whether
some natural unity (that is not an organism) has direct moral status. If the latter
is the case it is appropriate to say that nature counts morally for its own sake,

22

We may note that for instance lichens are covered by this term, consisting, as they do, of
two different organisms. This is fine with me, but I will concentrate on larger natural unities,
such as 5-8.
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and this is the claim that I take to be at the core of the environmental ethical
debate.
If we only pay attention to ecosystems (for instance), we may miss things that
actually count morally for their own sake. It may be that ‘ecosystem’ is not the
appropriate term for such things. By simply using the term ‘nature’, I leave open
(for now) precisely which things may count morally for their own sake. This is
left to the forthcoming discussions to show. It will be whichever natural unities
(that are not organisms) that have the relevant properties for counting morally
for their own sake. And if there are no natural unities (that are not organisms)
that have such properties, then nature does not count morally for its own sake.
2.4 Centrism vs. considerism
2.4.1 Centrism

•

One of the most frequently occurring distinctions in the environmental ethical
literature is that between anthropocentric, biocentric and ecocentric environmental ethical theories. This distinction is related to the question about which things
count morally for their own sake (e.g. have intrinsic value or moral standing). In
this essay I have chosen not to adhere to this terminology.23 There are basically
three reasons for this.
The first reason is that it is unclear what this distinction really is meant to
discern. There is a discrepancy between how the terms ‘anthropocentrism’,
‘biocentrism’ and ‘ecocentrism’ are ordinarily used, and what they give the
impression to mean, judging by the looks of them. The looks of these terms give
at hand that the distinction is concerned with the question about which things are
in some sense at the centre of ethical concern, i.e., which things are in some
sense most important, morally (let us call this way of using the terms ‘the
centrism-interpretation’). But as the terms are ordinarily used, ‘anthropocentrism’ refers to views according to which only (but not necessarily all)
human beings count morally for their own sake,24 ‘biocentrism’ refers to views
23

The move of abandoning the centrism-terminology was first suggested to me by Roger
Fjellström (in conversation). He has also pointed out to me several ways in which the
centrism-terminology, and in particular the term ‘anthropocentrism’, is problematic. For some
of his remarks concerning this latter term, see Fjellström 2002.
24
Most traditional normative ethical theories (against which the majority of environmental
ethicists polemize) are anthropocentric in this sense. For anthropocentrism in environmental
ethics, see for instance the writings of Bryan G. Norton (e.g. Norton 1984), who is one of the
most prominent anthropocentric environmental ethicists. Anthropocentric environmental
ethicists are keen to point out the many different ways in which nature can be instrumentally
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according to which all (and often only) living things count morally for their own
sake,25 and ‘ecocentrism’ refers to views according to which nature – often
ecosystems – (but usually other things as well) counts morally for its own sake26
(let us call this way of using the terms ‘the ordinary interpretation’).
As the term ‘ecocentrism’ is ordinarily used today, an ecocentric theory does
not have to claim that nature, let alone ecosystems, is at the centre of ethical
concern, i.e., that nature is that which is most important, morally.27 In the
centrism-interpretation, most of today’s so called ‘ecocentric’ theories are really
anthropocentric, since their advocates hold that human beings are more important, morally, than other things, nature included. This makes the terminology
rather confusing.
The above passages reveal the second reason not to adhere to the distinction
between anthropocentrism, biocentrism and ecocentrism. Given the ordinary
interpretation, the distinction conveys a disturbing asymmetry. While anthropocentrism is the view that only human beings count morally for their own sake,
biocentrism is the view that all living creatures count morally for their own sake.
And the term ‘ecocentrism’ is used to cover any theory assigning direct moral
importance to nature, irrespective of what else it takes to count morally for its
own sake.28 In the words of ecocentrist J. Baird Callicott:29
valuable to humans: apart from the economic values of nature there are recreational values,
aesthetic values, spiritual values, emotional values, and so on (see e.g. Norton 1992: 24). But
they no more than traditional anthropocentrists hold that nature counts morally for its own
sake, and the reasons they provide for caring about nature are always based on human
benefits, however sophisticated. We are never to care about nature for nature’s own sake.
25
For biocentrists in this sense, see e.g. Goodpaster 1978 and Taylor 1986.
26
See e.g. Rolston 1988 and Callicott 1989.
27
When the first ecocentric theories were sketched in the 70’s they were often more radical
than they are today, and some of them were really eco-centric (in the centrism-interpretation,
that is). This was the case with Callicott’s theory, for instance. But being accused of
“ecofascism” (on account of being ready to sacrifice individuals (even human beings) for the
sake of an abstract whole (nature)) ecocentrists have tended to weaken their theories. For
accusations of ecofascism, see e.g. Regan 1983: 262 and Ferré 1996: 18. For Callicott’s
switch to a weaker ecocentrism, see Callicott 1995 [1980]: 29-30. See also Zimmerman, M.
E. 1997.
28
Some authors want to reserve the terms ‘biocentrism’ and ‘ecocentrism’ for theories
assigning moral standing (see section 3.5) to living things and ecosystems, respectively.
According to Attfield’s recent definition, ecocentrism is “the normative stance that holds that
ecosystems have a good independent of that of their component individuals, and as such have
their own moral standing; and that their attaining or sustaining their good has intrinsic value”
(Attfield 2003: 192-3). The problem with this way of understanding ‘ecocentrism’ is that
many theories are left out (left without a label), even theories whose advocates call
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ecocentrism would provide moral considerability for a spectrum of nonindividual
entities, including the biosphere as a totality, species, land, water, and air, as well
as ecosystems. The various ecologically informed holistic environmental ethics
that may appropriately be called ecocentric are less closely related, theoretically,
than either the anthropocentric or biocentric families of environmental ethics.
(Callicott in Reich 1995: 680)30

This passage can be interpreted so as to state that a theory, in order to be
ecocentric, must hold that all the things listed count morally for their own sake.
This is not plausible, however, since different ecocentrists (writers who call
themselves ‘ecocentrists’) in fact take slightly different things to count morally
for their own sake (I think that this fact is one of the things that Callicott has in
mind when he writes that ecocentric theories are less closely related than the
families of anthropocentrism or biocentrism).31 I think this lack of symmetry
between the three notions anthropocentrism, biocentrism and ecocentrism
provides a reason to abandon the distinction.

•

themselves ‘ecocentrists’. This is because one may hold that a thing counts morally for its
own sake (e.g. has intrinsic value or direct moral status) without ascribing to it a good of its
own (see section 3.5). What Attfield has in mind is rather one particular version of
ecocentrism (what we could call ‘interest-based ecocentrism’ – in effect the view that I will
discuss in chapter four under the heading ‘interest-based nature-considerism’).
29
Callicott here writes in terms of moral considerability, but I do not think that he is talking
about the same thing as Kenneth Goodpaster and other philosophers who use this term.
Rather, I think that he is talking about fairly the same thing as I am when I write about a
thing’s counting morally for its own sake. I will come back to the notion of moral
considerability in section 3.5, but the important thing to note here is that this notion is
stronger than any of the notions intrinsic value and direct moral status, since things possessing
moral considerability must have a good of their own (see previous note). Since Callicott
considers himself an ecocentrist and focuses on the intrinsic value of nature rather than on its
moral considerability, it cannot reasonably be that he has this strong notion in mind. See also
the quotation from Callicott on page 143 in this essay.
30
I also have some objections to Callicott’s emphasis on holism. More about that in section
2.6.
31
Callicott himself is primarily arguing that communities, and in particular biotic
communities, count morally for their own sake (although on his understanding of the phrase a
biotic community can include non-living things as well, and hence it differs from mine) (see
e.g. Callicott 1989 [1979]: in particular page 72), while Robert Elliot (1982; 2005), for
instance, rather puts the focus on nature areas and nature as a whole when arguing that nature
counts morally for its own sake. Others, such as Laura Westra (who – to add to the confusion
– chooses to call herself a ‘biocentrist’, although she is clearly an ecocentrist according to the
ordinary interpretation) focuses primarily on ecosystems (Westra 1994). In addition, many
ecocentrists hold that species count morally for their own sake (see e.g. Johnson 1991: Ch. 4).
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The third reason for abandoning the centrism-terminology is that there are
relevant views which it does not cover. One such view is so called ‘sentientism’,
according to which any thing with the ability to “sense” (or experience/feel)
counts morally for its own sake (see e.g. Singer 1975). Many environmental
ethicists use this term alongside the centrism-terminology when referring to the
view in question, resulting in further lack of symmetry. Other environmental
ethicists try to force the view of sentientism into the centrism-terminology,
referring to it and similar views as ‘weak biocentrism’, increasing the confusion
instead.
Adding even more to the confusion surrounding the centrism-terminology is
the fact that the distinction between anthropocentrism, biocentrism and
ecocentrism sometimes seems to be about perspective, and not only about what
counts morally for its own sake. The question then is not just about what counts
morally for its own sake, but from what perspective it counts morally for its own
sake, or for whom it counts morally for its own sake. On this understanding, a
theory according to which nature has intrinsic value is still anthropocentric if it
holds that this intrinsic value is intrinsic value for human beings, or from a
human perspective.32
Personally, I do not see the point of using ‘anthropocentrism’ in this sense in
the ethical context that we are interested in here. If a theory holds that nature
counts morally for its own sake, then the fact that this conclusion is reached
from a human perspective seems irrelevant from an ethical point of view, or,
rather, it seems inescapable. As I will argue in the next chapter, morality in the
practical sense that is relevant to environmental ethics should have an impact on
decision-making at different levels. Such decision-making is made by human
beings and based on values and reasons acknowledged by human beings from
their human perspective.
However problematic the distinction between anthropocentrism, biocentrism
and ecocentrism is, it has been introduced in environmental ethics for some
reason. It has been introduced in order to distinguish between theories on the
basis of what they take to be in some sense morally important, or most morally
important. The most interesting notion (or cluster of notions) that figures in this
context seems to me to be that of a thing’s counting morally for its own sake, but

32

Thus Hargrove (1992: 184) writes: “It [‘anthropocentric’] simply means ‘human-centered,’
and refers to a human-oriented perspective – seeing from the standpoint of a human being.”
See also, e.g., Hargrove 1989: 10 and Persson 2006: 8, n. 6. For yet another usage of
‘anthropocentrism’ in environmental ethics, see Midgley 1994.
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as we have seen, the centrism-terminology is only confusing when it comes to
dealing with this notion.
2.4.2 Considerism

•

So if we dismiss the centrism-terminology, we need some substitute. For this
purpose I suggest that we talk about different considerisms (and I hope that this
terminological invention does come out as too odd). Thus, theories according to
which nature (or, rather, all nature of a certain kind) counts morally for its own
sake, are versions of nature-considerism (where we may specify what sort of
nature counts morally for its own sake by talking about, for instance, ecosystemconsiderism, according to which all ecosystems count morally for their own
sake33), while theories according to which all living things count morally for
their own sake are versions of life-considerism, and theories according to which
all sentient creatures count morally for their own sake are versions of sentienceconsiderism. And so we could go on and label all kinds of theories on the basis
of which things they take to count morally for their own sake.
If we have a theory according to which only some things of sort S count
morally for their own sake, it is not correct to label it ‘S-considerism’. Instead
we need to find out which things of sort S, say things of sort S*, it holds to count
morally for its own sake. The correct label for the theory in question is then ‘S*considerism’. I can think of two possible groups of theories that cannot (easily)
be covered with the considerism-terminology. The first group consists of
possible theories according to which the kinds of things that count morally for
their own sake may vary over time. In general, I find such theories rather
peculiar.34 But we could deal with them either by saying that they do not
constitute versions of considerism, or by saying that they should be given
different labels at different times. The second group of theories consists of
possible theories that assign to things the property of counting morally for their
own sake arbitrarily. According to such a theory it could be the case that one
thing of sort S counts morally for its own sake, while another thing of sort S
33

If we have a theory according to which not all, but only some, ecosystems count morally
for their own sake, we need to specify what sort of ecosystems it is that count morally for
their own sake and label the theory after them; for instance, ‘pristine-ecosystem-considerism’.
34
Theories of this kind that do not have to be odd are theories according to which what
counts morally for its own sake is partly some function of human psychology. If human
psychology changes (gravely), then what counts morally for its own sake may also come to
change. Reasonable theories of this kind should not pose any problem for the considerismterminology, since the time-span would (presumably) be so large.
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does not, even though there is no morally relevant difference between them
(indeed, they may be identical with regard to all of their properties). I do not
think that we have to deal with such theories, since I see no reason to take them
seriously (see also subsection 3.6.3).
We should note that a considerism-label only reveals which things the theory
in question includes as counting morally for their own sake, it does not say
anything about which things it excludes. This means that the same theory can be
both life-consideristic and nature-consideristic, for instance. But, as we have
seen, at least on some versions of the ordinary interpretation, the same theory
can be both biocentric and ecocentric (which, because of the term ‘centrism’,
sounds odd), namely if it holds both that nature counts morally for its own sake
and that all living things count morally for their own sake. In any case, to say
that a theory is ecocentric, in the ordinary interpretation, does not imply
anything with regard to what other things than nature it may take to count
morally for their own sake.
In order to give a full characterization of a theory with respect to which
entities it takes to count morally for their own sake, using the considerismterminology, we may therefore have to assign to it more than one label. We may
have to say, for instance, that a theory is life-consideristic and natureconsideristic, and that this description is exhaustive as far as the question about
which things the theory takes to count morally for their own sake is concerned. I
think that this is only an advantage. It allows for a more precise characterization
of a theory than that allowed for by the centrism-terminology, and it provides
the possibility to label views of more diverse kinds.
In this essay I am interested in whether some version of nature-considerism
can be defended (regardless of whether it is also some other considerism, and
regardless of whether it holds that some other entities are more important,
morally, than nature). That is, I am interested in whether some theory according
to which at least one of the candidates 5-8 counts morally for its own sake can
be defended. (Note that any so called ‘ecocentric’ theory – in the ordinary
interpretation – is a version of nature-considerism.)
2.5 Two types of nature-considerism
As I stated in section 2.2, whether a thing counts morally for its own sake
depends on what properties it has. Consequently, in order to establish that a
thing counts morally for its own sake, two steps are needed: First, one has to
establish that the thing in question actually possesses the property (or set of
properties) that one ascribes to it, and second, one must somehow establish that
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this property (or set of properties) is morally significant (i.e., that it makes its
possessors count morally for their own sake).
Based on the second step we can distinguish between two different types of
nature-considerism (or two different approaches to nature-considerism).35
Proponents of theories of the first type try to identify some property, p, which is
possessed by both human beings and nature, and which is morally significant
when human beings possess it. Then they argue by analogy: If p is morally
significant when human beings possess it, then it reasonably has to be morally
significant when other things (such as nature) possess it as well. I will refer to
theories of this type as analogy-based nature-considerism (AN).
The theory that is representative of AN claims that nature counts morally for
its own sake in virtue of possessing interests. This theory can be seen as an
extension of the most usual type of life-considerism (or so called ‘biocentrism’).
The procedure that its adherents use for trying to establish that nature counts
morally for its own sake consists in (1) showing that nature has a good of its
own (that things can be good or bad for it), i.e., that it has interests in a wide
sense, and (2) showing that these interests are morally significant. The second
step involves an appeal to an analogy between nature and human beings: Just
like we ought to take interests of this kind into moral consideration when human
beings possess them, we ought to take them into moral consideration when
nature possesses them as well. I will refer to this theory as interest-based natureconsiderism, IN. A more careful characterization and an extensive discussion of
IN (and thus also of AN) will be provided in chapter four.
Proponents of theories of the second type do not take the path via human
beings in order to establish that nature counts morally for its own sake. Instead
they look at nature directly. Their aim is (1) to find some property (or set of
properties) that is characteristic of nature, and (2) to show that this property (or
set of properties) is morally significant. Step two may well involve an appeal to
some analogy in the case of these theories as well (for instance to some analogy
between nature and art), but not to any strict analogy, and not to any analogy
between nature and human beings. The point of departure for theories of this
type is not that nature is similar to something else, but rather that it is unique –
that it is the only one of its kind. According to such theories, it is not because
things can be good or bad for nature that it counts morally for its own sake, but
because it has certain qualities – such as beauty, complexity or uniqueness – that
are such that things that possess them deserve our appreciation, care, reverence
35

The division I present here is quite similar to that provided by Janna Thompson in
Thompson 1990: 151.
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or the like. I will refer to such theories as non-analogy-based nature-considerism, NN. A more careful characterization and an extensive discussion of the
most prominent versions of NN will be provided in chapter five.36
It should be noted that nothing excludes a combination of the two types of
theories (or the two approaches). Possessing interests may be one of several
properties in virtue of which nature counts morally for its own sake (that is, it
may count morally for its own sake both in virtue of its interests and irrespective
of them; possessing interests is then a sufficient but not a necessary condition of
counting morally for one’s own sake).37 Despite this, I will treat the two types of
theories separately. They represent two different ways of trying to establish that
nature counts morally for its own sake, with their respective strengths and
weaknesses.
2.6 Natural unities and natural wholes
As indicated earlier, what is common to candidates 5-8 (listed on page 14) is
that they are natural unities that are not organisms (in a biological sense of
‘organism’), i.e., what environmental ethicists commonly refer to as natural
wholes or (natural) holistic entities (since they exceed the level of individual
organisms, and themselves include organisms and other single entities, such as
grains of soil, molecules and so on). Accordingly, theories holding that some
such unity counts morally for its own sake are commonly referred to as holistic
theories. I will not accede to this terminology since I find it more confusing than
clarifying.
Some theories according to which nature counts morally for its own sake are
certainly holistic in an interesting sense. These are theories according to which
nature counts morally for its own sake somehow in virtue of being a whole, or
according to which any parts of nature that count morally for their own sake do
so in virtue of their contribution to, or their belonging to, a natural whole.38 But
far from all so called ‘ecocentric’ theories (or, in my terminology, ‘nature36

Somewhat caricatural, one might say that AN is anthropomorphic, while NN tries to see
nature for what it is, with its own special features. Cf. my notes about an unprejudiced search
for normative reasons in subsection 3.4.6.
37
As I understand Holmes Rolston III, he is a defender of such a combined view (e.g.
Rolston 1988; 1994; see also Thompson on Rolston (Thompson 1990: 151)). We can also
imagine a theory according to which nature counts morally for its own sake in virtue of a
combination of qualities, of which the possession of interests is one.
38
The latter is roughly Callicott’s view. See e.g. Callicott 1989 [1987]; 1995 [1980]. See also
subsection 5.3.1.2.
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consideristic’ theories) are theories of this kind. The only sense in which such
theories need to be holistic, is in the sense of holding that some unity, which
itself contains other unities that count morally for their own sake, counts morally
for its own sake.
But in this sense, a so called ‘biocentric’ theory (or, in my terminology, a
‘life-consideristic’ theory) is also holistic. It holds that human beings count
morally for their own sake, and a human being indeed contains millions of other
organisms that according to a biocentrist count morally for their own sake. (As
we saw above, in the quotation from Regier on pages 16-7, a human being may
even be considered an ecosystem.) Still, no environmental ethicists call biocentric theories ‘holistic’. This is presumably because the fact that a human
being counts morally for its own sake does not, in any interesting sense, depend
on its containing other things that count morally for their own sake, according to
biocentric theories.
However, there are many ecocentric or nature-consideristic theories according
to which the fact that nature counts morally for its own sake does not, in any
interesting sense, depend on its containing other things that count morally for
their own sake. Indeed, I think that the most reasonable versions of natureconsiderism are of this kind. This is also an additional reason to abandon the
centrism-terminology, since the term ‘ecocentrism’ clearly carries a holistic
connotation (see for instance the quotation from Callicott on page 20).
I find the expression ‘natural unity that is not an organism (but that itself
contains living organisms)’ more suitable than ‘natural whole’ or ‘natural
holistic entity’ for distinguishing the kind of things that a nature-consideristic
theory takes to count morally for their own sake. To be sure, this expression is
not entirely clear either. Its unclearness has to do primarily with what ‘natural’
means, and with which unities count as natural unities (an unclearness that it
shares with the expressions ‘natural whole’ and ‘natural holistic entity’, though).
The distinction between the natural and the non-natural that is at stake here has
to do, in some way, with the amount of human interference involved (cf. Elliot
1982: 84). Some cases seem unproblematic: while a tree in a forest is natural, a
car is not. But what about a laid out garden or a genetically manipulated plant or
animal? For the notion of the natural to be practicable, I think that we must
allow for degrees of naturalness.39 While a car is not a natural unity at all, a
genetically manipulated plant and a garden are unities that to some extent are
natural, and a tree in the forest or a primeval forest is as natural as anything can

39

Cf. e.g. Katz 1992: 239 and Andersson 2007: 104-9.
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be today (perhaps nothing on earth is fully natural in this sense anymore, since
traces of air pollution caused by humans can be found anywhere on the planet).40
I do not want to pretend that the distinction between the natural and the nonnatural is unproblematic (indeed, it has been discussed in the environmental
ethical literature at great length).41 For instance, if it turns out that the tree in the
forest would not have grown in that particular place or in that particular way
were it not for some human activity, should we still consider it equally natural? I
do not intend to solve problems such as this in the present work, since they
clearly exceed its aim. I rely on the conviction that there is a possible and
relevant distinction to be drawn between the natural and the non-natural,
although not a clear-cut one (a conviction that is backed up by the fact that when
we talk about the natural and the non-natural (in the intended sense) almost
everyone seems to think that they understand what we mean, and almost
everyone seems to be fairly in agreement with regard to what is natural and what
is not).
The natural unities that interest me in this essay are first and foremost those
farthest out on the natural side of the scale. If it turns out that some of these
unities count morally for their own sake, this must be because they possess some
property or set of properties in virtue of which they count morally for their own
sake. It cannot be ruled out beforehand that there are also less natural unities that
possess this property or set of properties. That depends entirely on what property
40

What is the difference with respect to naturalness between the car and the manipulated
plant or the garden? Let us consider the car and the garden first. Both the car and the garden
are made up of parts that were originally natural (since everything, originally, is). Again, I
think the difference is a difference in degree. The originally natural parts that constitute the
car are simply much more manipulated than the parts that constitute the garden (some of
which are not manipulated at all, and some of which are hardly manipulated at all – perhaps
they have just been moved from one location to another). The parts of the car have been
melted, mixed and processed in numerous ways and in numerous stages. Nothing like that is
true of the garden. The genetically manipulated plant has not been constructed by parts at all
(in the sense that the car or the garden has), but is itself something originally natural that has
been moulded by humans and thus made less natural. That the plant is more natural than the
car is, I think, obvious. There are only some very limited ways in which we can alter the plant
without turning it into something that is no longer a living plant. To the largest extent its
nature is determined by things that human beings cannot control (which is true of the garden
as well). The car’s nature, on the other hand, is completely determined by human beings. (See
also my discussion in subsection 5.2.3.5.) Although the car, like everything else, is made up
of originally natural parts, there is no point in calling it ‘natural’ (to any, however small,
extent), since it is as far from the fully natural as one can come.
41
See e.g. Brennan 1988, McKibben 1990, Elliot 1997, Katz 1997, Lee 1999 and Andersson
2007.
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or set of properties it is. Hence, at this stage of the investigation it is an open
question which natural unities (that are not living organisms) that possibly count
morally for their own sake, and if also less natural unities are included among
these.
2.7 Preview

•

In this chapter I have provided the environmental ethical background upon
which this investigation builds. In the next chapter I will present and defend a
stipulative definition of ‘direct moral status’ in terms of direct normative reasons
for action. The notion of a direct normative reason for action will be elaborated.
I will establish (1) that a normative reason to act towards a thing, t, is provided
by a fact that counts in favour of acting towards t, and (2) that such a reason is
direct (with regard to t) if and only if it (i) obtains regardless of the effects that
the action, or the application of any rule or view that prescribes the action, has
on other parties than t, and (ii) is a reason to act out of consideration for t.
I will also compare the notion of direct moral status with the more familiar
notions of moral standing and intrinsic value, and explain the important differences between them – differences that make the notion of direct moral status the
most suitable of the three for an investigation concerning the question of
whether nature counts morally for its own sake.

CHAPTER 3

DIRECT MORAL STATUS AND REASONS FOR ACTION

3.1 Introduction
The primary aim of this essay is to investigate whether there are direct normative reasons to act towards nature. But before we proceed to that question, there
are two important things that have to be done.
(1) The first thing is to make clear what a direct normative reason is. This is
necessary in order to understand this aim.
(2) The second thing is to explain why the question of whether there are direct
normative reasons to act towards nature is an important and interesting one. A
version of this question that is particularly significant, I will claim, is the
question of whether there are direct normative reasons, applying to any moral
agent, to act towards nature. This is roughly the question of whether nature has
direct moral status. As I stated in the introduction of this essay, my definition of
‘direct moral status’ is stipulative: A thing has direct moral status if and only if
it has some property or set of properties that gives rise to a direct normative
reason, applying to any moral agent, to act towards it.42 Hence, understanding
‘direct moral status’ largely amounts to understanding ‘direct normative reason’.
The purpose of this chapter is to deal with (1) and (2), and to thereby provide
a clarifying conceptual framework for dealing with questions concerning which
things count morally for their own sake. This is also the secondary aim of this
essay.
In this introductory section I will say some words about reasons and environmental ethics, and provide some comments concerning the primary aim of the
essay. I will then turn to the notion of a normative reason for action. Sometimes
‘reason’ is used in other senses than the normative one, and it is important that
we keep these different senses of ‘reason’ apart. The purpose of section 3.2 is
thus to explain what a normative reason is, and what it is not. In section 3.3 I
42

As already stated, as I use the term ‘thing’ here, any physical object that exists in space and
time counts as a thing, e.g., a human being, an animal, a painting, nature, an ecosystem or the
whole planet. Examples of what are not things, are states of affairs, interests, properties and
propositions.
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will defend my view of what is required of a normative reason for being direct
with regard to a thing (where the term ‘direct’ is intended to capture the idea of a
thing’s counting for its own sake).
Section 3.4 concerns my stipulative definition of ‘direct moral status’ and
deals with various questions that arise in connection with this definition. In
section 3.5 I will compare the notion of direct moral status, understood in terms
of direct normative reasons for action, with the more familiar notions of intrinsic
value and moral standing (or considerability). I will also explain why I take the
notion of direct moral status to be the most suitable of these for an investigation
concerning the question of whether nature counts morally for its own sake. I will
conclude the discussion in this chapter with some notes about the line of
reasoning to be employed in the remainder of this essay (section 3.6). In section
3.7, finally, I will give a summary of this chapter and a preview of what is to
come.
In the chapters that follow I will use the notion of a direct normative reason to
carry out the investigation of whether nature counts morally for its own sake.

•

3.1.1 Reasons and environmental ethics
Environmental ethics is first and foremost a practical discipline. It is motivated
by an acknowledgement of the urgency to take action in order to do something
about the current alarming situation of the natural world. Accordingly, the
results of environmental ethical investigations are meant to have some
implications for questions about how to act with regard to nature. But in order to
have such implications these results must at least partly be about the reasons we
(moral agents) have for acting towards nature, where ‘reason’ is used in a
normative sense, to denote what I will refer to as normative reasons. An
environmental ethical investigation which does not profess to say anything about
such reasons seems uninteresting from a practical perspective; that is, from a
perspective for which the point of departure is the question “what shall we do?”.
This is the perspective that is relevant to this investigation, and the notion
central to it is, consequently, that of a normative reason for action.
From this chapter and onwards (throughout the entire book), when I write ‘to
act’ and ‘action’, these terms also comprise to refrain from acting and omission
to act. This means that a reason for action is either a reason to act, or a reason
not to act (e.g. a reason not to exploit, a reason not to damage, or a reason to
leave alone). From an environmentalist perspective, a decision to leave a nature
area alone may be ever so important as a decision to actively do something with
it.
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3.1.2 Some remarks in connection with the primary aim of the essay
If the belief (or judgement) expressed by the intuition appealed to by the lastman-thought-experiment (see section 2.2) turns out to be correct, then an
exclusively human-considerate sustainability idea is insufficient as an ethical
guideline for actions that affect nature. Then there are direct normative reasons
to act towards nature in addition to the indirect normative reasons that there are
for doing so. As already stated, the primary aim of this essay is to investigate
whether there are such reasons, that is:
to investigate whether there are direct normative reasons to act towards
nature.
If the last man (LM) acts wrongly (as the intuition has it), then it seems as if
these reasons must apply to him as well. But if they apply to LM, then they
apply to any moral agent, since we do not know who LM is (other than that he is
the last person on earth). Thus a particularly interesting specification of the
primary aim is this: to investigate whether there are direct normative reasons,
applying to any moral agent, to act towards nature. Or, to be more precise (see
section 3.4),
to investigate whether nature has some property or set of properties that
gives rise to a direct normative reason, applying to any moral agent, to act
towards it.43
By way of stipulation (to be accounted for in section 3.4), this is tantamount to:
investigating whether nature has direct moral status.
To investigate whether nature has direct moral status is thus one specification of
the primary aim of this essay. The question of whether nature has direct moral
status is in its turn a version of the question of whether nature counts morally for
its own sake. (As I will argue in this chapter, it is indeed the most interesting
version of this question.)
As I stated at the beginning of this essay, it is a fairly uncontroversial claim
that there are indirect (normative) reasons to care for nature. But if there are
indirect normative reasons to care for nature, why does it matter whether there
are also direct normative reasons for doing so? Apart from the purely philosop43

That a property or set of properties, p, gives rise to a normative reason to act towards a
thing, t, here means either (a) that the fact that t has p is a normative reason to act towards t,
or (b) that the fact that t has p is the ultimate basis of (but is not itself) a normative reason to
act towards t. I will come back to this point in section 3.4, where this stipulative definition
will be accounted for.
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hical interest in the question of which things count morally for their own sake, it
is my conviction that the answer to this question should also have practical
implications. As I wrote in chapter two, if there are direct normative reasons to
act towards nature, then those reasons constitute an additional weight that
should be put on the scales when making decisions concerning actions that
affect nature. The direct normative reasons to care for nature should then be
added (in some sense) to the indirect normative reasons that there are for doing
so, making the case for caring about nature stronger. Moreover, normative
reasons that are direct with regard to a certain thing may often call for other
actions towards that thing than do indirect normative reasons.
Not all writers in environmental ethics agree on this last point, however.
Bryan Norton’s famous convergence-hypothesis (usually put in terms of
anthropocentrism and non-anthropocentrism, but here put in terms of humanconsiderism and nature-considerism) states that if the human-considerism that
we embrace is only sophisticated enough, then nature-considerism and humanconsiderism will tend to converge when it comes to practical matters (that is,
when it comes to questions about how to act) (Norton 1991: 237-43). This
hypothesis should be seen in light of the additional claim that, for several
reasons, it is wise to avoid nature-consideristic theories if possible.44 Depending
on how the convergence-hypothesis is understood, I think that it is either false or
rather uninteresting.45
If the convergence-hypothesis is understood as stating that nature-considerism
and sophisticated human-considerism tend to converge with respect to every
recommended action, it is clearly false. Even different versions of natureconsiderism reasonably recommend different actions on many occasions. A
view according to which we should take nature’s interests into consideration
may for instance provide stronger obligations regarding nature than a view
according to which we should merely show it some appreciation. Even if some
particular version of nature-considerism fully converges with some particular
version of sophisticated human-considerism on practical matters, all versions of
these theories certainly do not fully converge (or even tend to converge) on such
matters. And the claim that one can construct a human-consideristic theory and a
44

This claim is often put forward by so called ‘environmental pragmatists’. I presented and
questioned one of these supposed reasons in footnote 8. See McShane 2007a for an account
and criticism of the other reasons as well.
45
Indeed, the convergence-hypothesis has been the subject of much (often well-founded)
criticism. For a sample, see Steverson 1995, Callicott 1999 [1995], Saner 2000, Stenmark
2002 and McShane 2007a.
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nature-consideristic theory in such a way that they fully converge on practical
matters seems to me rather uninteresting, at least unless it is accompanied by
some additional claim (e.g., that these two versions are the most plausible of
their respective kind).
Norton’s hypothesis should plausibly rather be understood as stating that
there is a certain set of action-types and policy-types, desired from an
environmentalist perspective – e.g. to preserve species, to preserve natural
variety, to conserve rare nature-types, to exercise precaution when dealing with
nature etc. –, that can be accounted for by some versions of sophisticated
human-considerism as well as by some versions of nature-considerism. This
may be true, but it is not, in general, very illuminating. Within these action-types
and policy-types there is a variety of procedures and degrees to choose from,
and these choices are subject to considerable disagreement.46 (The extent to
which a nature-consideristic theory will tend to converge with sophisticated
human-considerism will of course depend on which strengths it assigns to the
(alleged) direct normative reasons to care for nature. If these reasons turn out to
be very weak, then their additional weight to be put on the scales is perhaps
insignificant. I will say more about this in chapter six.)
In addition, Katie McShane (2007a) has very recently argued that even if
human-considerism and nature-considerism may have the same practical
implications regarding actions and policies towards nature, they have very
different implications regarding what attitudes we should have towards nature.
This is important in itself, but it also seems to me that the question of what
attitudes we should have towards a thing should often have consequences for
questions concerning how we should act towards it. (If I should have attitudes of
respect for one of two otherwise similar things, but not for the other, it would be
very surprising if it turned out that I should perform the exact same actions
towards the two things.) And, as I will argue in chapter six, even if it should not
46

There may be some important exceptions. I think that the convergence-hypothesis thus
understood has much to recommend it on a large scale level. When it comes to the “health” of
the whole planet, it seems likely that a sophisticated human-considerism (which puts much
weight on future generations and acknowledges the various ways in which we may benefit
from nature) will often recommend the same actions as any reasonable version of natureconsiderism. Our health in the long run is intimately connected with the “health” of the planet
(consider, for instance, global warming). But in more limited cases these theories may
recommend very different actions. From a human-consideristic perspective there is no reason
to preserve a nature area unless human beings do, or will, benefit from it; whether we turn this
or that almost pristine mountain into a ski resort does not really matter that much (see chapter
six).
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have such consequences, it will in fact have such consequences.47 Indeed, if we
want decision-makers to make nature-consideristic decisions, then what we
should do is to try to change their attitudes towards nature. Unless they think
and feel in a nature-consideristic way, it is not likely that they will make natureconsideristic decisions.
Before I turn my attention to the notion of a direct normative reason, there are
three further comments that I want to make in connection with the primary aim
of this essay. Firstly, my investigation is concerned with the question of whether
there are direct normative reasons to act towards nature (see subsection 2.3.5).
Questions of whether there are direct normative reasons to act towards other
things will only be addressed to the extent that they somehow elucidate this
question. As it happens, the question of whether there are direct normative
reasons to act towards living organisms will prove to be relevant in several
discussions. But it is not that question that I set out to answer in this essay.
Secondly, I will just say a few words (mainly in chapter six) about what
weight the direct normative reasons to care for nature may have when compared
with other normative reasons (i.e., how strong these reasons may be). This
question should be separated from the question of whether there are any direct
normative reasons to care for nature in the first place (cf. Goodpaster 1978:
311). The main reason for leaving out the question about weight is simply that
the question of whether there are any direct normative reasons to act towards
nature is itself extensive enough for a work of this scope.
Thirdly, in this essay I do not argue directly for or against any particular
theory of normative ethics. The view that there are direct normative reasons to
act towards nature, or that nature has direct moral status, may be incorporated in
almost any overall normative ethical framework: If the view that nature has
direct moral status is incorporated in a consequentialist ethical framework, this
47

Cf. J. Baird Callicott’s burden-of-proof-argument, which is aimed at showing that even if
the convergence-hypothesis is correct, the actual consequences of accepting anthropocentrism
and accepting ecocentrism (which is Callicott’s preferred terms) will not be the same. As
Callicott writes, if we accepted ecocentrism “the burden of proof would be lifted from the
shoulders of conservationists and shifted onto the shoulders of those who, pursuing other
values, are – intentionally or unintentionally, knowingly or inadvertently – destroying nature”
(Callicott 1999 [1995]: 245; see Westra 1997 for a similar argument). For the record, I believe
that accepting that nature has direct moral status meets Callicott’s demand: Anyone who
wants to “destroy” a nature area must provide arguments to the effect that the normative
reasons to do so outweigh the direct normative reasons not to do so – even when there is no
human interest in preserving this nature area. (Of course, if the direct normative reasons to
care for nature are weak, then rather weak countervailing reasons are sufficient to justify an
action of destruction.)
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amounts to the view that if an action has consequences that affect nature, these
consequences should be taken into account when deciding whether or not to
perform the action, regardless of its effects on other parties; if the view that
nature has direct moral status is incorporated in a duty ethical framework, this
could amount to the view that there are actions towards nature that are forbidden
even if performing them would have better consequences than not performing
them; if the view that nature has direct moral status is incorporated in a rights
ethical framework, this may amount to the view that nature has rights that we
are prima facie (or rather: pro tanto (see Kagan 1989: 17)) forbidden to violate;
if the view that nature has direct moral status is incorporated in a virtue ethical
framework, this could amount to the view that a virtuous person is such that she
cares for nature for nature’s own sake. Of course, depending on how one
defends the direct moral status of nature, some theories in normative ethics may
seem more natural to adopt than others.
3.2 The notion of a normative reason for action
I adhere to the widespread view in contemporary moral philosophy that a
normative reason for action is provided by a fact that counts in favour of
acting.48 For instance, if the fact that it is raining counts in favour of carrying an
umbrella, then this fact provides a normative reason for doing so. That it is
raining is then a normative reason to carry an umbrella (the example is
borrowed from Joseph Raz (1999 [1975]: 17)). The underlying idea is simply
that what we have reason to do depends on what the world is like: we have to
consult the world in order to find out what to do. (Before I go outside, I look
through the window to see whether or not it is raining (or whether or not the sky
is grey). I do this (partly) in order to find out whether or not I should carry an
umbrella.) Hence, the facts that may provide normative reasons for action are
obtaining states of affairs.49 As obtaining states of affairs I count also such states
48

See e.g. Raz 1999 [1975]: Ch. 1, Dancy 1993: 32-33; 2007, Parfit 1997; 2001, Scanlon
1998: Ch. 1 and Broome 1999.
49
There may be other facts that are not obtaining states of affairs. 2+2=4 is reasonably a fact,
but is it a state of affairs? Anyhow, some hold that no facts are obtaining states of affairs, but
that all facts are true propositions. I find this view unsatisfactory. When we talk about the
world and say that this or that is a fact, we intend to say something about the world, and not
about propositions. However, the points that I want to make in this essay do not depend on
facts being obtaining states of affairs. If obtaining states of affairs turn out not to be facts, we
may simply substitute the phrase ‘obtaining state of affairs’ for the term ‘fact’ when we talk
about reasons. And if reasons turn out not to be provided by obtaining states of affairs, but by
true propositions, we may simply talk about true propositions instead of obtaining states of
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of affairs that have obtained (such as the supposed state of affairs that I gave you
a promise yesterday) and such conditional facts that depend on what the world is
like (such as the supposed fact that you will be happy if I give you ice-cream).
States of affairs may be more or less general. That it is raining may be a state of
affairs, but so may the fact that Swedish kids in general like ice-cream.
Opinions are divided among philosophers as to whether there are states of
affairs that do not obtain in addition to the ones that do obtain (see for instance
Wetzel 2003); i.e., if merely possible facts should also count as states of affairs.
By writing ‘fact’ I emphasize that the states of affairs that may provide
normative reasons for action are states of affairs that obtain.
A normative reason should not be confused with a mere explanation (as for
instance an explanation of why a certain action was performed). Although a
normative reason for action in a way explains the action (i.e., the same fact that
provides a normative reason for performing an action also provides an explanation of why the action should be performed50), it does something more; it calls
for doing something, or for intending to do something. The normative-reasonfor-action-relation stands between a fact and an action (or an intention to act),
while a mere explanation stands between two facts, as for instance the
(supposed) fact that t has p and the (supposed) fact that you should φ towards
t.51 If the fact that t has p explains that you should φ towards t, then this fact also
provides a normative reason for you to φ towards t.
It is important to make clear that the reasons I am dealing with in this essay
are contributory, and not all-things-considered, reasons. The normative reason
to carry an umbrella may be outweighed by countervailing normative reasons
not to carry an umbrella. Likewise, a direct normative reason to protect a nature
area (if there are any such reasons) may be outweighed by countervailing
normative reasons not to protect that nature area.52 But this would not deprive
affairs (since a proposition concerning the world is true if and only if it corresponds to a state
of affairs that obtains, has obtained, or will obtain, in the world).
50
Note that this is not an all-things-considered-should. It is only as far as the fact in question
is considered by itself that one should perform the action. There may be other reasons not to
perform it (or other facts that cancel the reason to perform it).
51
Not everyone will agree that the latter, because of its normative content, can be a fact
(although I am inclined to think of it as a fact). But whether it may be a fact is not important
at this stage. What is important here is only that we distinguish between normative reasons for
action and mere explanations. (Note that you should φ towards t may be a fact even if it is not
a state of affairs; see footnote 49.)
52
Reasons may be defeated in other ways than being outweighed. It may for instance be the
case that some fact that usually counts in favour of performing an action, a, fails to do so in a
certain situation because of some other fact relevant to that situation. If so, the reason to
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the nature area of direct moral status. For a thing to have direct moral status it is
only required that there is some contributory direct normative reason (applying
to any moral agent) to perform some action, a, towards it. It is not required that,
all things considered, there is normative reason to perform a. Which action there
is reason to perform all things considered will of course differ from decisionsituation to decision-situation, since the normative reasons that are relevant to
making decisions differ from situation to situation.
It is not my intention in this essay to give an extensive defence of the view
that normative reasons are provided by facts – I rather rely on it, and on the
defences already formulated by its adherents. I will, however, say some words
about what a normative reason for action is not. In order to avoid confusion I
will explain the difference between normative reasons and motivating reasons,
and in order to avoid some possible objections I will refute some alternative
views about what it is that may provide normative reasons for action.
There are several questions concerning the nature of normative reasons that I
will not discuss in this essay, since I take it that the answers to them are not
important to my investigation. For example, there is the question of whether the
notion of a normative reason is primitive, as T. M. Scanlon and Derek Parfit
among others claim, or whether it can be further analysed, partly in terms of
ought, as for instance John Broome claims.53 The view that a normative reason
for action is provided by a fact that counts in favour of acting may be correct
regardless of whether or not the notion of a normative reason is primitive.
Perhaps most importantly, I will not discuss how normative reasons are
possible in the first place – how it is possible that facts may count in favour of
acting, or how this should be explained. I will say more about this further on, but
we may note two things here. Firstly, the view that there are normative reasons
for action is reasonably shared by anyone participating in any debate about what
we ought to do, about what is right and wrong, or about which things count
morally. Secondly, whatever one thinks it is that may provide normative reasons
for action – whether it is facts, propositions, beliefs, desires, or what have you –
there is the same need for an explanation of how such things can count in favour
of acting. Facts do not seem to constitute a special case in this respect.

perform a is undermined, or cancelled, rather than outweighed, in that situation. See e.g.
Kagan 1989: 65-70 and Raz 1999 [1975]: 25-8.
53
Scanlon 1998: 17, Parfit 2001: 18 and Broome 2004.
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3.2.1 Normative reasons and motivating reasons

•

Common to all reasons for acting (or for adopting some attitude, in case one
thinks that doing so is not an action) is that they can only be cited for events that
are connected in a certain way to intentional subjects (cf. Scanlon 1998: 18ff.).
Thus we may say: “that the ground is wet is a reason (for you) to think that it has
been raining”; but we may of course not say: “that it has been raining is a reason
for the ground to be wet”. The ground is not an intentional subject. We may say:
“that it has been raining is the reason why the ground is wet”, but then we are
using ‘reason’ in a different sense than the one that we are interested in here,
namely in a sense where we could simply substitute ‘explanation’ for ‘reason’.
Such a reason is not a reason for action.
However (as already accounted for in the case of normative reasons), all
things we call ‘reasons’ involve an explanatory element (see e.g. Smith 1994: 95
and Dancy 2000a: 8). When we say of something that it is a reason for a certain
action, we take it to somehow explain that action. But what a supposed reason is
taken to explain about an action differs depending on what question about the
action we ask. In particular, we may ask why a certain action is performed (or
intended) by an agent, or we may ask if – and if so, why – the agent should
perform (or intend) a certain action. In the first case we are usually asking about
which consideration motivates the agent to perform the action,54 and in the
second case we are asking which – if any – consideration favours the action.
When we answer the first question, we aim at providing what we may call a
motivating reason, i.e., the consideration upon which a person acts (or intends to
act).55 When we answer the second question, on the other hand, we aim at

54

We may also be after some other kind of explanation, as for instance a causal explanation
of why the action came about in terms of some states of the agent’s brain, or an explanation of
why the agent came to be motivated in that particular way (perhaps in terms of the agent’s
upbringing) or why he did not become motivated to do something else (“[f]or instance, we
might say that the reason why he did this was that he had forgotten his promise to her”
(Dancy 2000a: 5)). But such explanations can hardly be regarded an agent’s reasons for acting
and so we need not bother about them here. If the term ‘reason’ is used to offer some such
explanation, it is used in the sense mentioned above, where ‘explanation’ may be substituted
for ‘reason’.
55
See e.g. Bond 1983: Ch. 2, Smith 1994: 94ff., Parfit 1997: 99 and Dancy 2000a: 1ff. Note,
though, that an agent may have a motivating reason to φ that does not result in her φ:ing or
even intending to φ. This is because, trivially, she may be prevented from φ:ing, or, somewhat
less trivially, she may have stronger motivating reasons to do something else than to φ.
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providing what I have referred to as a normative reason, i.e., a consideration that
favours – or disfavours – the action.56
Whether a fact provides a normative reason for action is independent of
whether anyone is actually motivated by this reason, or even acknowledges that
it is a reason. It is its counting in favour of that makes it a reason (not that
someone is motivated by its counting in favour of, or that someone acknowledges that it counts in favour of). This implies that all normative reasons are
good reasons; otherwise they are not normative reasons at all. If there is no
actual counting in favour of, then there is no normative reason. (Cf. Dancy
2000a: 1-2.) This may seem odd, since we do say such things as “he acted on
bad reasons”. But what we plausibly mean when we say this is that what he took
to be a reason really was no reason in the normative sense.57 It motivated him to
act – it was his motivating reason –, but it really did not count in favour of
acting the way he did. Thus motivating reasons need not be good reasons. They
may be, but quite often they are not. As history has shown over and over again,
people are motivated by all kinds of considerations to do all kinds of (sometimes
very stupid) things.
Needless to say, the kind of reasons in terms of which the notion of moral
status must be understood are normative reasons and not motivating reasons.
The fact that someone is actually motivated to φ does not itself bear any relation
to the question whether she should φ. To capture that relation – the relation of
counting in favour of – we must look for normative reasons.
Let us reconsider the supposed normative reason to carry an umbrella because
it is raining. Whether it really is a normative reason (and hence a good reason) in
a certain situation depends on two things: (1) whether the assumed fact that it is
raining actually counts in favour of carrying an umbrella in that situation, and
(2) whether this assumed fact actually obtains in that situation (i.e., whether it
actually is raining). If I am wrong about (2), for instance, then this normative
reason cannot obtain, since then the assumed fact taken to count in favour of
carrying an umbrella does not obtain. Then I should (as far as this assumed fact
is concerned) not carry an umbrella, because what I believed to be a fact
counting in favour of doing so is not a fact at all; it is not raining. However, if I
wrongly believe that it is raining I may still have a motivating reason to carry an
umbrella, and this reason may still explain my carrying it.
56

See e.g. Smith 1994: 94ff., Parfit 1997: 99 and Dancy 2000a: 1ff.
It may also be that he acts on a good reason, but that he misses countervailing good reasons
in virtue of which he, all things considered, should have done something else than what he
did. Such a scenario may also have us say that he acted on bad reasons.
57
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This shows that one may be wrong about what normative reasons one has,
which is one way in which one may fail to be motivated by such reasons.
Another way in which one may thus fail is if there is some psychological
constraint (some form of so called ‘weakness of will’) that prevents one from
becoming motivated by a supposed fact that one takes to be a normative
reason.58 In such a case one may not only fail to be motivated by normative
reasons, but also by what one believes to be normative reasons.
3.2.2 Beliefs, propositions or states of affairs?

•

Hitherto I have assumed rather than argued that normative reasons are provided
by facts, i.e., by obtaining states of affairs. In this subsection I will say some
words in defence of this view, or rather, I will dismiss what I take to be the
initially most plausible alternatives to it.
When one cites what one takes to be a reason, the syntactic form that the
clause expressing the alleged reason usually takes is the form of a “that-clause”.
That it rains is a reason to carry an umbrella, that a person is in need is a reason
to help her, and that the ground is wet is a reason to believe that it has been
raining recently. This at least indicates that reasons are provided by facts, since
facts are what we usually express this way. But a fact may either be considered a
true proposition or an obtaining state of affairs. Hence, there seem to be two
main candidates for providing normative reasons. But we should also consider a
third possibility, namely that normative reasons are not provided by facts, but by
beliefs, or rather by what one believes (by the content of one’s beliefs). I shall
start by looking at this suggestion.
When we express what we believe, we also use that-clauses (since what we
believe is that something is, or is not, a fact). I believe that it rains, that a person
is in need, and that the ground is wet. Could it be that it is the content of some
beliefs (perhaps well-grounded ones) that may count in favour of acting? As the
umbrella-example should have indicated, I think that the answer to this question
has to be “no”, at least as far as the sense of ‘counting in favour of’ that we are
interested in here is concerned. As already explained, a normative reason is
necessarily a good reason (it actually counts in favour of). But beliefs, however
well-grounded, may be false. If I falsely, but justifiably (in the sense that my
belief is well-grounded, whatever that means), believe that you are not in need
of help (while in fact you are), this does not alter the fact that there is a
normative reason to help you. If there is no countervailing reason or other fact
58

See Stocker 1979: 744 for examples of such constraints.
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that cancels the reason, then not helping you is wrong, and helping you is right,
regardless of what I believe about the matter.59 Raz (1999 [1975]: 18) expresses
it neatly as follows: “To decide what we should do we must find what the world
is like, and not what our thoughts are like”.60
A well-known example introduced by Bernard Williams in a slightly different
context may serve as an illustration of this point: “The agent believes that this
stuff is gin, when it is in fact petrol. He wants a gin and tonic. Has he reason, or
a reason, to mix this stuff with tonic and drink it?” (Williams 1981: 102). He
may have a motivating reason to mix this stuff with tonic and drink it, but he
certainly has no normative reason to do so. He should not mix this stuff with
tonic and drink it. Suppose the belief that this stuff is gin is a well-grounded one
(in the relevant sense, whichever that is). Surely that does not give the agent a
normative reason to mix this stuff with tonic and drink it. No matter what the
agent believes, he has no normative reason to mix this stuff with tonic and drink
it. And the explanation of this is simple: this stuff is not gin, but petrol. And that
is a fact.
There is, however, a normative relation that may prevail between wellgrounded beliefs and actions. But that is a different relation from the relation of
counting in favour of that we are interested in here. If my belief that you are not
in need of help is well-grounded (whatever that means), then my action of not
helping you may be justified, in one sense, even if it is not right. The right thing
to do would be to help you, since that is what the facts (all things considered)
count in favour of doing (we suppose). But if I am somehow in a position where
I cannot see that, then my action of not helping you may still be justified in this
sense, and perhaps one should not blame me for failing to help you (even if one

59

I will not get into the precise relation between normative reasons for action and the moral
rightness and wrongness of actions. There may for instance be agent-relative reasons that can
outweigh agent-neutral reasons. If the former do not count as moral reasons, there may be
occasions where I have most reason to do something that it is morally wrong to do.
60
This may seem wrong in the case of reasons for belief. If I believe A, and I believe A→B,
does that not give me a reason to believe B? Perhaps it does, but normative reasons for belief
need not necessarily parallel normative reasons for action (provided that believing is not an
action). Furthermore, it seems to me that if I have a normative reason to believe B (because I
believe A and A→B), this reason is provided by the fact that I believe A and A→B, and not
by the contents of my beliefs (i.e., the propositions A and A→B). Finally, it is not at all
obvious that I have a reason to believe B just because I believe A and A→B (for example,
why should I have such a reason if A is false?). As I understand Broome, for instance, he
would say that I do not have such a reason, but that I am still normatively required to believe
B, since I would fail in rationality if I did not do so (see Broome 1999).
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should probably point out that I was wrong not to do so). Again, we may be
wrong about what normative reasons we have.
But if normative reasons are provided by facts, how can moral agents have
them? It may seem like a fact cannot provide a normative reason for me unless I
believe (i) that the fact obtains and (ii) that it counts in favour of doing whatever
I take it to be a normative reason for doing. Could it be, then, that normative
reasons are provided by the content of true beliefs? If this were correct I could
not have a normative reason to help you if I did not believe that you were in
need of help. I think that would be an unwanted result. It would mean that
people cannot have reasons they do not themselves think they have (even if they
could still be wrong about the supposed reasons they do think they have). A
person who does not believe that it is raining could not have a normative reason
to carry an umbrella (at least not a reason provided by the fact that it is raining),
and we would be lying to her if we told her that she has such a reason (even if it
is raining). But if she came to have the true belief that it is raining, then she
would suddenly get such a reason.
Fortunately, I do not think that we have to accept this result. The key lies in a
distinction between a fact providing a normative reason, and a person taking a
fact to provide a normative reason. In order to take a fact to provide a normative
reason, I must indeed believe that the fact obtains and that it provides such a
reason (cf. Raz 1999 [1975]: 17). But I do not have to take a certain fact to
provide a normative reason for that fact to provide a normative reason for me.
When a fact provides a normative reason for me, this simply means that the fact
counts in favour of me doing something, whether I think so or not. The reason
applies to me. The fact in question is one that I should take to count in favour of
acting (whether or not I think I should), and that I should be motivated by
(whether or not I am). In that sense I have this reason. It is my reason. We do in
fact have many reasons that we do not know that we have. But we can only take
as reasons what we believe to be reasons. This should not be surprising. We do
say such things as: “I was wrong about X being a reason” and “I did not see that
I had a reason to φ”. But reasons that we are unaware of may still be our
reasons.
So if normative reasons are not provided by beliefs, not even true ones, could
it be then that they are provided by true propositions rather than by obtaining
states of affairs? I do not think so. A proposition does not seem to be the kind of
thing that can count in favour of acting. It is just not the kind of thing that can
move us. For example, it is not the proposition that it rains that counts in favour
of carrying an umbrella, it is the state of affairs that it rains. It is the actual rain –
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the rain that will make me wet unless I carry an umbrella – that “moves” me to
carry an umbrella. Jonathan Dancy (2007: 11-2) makes the same point, and Raz
(1999 [1975]: 17) makes a similar point concerning the idea that reasons are
provided by statements.
However, if this piece of reasoning is unsound, and it is propositions that
provide normative reasons after all, this should not affect the discussions in this
essay. As we have seen, the only propositions that could possibly provide
normative reasons are true propositions. That it rains can only provide a normative reason if it is actually raining. And for every true proposition (about the
world) there is an obtaining state of affairs that the proposition corresponds to.
This means that whenever I discuss whether this or that supposed fact (obtaining
state of affairs) would provide a normative reason for action, the discussion
could just as well be put in terms of supposedly true propositions (cf. footnote
49).
I take it, then, that reasons are provided by facts (obtaining states of affairs).
But what sort of facts may provide normative reasons? I think that the point of
departure should be that any fact may provide a normative reason. That is, we
should not rule out any fact as possibly reason-providing beforehand. There is
some discussion in ethics about whether only facts about natural properties, only
facts about value-properties, or facts of both kinds, may provide normative
reasons.61 We should note that the discussions in this essay about reason-giving
properties do not really depend on which position one takes in this discussion,
even if they may seem to do so. Suppose, for instance, that only facts about
value-properties may provide normative reasons. Then it may seem that we can
dismiss right away any suggestion that nature’s possession of a natural property
(such as that of having interests) provides a normative reason to act towards it.
But in fact, we simply need to establish a middle-step between the natural
property in question and the normative reason, where a value is established in
virtue of this property, and in virtue of which the normative reason obtains.62
61

E.g., concerning the so called ‘buck-passing account of value’ (see footnote 77). But
perhaps this discussion is sometimes more of a quasi-discussion, since the view that valuefacts provide reasons is very rarely defended (at least if value-facts are taken to be facts about
general or abstract value-properties, such as goodness; see footnote 77). Some philosophers
attribute this view to G. E. Moore, but it is not clear that he held it (Olson 2004). In any case,
there seems to be much to tell against it (see ibid.: 191-2).
62
In a corresponding way, if it turns out that only natural properties may give rise to
normative reasons, we may simply say that when we discuss value-properties as suggestions
for reason-giving properties, what really (in a strict sense) may give rise to normative reasons
are the natural properties upon which these value-properties supervene.
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For example, the normative reason for treating nature with care may be that it
has intrinsic value, where it has intrinsic value in virtue of possessing interests.
The arguments that I will discuss in this essay by-pass the question of whether
or not this middle-step where a value is established is needed. If it is, then the
real reason to treat nature with care would not be that it has interests, but that it
has intrinsic value. That it has interests would then merely be the underlying
cause of this reason. Even so, as I will use the term ‘reason-giving’ in this essay
we may still say that nature’s property of possessing interests is reason-giving.
The normative reason to act towards nature obtains in virtue of nature’s property
of possessing interests. It is the fact that nature has interests that (on this
account) constitutes the ultimate basis for this reason; it is what gives rise to the
value that the reason is based on. Anyhow, as already pointed out, the main aim
of this essay is to investigate if there are direct normative reasons to act towards
nature, not to ascertain the full nature of those reasons.
3.2.3 Normative reasons and desires

•

According to a popular philosophical tradition, all reasons, even normative ones,
are somehow based on desires,63 where ‘desire’ is understood broadly: to have a
desire is to have some pro-attitude.64 There is actually a variety of quite different
theories, representing different views on the relation between desires and
reasons, that fit this rather vague description. What these desire-based65 theories
of normative reasons have in common is the idea that without some (actual or
hypothetical) desire (of some agent or agents) to start from there can be no
reason for action (for that agent or those agents). In other words, a necessary
condition of having a normative reason is that one has (or under some ideal
conditions would have) some desire from which this reason is somehow derived.

63

One of the most prominent advocates of such a view is Bernard Williams (see e.g.
Williams 1981: 101-13).
64
Cf. Scanlon 1998: 50 and Dancy 2000a: 11. (Note that both Dancy and Scanlon reject the
tradition in question both in the theory of motivation and in the theory of normative reasons;
Scanlon 1998: Ch. 1 and Dancy 2000a: Ch. 1-2.) If ‘desire’ were to be given a more narrow
interpretation, desire-based theories of reasons would not seem very plausible.
65
I have borrowed this term from Derek Parfit (1997: 128). It is not entirely clear what Parfit
takes ‘base’ to cover; whether it is used widely, to cover both provide and constitute
necessary condition of, or whether it is used more narrowly, to cover only the former. Dancy
(2000a: 17-8), when discussing Parfit, is keen to keep these two apart, reserving ‘base’ for the
former. The distinction I want to make here between desire-based and other theories of
normative reasons concerns the wide sense of ‘base’.

Chapter 3. Direct Moral Status and Reasons for Action

45

The project of trying to establish that nature has direct moral status seems to
be, at least prima facie, difficult to reconcile with such a desire-based theory of
normative reasons. For a thing to have direct moral status, remember, it must
have some property (or set of properties) that gives rise to a direct normative
reason, applying to any moral agent, to act towards it. But if normative reasons
are based on desires of the agent having the reasons, then it is hard to see how a
normative reason can be such that it applies to any moral agent.
However, there are some possible versions of the desire-based theory of
normative reasons that are compatible with the possibility of things possessing
direct moral status. It may be that all moral agents share some actual or
hypothetical desire(s) upon which normative reasons are based. That is to say, it
may be that there is some universal desire (or set of desires) that is instantiated
in all moral agents (or would be instantiated in any moral agent under certain
ideal conditions), and upon which normative reasons are based.66 Such desires
might explain why certain facts provide normative reasons. For example, that a
dog will suffer if it does not get food may provide a normative reason (applying
to any moral agent) to feed it because of some basic desire – perhaps grounded
in sympathy – that is shared by all moral agents. If this story is correct, then a
person who lacks sympathy (and therefore disqualifies as a moral agent) may
have no normative reason to feed the dog.
I shall not, however, take a stance on whether this story is correct. It may be
that the existence of some universal desire is necessary in order for a fact, such
as the one just mentioned, to provide a normative reason applying to any moral
agent, but whether or not this is the case is a question that I will leave
unanswered. There are two reasons for this: (1) It is not directly relevant to the
primary aim of this essay. Even if it is an interesting question precisely why any
fact provides a direct normative reason to care for nature, I have limited this
investigation to the question if any fact provides such a reason (and if so, which
fact that is). (2) The arguments in this essay will not rely on a particular answer
to this “why-question”. When arguing that a certain fact does or does not
provide a normative reason, I will not enter into the meta-ethical discussion
about what would explain that the fact in question provides such a reason.
Rather, the argumentation will involve illustrative examples and thought
experiments, references to facts widely considered to provide normative reasons,
reasoning about particular cases, discussions about various suppositions
necessary for a certain fact to provide a normative reason, discussions about
66

Cf. the role of sympathy in Hume’s moral philosophy (e.g. Hume 1975 [1777]: 219ff. &
272ff.; see in particular the footnote starting on page 219).
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implications of accepting that a certain fact provides a normative reason, and so
on (see further section 3.6).
But what if normative reasons are desire-based and there are no universal
desires? If that is the case I cannot reach any other conclusion than that nothing
has moral status (since then there are no normative reasons – direct or indirect –
that apply to any moral agent). But I do not think that it is the case; there are
good reasons to reject such a relativist desire-based view.67 I will not try to
refute it in this work, however. Instead I will simply assume that it is incorrect.
To my advantage is the fact that this is an assumption that anyone participating
in the discussion concerning which things count morally for their own sake
reasonably has to make (at least if ‘count morally for their own sake’ is
understood in a practically interesting sense).
Before we leave the desire-based theories of normative reasons we may just
note that if normative reasons are based on desires, and there are no universal
desires (desires that any moral agent has or would have under some ideal
conditions), then a moral agent may have no normative reason not to hurt
another sentient being, or to save the life of an innocent person when she is in a
position to do so. Whether she has these or other reasons will all depend on how
she happens to be psychologically constituted. This is a conclusion that I find it
hard to accept.
3.2.4 A possible requirement on normative reasons
Does any fact that counts in favour of acting provide a normative reason for
action? This is not altogether certain. There may be some additional requirement
besides the counting in favour of that has to be met by a fact for that fact to
provide a normative reason. One particular candidate for such a requirement,
which could be important to environmental ethics, is the supposed requirement
that a normative reason for action should be able to motivate the agents for
whom it is a reason (cf. Kagan 1989: 68). A fact should thus be able to motivate
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Of course, if only some of our reasons are based on universal desires it will still be the case
that many (most?) normative reasons are relative to particular agents (and based on some of
their other, non-universal, desires). It may be that direct reasons to care for nature are such
“relative reasons” (see also footnote 236). We should note that one may be wrong even about
such reasons, e.g., if they are based on false beliefs or conflict with stronger desires. But to
the extent that they are genuine reasons, they should (even if they are relative to particular
agents) plausibly be relevant to decision-making (see chapter six). For an interesting
discussion of reasons to reject desire-based theories of normative reasons, see Dancy 2000a:
31-43. See also Quinn 1993 and Scanlon 1998: 41-9.
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any moral agent in order to provide a normative reason that applies to any moral
agent.
I am not certain of whether or not we should put such a requirement on
normative reasons for action. If we should, this would mean that what is right
and wrong depends on what can motivate moral agents. This may, or may not,
be considered a desirable implication. Anyhow, there seems to be something
plausible about this requirement: First, it seems reasonable to assume that a
person cannot sincerely intend to do something that she cannot be motivated to
do. Second, let us also assume that a moral agent ought to intend to do what she
has most normative reason to do. Then, if facts that cannot motivate a moral
agent may still provide her normative reasons, we reach the conclusion that it
may be the case that a moral agent ought to intend to do something that she
cannot sincerely intend to do. This tallies badly with the idea that ought implies
can. But perhaps the second assumption is false. Perhaps it is only true that a
moral agent ought to do what she has most normative reason to do,68 and
perhaps we can (in the relevant sense of can) do even some of the things that we
cannot be motivated to do.69 In any case, it might be a reasonable requirement
on normative reasons for action that they actually can motivate those who are
supposed to act upon them, especially if we emphasize the practical dimension
of morality. The facts that provide normative reasons are supposed to be able
move us, at least under ideal conditions.
This requirement could be used against nature-consideristic environmental
ethics. It could be claimed that even if nature-considerists can come up with
some sort of theoretical argument to the effect that we have normative reason to
do this or that towards nature, what they point to are not actually normative
reasons that apply to any moral agent, since there are moral agents who simply
cannot be moved by these supposed reasons. The thought is roughly that there
are moral agents to whom what happens to nature – as far as just nature itself is
concerned – simply cannot be important enough for a normative reason to arise.
I think this claim is wrong. It seems to be more a case of question-begging
against nature-consideristic ethics than a well-founded point about human
psychology. Indeed, much of the motive for undertaking studies in environmental ethics lies in the fact that many people actually are motivated to care for
68

And perhaps this is not always true either. But I shall not get into that question in this
thesis.
69
Perhaps the relevant sense of ‘can’ is ‘have the capacity to’. I may have the capacity to do
something (e.g. chop off my leg) without having the capacity to be motivated to do it (perhaps
not even under the threat of death).
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nature for nature’s own sake. Nature enthusiasts of different sorts (e.g.
participants in environmental ethics, participants in the environmental movement, environmental activists and “wilderness lovers” in general) are upset – for
nature’s own sake – by the way that human beings treat nature, and they are
willing to put much energy into putting a stop to our nature-destroying practices.
These people are often the ones who have taken an interest in, and put an effort
into understanding, nature and natural processes. There is no reason to think that
other moral agents, if they were to put the same effort into understanding nature
and its processes, could not be motivated to care for nature for its own sake. And
we actually do not have to look far in order to find people who regard nature as
very valuable, presumably also for its own sake. There are numerous examples
to be found in the history of literature,70 and we only have to glance at today’s
selection of nature programs on television to get an idea about how interested
people in general are in the natural world. I do not think that it is a bold guess
that many of these people see, and can be motivated by, what they take to be
reasons to care for nature even regardless of the effects that this caring has on
human beings (or other sentient creatures) (see also footnote 12 in chapter two,
where I list several empirical studies implying that people in general value
nature for its own sake).
3.3 The notion of a direct normative reason for action
In this essay I am not interested in just any normative reasons for action, but in
direct normative reasons. As I stated at the very beginning of the essay, a first
approximation of what it means for a reason to be direct with regard to a thing,
is to be a reason to act towards the thing for its own sake. It is this notion, for its
own sake, that we have to reach an understanding of in order to fully grasp the
difference between nature-consideristic theories and other environmental ethical
theories with regard to their view on nature’s moral status. Only the former take
nature to count morally for its own sake.
The term ‘direct’ is introduced in order to capture what one plausibly means
by saying that a normative reason to act towards a thing is a reason to act
towards it for its own sake. In this section I will discuss how the claim that a
normative reason is direct should thence be understood.
The first and most important role of the term ‘direct’ is to single out the
normative reasons that are non-instrumental with regard to a thing, t, in the
70

See McShane 2007a: 178; 2007b: 54-5 for a sample of what she calls ‘environmentalist
literature’ (not environmental ethics literature).
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sense that they do not obtain solely because the action that they call for (towards
t) results in a favourable outcome for someone or something else than t. We can
express this by saying that a direct normative reason to act towards a thing, t, is
a normative reason that obtains regardless of the action’s effects on other
parties than t. Differently put, in order to lend support for an action towards t for
which there is a direct normative reason, one does not have to refer to any other
thing than t that the action is supposed to further.
However, this characterization of directness of a normative reason for action
does not capture all that is reasonably implied by saying of a normative reason
that it is a reason to act towards a thing for its own sake. There are two types of
possible normative reasons that fit in with this characterization even though they
are not really reasons to act towards a thing for its own sake (in the sense of ‘for
its own sake’ that I think most environmental ethicists who participate in the
discussion of whether nature counts morally for its own sake are after). The first
type of reasons (1) we may call ‘reasons deriving from instrumentally justified
rules’, and the second type of reasons (2) we may call ‘reasons to act out of
consideration for some other thing’. In order to deal with reasons of the first
type we need to modify the above characterization of directness of a normative
reason, and in order to deal with reasons of the second type we need to introduce
an additional requirement that a normative reason has to meet in order to be
direct with regard to a thing.
3.3.1 Reasons deriving from instrumentally justified rules
(1) To grasp this type of reason, consider an analogy with rule-consequentialism. According to one familiar version of this theory, there are rules that
should be followed even in such cases where doing so has worse consequences
than not doing so. This practice is justified instrumentally, by the alleged fact
that always abiding by these rules has better consequences in the long run than
(a) to sometimes break them, and (b) to abide by any other set of rules. (Of
course, since rules may conflict with each other, some relative ranking of rules
will be needed.) So despite teaching the abidance by absolute rules, the theory is
still consequentialist in spirit: implementing a certain set of rules and following
them is simply how we reach the best consequences. The rules are not
intrinsically valid, they just happen to belong to the set of rules the abidance by
which for the moment has the best consequences in the long run. Hence, the set
of valid rules may come to change over time. According as cultures evolve,
some rules whose unconditional abidance previously had the best consequences
may come to lose this status and become invalid from a rule-consequentialist
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perspective.71 Similarly, we should expect that the set of valid rules varies
between different societies. What has good consequences in one society need
not have good consequences in another.
In a similar vein, some have argued that implementing nature-considerism as
a guideline for acting towards nature is how we reach the best outcome in the
long run for human beings (present or future). That is, we should propagate, and
act from, the view that nature counts morally for its own sake. But the supposed
reason for doing so is that this is the right strategy for reaching the best outcome
for human beings (in the long run).72 Just like the rules in rule-consequentialism
have nothing to recommend them except for the utility of implementing and
following them, nature-considerism, on this account, has nothing to recommend
it apart from the utility (for human beings) of implementing it and acting in
accordance with it. There are, so to speak, no intellectual reasons to accept
nature-considerism, only a pragmatic (instrumental) one.
If this claim is correct, then there are indeed normative reasons to act towards
nature that obtain regardless of the effects that these actions have on other
parties than nature. But these reasons only obtain because adopting the view that
prescribes the actions that they call for is better for human beings, in the long
run, than other strategies. This line of thought is purely human-consideristic in
spirit (in the same way as rule-consequentialism is consequentialist in spirit).
Furthermore, if it were shown that implementing nature-considerism really is
not the right strategy for reaching the best outcome in the long run for human
beings (or if in the future the implementation of nature-considerism ceases to be
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Examples of such rules could be some rules of etiquette. Imagine a society where etiquette
is considered extremely important, and where the violation of some rules of etiquette actually
has the consequences of making people very upset and even emotionally hurt. We can easily
imagine that in such a society it has the best consequences in the long run to consider and act
upon these rules of etiquette as absolute rules (unless one has to break them in order not to
break some higher ranked rule). Now, imagine that the attitudes towards etiquette slowly
change in this society, so that sooner or later a point is reached when people in general are no
longer upset or hurt by the breaking of these rules of etiquette. When this point is reached it
will no longer be true that it has the best consequences in the long run to consider and act
upon these rules of etiquette as absolute rules. Hence, at this point these rules cease to be
absolute rules (from a rule-consequentialist perspective).
72
See for instance G. E. Varner (1998: 10-1) who distinguishes between ethical and practical
holism (ecocentrism), and professes to the latter (for instrumental reasons) but not to the
former (for intellectual reasons). Similar views are held by some so called ‘environmental
pragmatists’, e.g. Ben Minteer, who writes: “noninstrumental value claims are often powerful
tools for achieving widely endorsed public environmental goals” (Minteer 2001: 75).
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the right strategy for reaching the best outcome for human beings), then we
should abandon the adoption of nature-considerism.
Needless to say, I want to exclude reasons of this kind – i.e. reasons deriving
from instrumentally justified rules – from being direct reasons with regard to a
thing, t. Although they may obtain regardless of the effects on other parties than
t of the actions that they call for, they do not obtain regardless of the effects on
other parties than t of the application of the rules or view that prescribe these
actions (in this case the view of nature-considerism, which is implemented
because doing so is taken to have the best outcome, in the long run, for human
beings). Hence, they are not really reasons to act towards t for its own sake.
Consequently, a direct normative reason to act towards a thing, t, is a normative
reason that obtains regardless of the effects that this action, or the application
of any rule or view that prescribes this action, has on other parties than t.
3.3.2 Reasons to act out of consideration for some other thing
(2) In order to grasp the second type of normative reasons that fit in with this
characterization (even in the modified form just stated) without actually being
reasons to act towards a thing for its own sake, let us make the following
supposition: The fact that human beings in general like nature provides a
normative reason (applying to any moral agent) to care for nature that obtains
regardless of the effects that caring for nature, or the application of any rule or
view that prescribes caring for nature, has on other parties than nature. Now,
there are two ways to account for this supposed reason, depending on which
things it is a reason to act out of consideration for – whether it is a reason to act
out of consideration for nature, or a reason to act out of consideration only for
all the human beings that happen to like nature. The first way to account for this
supposed reason would give nature direct moral status, while the second way
would not.
(i) The first way to account for the supposed reason is to claim that the fact in
question provides a normative reason to care for nature out of consideration for
nature; that is, to act (to perform actions of care) towards nature out of
appreciation, care, concern, reverence, respect, or the like, for nature itself.
However unlikely this account may be, if there is such a reason (which I
certainly doubt) I have no problem with calling it ‘a direct normative reason’.
Even if this reason is provided by the fact that human beings in general happen
to like nature, it is nevertheless a reason to act towards nature for nature’s own
sake, i.e., regardless of the action’s effects on other parties and out of
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consideration for nature.73 I do not think that we can demand more than this
from a direct normative reason.
(ii) The second way to account for the supposed reason is to claim that the
fact in question provides a normative reason to care for nature out of
consideration only for all the human beings that happen to like nature. An
example may come in handy. Consider the following, somewhat far-fetched,
conversation between two persons; A, who is about to destroy a group of trees,
and B, who wants to stop A from doing that:
B: “Don’t destroy those trees.”
A: “Why?”
B: “Because C likes them.”
A: “But she’ll never come to see them, or otherwise experience them,
anyway.”
B: “No, but you should leave them alone out of respect for C and her
wishes.”

•

A: “Alright, I see your point, I’ll leave them alone.”
Here B asks A to act towards the trees for the sake, not of the trees, but of C, and
this despite the fact that the action has no effects on C whatsoever (we may even
suppose that it does not have any effects on anyone or anything but the trees).
One may of course doubt that there are such normative reasons as the one that B
is trying to persuade A of, i.e., reasons to act towards a thing, t, that obtain
regardless of the action’s effects on other parties than t, but that are still reasons
to act for the sake of someone or something else than t. But at this purely
conceptual stage of the investigation I want to leave even such perhaps farfetched possibilities open.74
73

I shall not discuss this supposed reason in this essay since I do not know of anyone who
has defended it, and I cannot think of any good arguments for it myself.
74
This possibility may actually not be so far-fetched after all. People who think that we
should respect a person’s wishes even after she is dead should take it seriously. Imagine that
C has died and that her last wish was to keep this group of trees intact. Could that not be a
reason to keep it intact, regardless of the effects that this action has on other parties than the
group of trees? It certainly has no effects on C, since she is dead. See also Mary Anne
Warren’s “Transitivity of Respect Principle”, according to which, within certain limits,
“moral agents should respect one another’s attributions of moral status” (Warren 1997: 170).
It is clear that Warren thinks that moral agents should do this for the sake of each other, and
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The reason that B claims that A has to act towards the trees is clearly indirect:
it is a reason to act towards the trees for the sake of someone else than the trees,
namely C. We may express this by saying that although A has a normative
reason (this we suppose) to act towards the trees regardless of the action’s
effects on other parties than the trees, she has no normative reason to act out of
consideration for the trees. But should this attitudinal aspect of a reason really
be relevant to the question of which things have direct moral status? Should it
not be sufficient for a thing’s having direct moral status (or for its counting
morally for its own sake) that there is some normative reason to act towards it
that obtains regardless of the effects that the action has on other parties? I am
quite certain that nature-considerists in general would answer “no” to that
question. One of the major shortcomings of so called ‘anthropocentric ethics’,
according to these theorists, is that it only leaves room for instrumental attitudes
towards nature. It does not acknowledge that there is reason to take nature into
moral consideration for its own sake, directly, and care for it, appreciate it and
so on, accordingly (cf. McShane 2007a).
But whatever nature-considerists in general would say, I still want to exclude
the possibility that a reason to act towards a thing, t, out of consideration for
some other thing, may give t direct moral status. To say that the trees in the
above example have direct moral status, or that they count morally for their own
sake, on the basis that C happens to have a wish to keep them intact – a wish
that gives us a normative reason to keep them intact for C’s sake –, is to
diminish the idea of direct moral status, or of counting morally for one’s own
sake. At the core of these ideas lies the thought that things that have direct moral
status, or that count morally for their own sake, are objects towards which it is,
so to speak, proper to direct one’s moral attention.
Consequently, we need to add the following requirement to the characterization of directness of a normative reason: in order to be direct with regard to a
thing, t, a normative reason has to be a reason to act out of consideration for t.
This should not be interpreted so as to imply that a moral agent has necessarily
failed to act on a direct normative reason with regard to t if she did not act out of
a mentally present consideration for t.75 But it does imply that if she acted on
not for the sake of the things to which they attribute moral status (as far as this reason is
concerned) (ibid.: 170-1).
75
Perhaps it would be an undesirable implication of a theory about normative reasons if it
made the question of whether an action is right or wrong depend – on the conceptual level –
on the mentally present attitudes of the moral agent performing the action. I therefore want to
emphasize that my analysis of a direct normative reason does not yield this implication.
Firstly, an action may be right even if it was performed for the wrong (supposed) reasons,
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what she took to be a direct normative reason with regard to t, then we will find,
if we analyse this (supposed) reason, that the thing for which sake she acted was
no other thing than t. She will not resort to any indirect explanation of the basis
for this reason of the kind that B presents to A in our tree-example.
A problem that arises here is that there may be normative ethical theories
according to which we should never act out of consideration for a thing, but
whose advocates may still want to say that some things count morally for their
own sake, while others do not. The theories that I have in mind are first and
foremost various versions of consequentialism. According to such theories we
should direct our moral attention towards the net amount of good over bad in the
world and try to make this amount as large as possible. But even from the
viewpoint of these theories there are things of which it seems appropriate to say
that we have reason to act towards them for their own sake, namely the things
whose states directly – that is to say, in themselves and non-derivatively – make
a difference to the net amount of good over bad in the world. However, as I have
conceptualized directness of a reason, it seems that adherents of such consequentialist theories cannot say that there are direct reasons to act towards these
things (since they cannot say that we should act out of consideration for a thing).
If this is correct, then I have not managed to capture what I intended to capture
with the notion of directness of a normative reason, namely what one plausibly
means by saying that a normative reason to act towards a thing is a reason to act
towards it for its own sake.
My way out of this problem is to maintain that there in fact is a proper and
relevant sense in which it is adequate to say that we should act out of
consideration for certain things, according to the consequentialist theories in
question. There is no conflict between directing one’s moral attention towards
the net amount of good over bad in the world, and directing it towards certain
things (namely the things whose states may in themselves, non-derivatively,
make a difference to the net amount of good over bad in the world). Indeed,
directing one’s moral attention towards the former seems to consist in directing
it towards the latter. Consequentialist theories need not hold that there is some
abstract overall good that is distinct from the goods of the things whose states
together constitute the overall good.76 Such a theory would rather be a caricature
of consequentialism. Thus I also think that it would be to caricature any actual
namely if it happens to be the action that, all things considered, is supported by the normative
reasons in the situation. Secondly, as pointed out above, a moral agent may well act on a
direct normative reason for t without having a mentally present consideration for t.
76
Shelly Kagan makes this point in Kagan 1989: 56-9.
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(or at least any plausible) version of consequentialism to say that it does not care
for human beings and take them into consideration, even if it holds that what
ultimately decides whether an action is right or wrong is the net amount of good
over bad that it produces as compared to the available alternative actions.
Human beings (and perhaps other beings) are the things that can possess the
states that are good and bad, so it is them we should care for.
To sum up, then, even the kind of consequentialism that focuses on the net
amount of good over bad in the world can properly be said to hold that some
things are such that we have reason to act out of consideration for them. If we
also have reason to act towards such a thing regardless of the action’s effects on
other parties (and regardless of the effects on other parties of applying any rule
or view that prescribes the action), then the thing in question has direct moral
status (or counts morally for its own sake) according to this kind of consequentialism.
3.3.3 The final characterization of directness of a normative reason for action
In accordance with the discussions in 3.3.1 and 3.3.2 we get the following final
characterization of directness of a normative reason for action:
A normative reason, r, to undertake an action, a, towards a thing, t, is direct
(with regard to t) if and only if (i) r obtains regardless of the effects that a,
or the application of any rule or view that prescribes a, has on other parties
than t and (ii) r is a reason to act out of consideration for t.
One may wonder whether the first conjunct is really necessary once the second
conjunct has been introduced. Is it not sufficient that the reason is a reason to act
out of consideration for t? That is, can there be a normative reason to perform an
action, a, out of consideration for a thing, t, that would not obtain if it were not
for some effects that a would have on some other party than t? The answer is
that there actually may be such reasons (albeit far-fetched ones), which has been
noticed quite recently in connection with a problem raised for the so called
‘buck-passing account of value’.77 Wlodek Rabinowicz and Toni Rønnow77

In short, the buck-passing account of value states that value-properties (at least abstract or
general ones, like the property of being good) do not, themselves, give rise to normative
reasons. It is natural properties (or specific evaluative properties, like perhaps the property of
being pleasant) that give rise to such reasons, and value-properties (at least abstract or general
ones) are simply the higher-order properties of having lower-order properties that give rise to
normative reasons (Scanlon 1998: 11 & 97, Wallace 2002: 446-9 and Scanlon 2002: 513).
Thus, when it comes to the job of giving rise to normative reasons, the buck is passed from
value-properties (at least abstract or general ones) to other properties, hence the name of the
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Rasmussen (2004) have named this problem ‘the wrong kind of reasons
problem’ (the WKR-problem).78 In their discussion of it they develop Roger
Crisp’s evil demon example, where an evil demon threatens to punish us unless
we admire a saucer of mud for its own sake (Crisp 2000: 459). In their final
version of this example, the evil demon “wants us to admire him, for his own
sake, precisely on the account of his determination to punish us if we don’t”
(Rabinowicz & Rønnow-Rasmussen 2004: 419). And, we should add, he will
punish us if we don’t.
Now, this fact indeed seems to provide a normative reason to admire the
demon (since we will be punished if we don’t), and we must, the example says,
admire the demon for his own sake. But in what sense should we admire him for
his own sake? It could not be that we should admire him regardless of the effects
that our admiring him has on other parties than him, since it is clearly false that
we should do that. The reason for admiring the demon is precisely that doing so
has effects on other parties than him, namely on us: we avoid being punished. If
this were not so, we would have no reason to admire him in the first place.
Rather, the sense in which we should admire the demon for his own sake must
be that we should direct our consideration (our attitude of admiration) directly
towards him.
If we hold on to the first conjunct in the above characterization of directness
of a normative reason, we do not have to worry about evil demons. Then there is
no direct normative reason to admire the demon, since the reason to admire him
does not obtain regardless of the effects that our admiring him has on other
parties than him. But if we dropped this conjunct, there would be a direct
normative reason to admire the demon. Thus we need both conjuncts. It should
be noted that there is nothing arbitrary or ad hoc about the manoeuvre of
introducing two conjuncts in the characterization of directness of a normative
reason. As the discussions in 3.3.1 and 3.3.2 should have shown, we do need
account: ‘the buck-passing account’ (coined by one of its modern defenders, T. M. Scanlon
(1998: 11 & 96-7)).
78
Since, on the buck-passing account of value, to have (positive) value is to have properties
that give rise to normative reasons for positive reaction, we might expect that wherever there
are normative reasons for positive reaction, there is value. This, however, seems not to be the
case. Some normative reasons are of the wrong kind for grounding value: The fact that a
demon will punish us if we do not admire a saucer of mud for its own sake, seems to provide
a normative reason to admire the saucer of mud for its own sake, but it certainly does not
make the saucer of mud valuable for its own sake (Crisp 2000: 459). This is the WKRproblem; how should we, in a non-arbitrary way, distinguish the right kind of normative
reasons from the wrong kind?
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both conjuncts in order to capture what we intend to capture when talking about
acting towards a thing for its own sake.79
3.4 ‘Direct moral status’ – a useful substitute
Direct normative reasons for action are relative to things, as we have seen; they
are reasons to act towards some thing that obtain in virtue of some property or
properties of that thing. What mainly interests me in this essay is whether nature
is the kind of thing towards which we (moral agents) have some such reason to
act. That is to say, I am interested in whether nature has the higher-order
property of possessing some other property or set of properties that gives rise to
a direct normative reason, applying to any moral agent, to act towards it.
Interesting as this higher-order property is, it requires a great deal of space to
spell it out. Therefore we need a good substitute for it. My choice of such a
substitute is the phrase ‘direct moral status’. Thus the definition of ‘direct moral
status’ that I propose is stipulative. The sole purpose of introducing this phrase
is to be able to conveniently denote the higher-order property of a thing of
possessing some other property or set of properties that gives rise to a direct
normative reason, applying to any moral agent, to act towards it. Such a thing, I
shall say, has direct moral status; it has the property of possessing direct moral
status. Hence, in this essay, the following two expressions have the same
meaning:
(i) X has direct moral status. (Definiendum)
(ii) X has some property or set of properties that gives rise to a direct
normative reason, applying to any moral agent, to act towards it.
(Definiens)

79

A detour: If the right kind of reasons for final value (see subsection 3.5.2) in the buckpassing account are direct normative reasons on my understanding of this notion (that is, as
expressed by the necessary and sufficient condition with the two conjuncts), then the WKRproblem is solved (at least as far as final value is concerned). And since both the terms
‘direct’ and ‘final’ here are intended to capture what is implied by the phrase ‘for its own
sake’ (i.e. different aspects of non-instrumentality), it seems to me that direct reasons in this
sense should be the right kind of reasons for final value in the buck-passing account. The
reason to admire the demon would then clearly be of the wrong kind for final value. It is not a
reason to admire the demon for his own sake, since it does not obtain regardless of the effects
that admiring him has on other parties. (Cf. Stratton-Lake 2005, where a somewhat similar
solution to the WKR-problem is offered. See also Brännmark 2003: 86.)
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The short-hand expression (i) is not only more convenient than (ii). In nonphilosophical contexts it is presumably also more comprehensible. While many
people would probably get some vague but in principle correct idea about what
someone uttering claim (i) means, I think that most of them would find claim (ii)
quite opaque. In such contexts we may rather view (ii) as an explication of (i).
The reason why we may do so is that the definition of ‘direct moral status’, even
if stipulative, is meant to be a fruitful definition. We need an expression for the
moral state of things, where their moral state is understood in terms of the
(normative) reasons that we (moral agents) have to act towards them. And the
phrase ‘direct moral status’ seems to me to be an excellent candidate for this
task.80
I believe that the definition of ‘direct moral status’ that I suggest also tallies
well with ordinary usage of this phrase (or, rather, of ‘moral status’), but
whether this is so is not too important. A matter that is important, though, is how
the views of the various environmental ethicists that I discuss in this essay relate
to the question of whether nature has direct moral status, on my understanding
of the phrase.
My way of dealing with this question is quite straightforward. I simply
assume that any environmental ethicist who wants to ascribe intrinsic value,
moral standing or the like to nature, also holds that there is some direct
normative reason, applying to any moral agent, to act towards it (where this
reason obtains in virtue of the fact that nature possesses some property or
properties).81 If the environmental ethicist in question wants her theory to be
80

Even if some other candidate would be equally good, or better, for this purpose, none of
the two expressions prevalent in environmental ethics, ‘intrinsic value’ and ‘moral standing’,
are suitable for it. Unlike ‘direct moral status’, they are so commonly used, and have
meanings that are so fixed (although ‘intrinsic value’ has several different albeit fixed
meanings), that I take it that providing a stipulative definition of any one of them is out of the
question. I will come back to the notions of intrinsic value and moral standing, and how they
differ from the notion of direct moral status, in the next section.
81
This assumption is actually wrong in the case of at least one of the environmental ethicists
that I discuss in this essay, Robert Elliot. Elliot defends an indexical theory of intrinsic value
which “claims, roughly, that a thing has intrinsic value if and only if it is approved of (or
would be approved of) by a valuer in virtue of its properties” (Elliot 1997: 16), and according
to which: “When Jane says, ‘Wild nature has intrinsic value’, and John says, ‘Wild nature
does not have intrinsic value’, they are not making contradictory assertions” (ibid.: 19). On
the other hand, Elliot holds that only attitudes that satisfy certain filtering requirements (e.g.
being based on justified beliefs and not arising from defective inference) are relevant to valuejudgements (ibid.: 16). I think it should be regarded an open question to what extent the
value-judgements of different valuers would converge if all these requirements were fully met
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practically interesting, her theory should imply claims about normative reasons
for moral agents. She may either claim that it is the fact that nature possesses the
property or set of properties in virtue of which it has intrinsic value or moral
standing that provides a normative reason to act towards it, or she may claim
that it is the fact that nature possesses the property of having intrinsic value or
moral standing that provides such a reason. In any case, she agrees that nature
has direct moral status, as I use the phrase.82 However, if my assumption turns
out to be wrong in the case of some of these environmental ethicists, I choose to
read this environmental ethicist as if she claimed that there is some direct
normative reason, applying to any moral agent, to act towards nature (see
footnote 81).
There are five further aspects of my definition of ‘direct moral status’ that I
think need some comment. The first aspect, which will be dealt with in
subsection 3.4.1, concerns the relation of giving rise to. The second aspect,
which will be dealt with in 3.4.2, concerns the mention of moral agents in the
definiens. The third aspect of my definition that needs comment is the stress laid
on properties. This aspect will be dealt with in 3.4.3, where I will also deal with
the somewhat related fourth aspect concerning what it means to say that a reason
applies to someone. The fifth and last aspect, which will be dealt with in 3.4.4,
concerns the unspecified term ‘act’ in the definiens. In 3.4.5 I will say some
words about non-moral normative reasons, and in 3.4.6 I will end this section

by these valuers (it may also be the case that we should put even stronger requirements on the
relevant attitudes than those suggested by Elliot). Perhaps they would converge completely
(see also ibid.: 20-2). To the extent that they would not converge I think that there is some
obscurity regarding the practical implications of Elliot’s view (i.e., the practical implications
of establishing that X has intrinsic value; on Elliott’s view the very same X may have intrinsic
disvalue as well, if it is intrinsically disapproved of by some moral agent). I will therefore
read him as talking about values (and reasons connected to those values) that apply to any
moral agent.
82
With three reservations: (1) The views of some of these environmental ethicists on
precisely what a normative reason for action is might differ somewhat from mine. This is hard
to know, since the notion of a normative reason is usually not central to environmental ethical
theories. I do not, however, think that their views on normative reasons differ so much from
mine that it affects my discussions of their theories. In any case, as I have argued in this
chapter, the notion of a normative reason for action should be understood in accordance with
the account of it that I have defended here. (2) In order to advocate practically interesting
theories, these environmental ethicists do not have to accept my second part of the
requirement of directness of a normative reason; see subsection 3.3.2. But, as I stated there, I
think that they would accept it for other reasons. (3) Direct normative reasons may have some
practical relevance even if they do not apply to any moral agent (see chapter six).
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with a note on the view on morality that reasonably follows from focusing on
normative reasons for action.
3.4.1 The relation of giving rise to

•

I have claimed in this chapter that facts provide normative reasons. For instance,
that t has p (where p is a property or set of properties) may provide a normative
reason to act towards t. This is the most obvious and simple case where it is
correct to say that a property or set of properties gives rise to a reason (as I here
use the phrase ‘give rise to’). But there are other possible cases as well. One
such case has already been mentioned (on pages 43-4): It may be that the reason
to act towards t is not that t has p, but that t has some value-property that
supervenes on p. If so, we may still say that p gives rise to the reason in
question, since p is the property or set of properties of t that provides the
ultimate basis for this reason.
There are also theories according to which the facts that can provide
normative reasons for action are not facts about things, such as the fact that t has
p, but facts about the actions themselves (or about their consequences). We may
use some version of the kind of consequentialism that I mentioned earlier as an
example of such a theory (though such a theory need not be consequentialist; the
fact may be about some quality of an action other than its consequences, as for
instance the supposed fact that an action is just). According to the theory that I
have in mind, any (contributory) normative reason to act towards a thing, t, is
provided by the fact that doing so will make a difference to the net amount of
good over bad in the world. But if acting towards t makes a difference to the net
amount of good over bad in the world, this must be because of some property or
set of properties that t possesses. Citing this property or set of properties is
necessary in order to ultimately explain why acting towards t makes a difference
to the net amount of good over bad in the world.83 Hence, we may say that p
gives rise to the reason in question, since p is the property or set of properties of
t that provides the ultimate basis for the normative reason to act towards t. In
such cases I will say that the fact that t has p ultimately bases a normative reason
to act towards t.

83

In the case of an indirect normative reason to act towards t, the explanation needs more
than one step. Perhaps I have a reason to act towards t because doing so makes X happy. In
that case, both the property p of t in virtue of which acting toward t makes X happy, and the
property of X of possessing the ability to be happy, have to be cited in order to fully explain
this reason.
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An example may be in place. Suppose that what contribute to the good in the
world are satisfied interests and what contribute to the bad in the world are
thwarted interests. On this account, if there is a direct normative reason to act
towards t, this is because t possesses interests. It is this fact that ultimately
explains why acting towards t makes a difference to the net amount of good over
bad in the world. This fact ultimately bases the reason to act towards t. Hence,
the reason to act towards t obtains in virtue of t’s property of possessing
interests; it is this property that gives rise to the reason.
A property (or set of properties) that gives rise to a direct normative reason
for action will also be referred to as a reason-giving property (or set of
properties). A property (or set of properties) that gives rise to a direct normative
reason, applying to any moral agent, to act towards its possessor, will be referred
to as a universally reason-giving property (or set of properties). It follows that: a
thing has direct moral status if and only if it has some universally reason-giving
property (or set of properties).
3.4.2 The need for a clause about moral agents
The second aspect of my definition that needs comment is the clause, “applying
to any moral agent”, in the definiens. We need this clause for two reasons. The
first reason is that there may be normative reasons, even direct ones, that are
relative to some specific agent or agents, and that hence do not apply to any
moral agent. And we do not want such reasons to ground direct moral status. As
an example we may consider a supposed normative reason that is grounded in
the sentimental value that a thing has for its owner.
Suppose I own a watch that once has belonged to my great grandmother, and
that because of its history has come to possess special significance for me, quite
apart from any instrumental value that it happens to have. This watch has come
to possess non-instrumental sentimental value for me (that is, I find, or should
find, it valuable for its own sake, because of its history). This fact, that the watch
has non-instrumental sentimental value for me (or the fact that it has properties
upon which such a value supervene), may well count in favour, for me, of not
destroying the watch. If so, I have a normative reason not to destroy the watch.
And this reason is directed towards the watch for its own sake (we presume); I
have this reason regardless of any effects that not destroying the watch has on
other parties than the watch, me included (and it is a reason to act out of
consideration for the watch). We may even presume that I have reason to want
the watch preserved even after my own death. Thus my normative reason not to
destroy the watch is direct with regard to the watch. Other people reasonably
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also have normative reason not to destroy the watch, but not for the sake of the
watch, but for the sake of me; because I would be sad if the watch were
destroyed. That is, the normative reason not to destroy the watch that other
people have is indirect with regard to the watch. The watch’s history does not
give it any special significance for them, only for me. This watch does not have
direct moral status, since it does not possess any property that gives rise to a
direct normative reason, applying to any moral agent, to act towards it. The
direct normative reason for not destroying the watch only applies to me.
The second reason for applying the clause about moral agents in the definiens
is that we do not want the question of whether a thing possesses direct moral
status to depend on whether it has some property or set of properties that gives
rise to a direct normative reason to act towards it that applies to, for instance,
small children, animals (to the extent that they can have reasons) or psychopaths
– that is, to those who are not moral agents.84
I take the notion of a moral agent to be quite unproblematic. The set of moral
agents consists of at least all fairly adult human beings whose mental abilities
relevant to engaging in moral reasoning are not significantly defective. I am not
bothered here by the obvious vagueness and ambiguities of this formulation due
to such terms as ‘at least’, ‘fairly’, ‘relevant’ and ‘significantly’, or by the worry
of circularity due to the two mentions of ‘moral’. These terms could all surely be
sufficiently specified, and at least in theory we could list the abilities relevant to
engaging in moral reasoning without using the term ‘moral’. It does not even
have to be the case that a clear-cut distinction can be made between those who
are moral agents and those who are not. There may be borderline cases. The
point is simply that while you and I and most people we know are moral agents,
a small child, a dog and a person who completely lacks empathy are not. They
are not moral agents because they cannot participate in moral discussions on the
same terms as we can, they should not be held responsible for their actions to the
same extent or in the same way as we should, and we would not turn to them for
moral advice.

84

It may be objected here that if a thing has direct moral status, the direct normative reasons
to act towards it apply to anyone who can have reasons, even to psychopaths. It is just that
psychopaths have defects that prevent them from apprehending these reasons (in pretty much
the same way as colour-blinds have defects that prevent them from apprehending certain
colours). This may well be so. But it may also be that a normative reason in some way partly
is a function of some aspect of the person having the reason, e.g. her desires (see subsection
3.2.3). I want to leave both these possibilities open.
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3.4.3 The focus on properties
The third aspect of my definition that needs comment is the stress laid on
properties in the definiens. Why, one may ask, is direct moral status not simply
defined in terms of the fact that there is some direct normative reason to act
towards that which possesses it? Why do we have to take the path via the
property (or set of properties) that gives rise to this reason? One answer is that
while reason-giving properties are features of things, the direct normative
reasons that obtain in virtue of these properties are not. The feature of a thing of
possessing direct moral status must reasonable depend on other features of that
thing. There must be something about such a thing that “gives” it direct moral
status; a thing with direct moral status must have some property (or combination
of properties) that a thing without direct moral status lacks. What is common to
such properties is that they give rise to direct normative reasons, applying to any
moral agent, to act towards that which possesses them.
But there is yet another reason to lay stress on reason-giving properties in the
definition instead of focusing directly on reasons. According to some philosophers, a normative reason obtains only if someone actually has the reason, where
a prerequisite of having a reason is that one can act upon it (in the sense of being
in a position where it is at least physically possible to act upon it) (cf. Dancy
2000b: 170-1). Thus, if direct moral status were understood in terms of actual
direct normative reasons for action, then the direct moral status of things would
be, as it were, switched on and off according as moral agents were in position to
act towards them. That would clearly be an unwanted result. It would for
instance mean that a sentient creature lacks direct moral status as long as no
moral agent is in a position to act towards it, but that it gains direct moral status
at the same instant that someone finds herself in such a position. But if sentient
creatures have direct moral status at all (which I am quite certain that they do),
then, of course, they have direct moral status also when no one can act towards
them. They have direct moral status in virtue of some property or properties that
they possess, namely some property or properties the possession of which
provides a direct normative reason, applying to any moral agent, to act towards
them (as a possible suggestion in this case, the property of being sentient).
This leads over to the fourth aspect of my definition that I think needs some
comment: the notion of a reason applying to an agent. I suggest that we
understand this notion conditionally (cf. Suikkanen 2004: 532-3): That a thing, t,
has some property or set of properties that gives rise to a direct normative
reason, applying to some agent X, to act towards it, means that if X would be in a
position to act towards t, then she would have a direct normative reason to do so,
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and she would have this reason because of some property or properties of t.
Such properties are reason-giving even in cases where no one has any actual
reason. Thus we should also understand the idea of a property giving rise to a
reason conditionally: That a property or set of properties, p, of t, gives rise to a
reason for an agent X to act towards t, means that if X would be in a position to
act towards t, then she would have a direct normative reason to do so, and she
would have this reason because of p.
A somewhat related point concerns the possibility that reasons to act towards
a thing may be undermined, or cancelled. I have already stressed the fact that the
reasons that I am concerned with in this essay are contributory reasons, which
may be outweighed by other reasons. But it is a widespread view that reasons
may also be undermined; that they may come to lose their weight altogether in a
situation because of some other fact relevant to that situation. I will not discuss
whether any direct normative reasons to act towards nature that arise in virtue of
some property or set of properties that nature possesses may be undermined. But
I should say something about what would happen to the direct moral status of
nature if all such reasons were undermined in a situation. My suggestion is that
nothing would happen to its direct moral status. As long as the property or set of
properties in virtue of which nature ordinarily has direct moral status is retained,
it has direct moral status. Again, whether a thing has direct moral status depends
on what properties it has (on whether it has universally reason-giving properties); not on anyone actually having a reason.
To sum up: It does not have to be the case that some moral agent actually has
a normative reason to act towards a thing, t, for t to have direct moral status. It is
sufficient that if some moral agent were in a position to act towards t, then she
would (ordinarily) have a direct normative reason to do so. Direct moral status
attaches to things, and whether a thing possesses it depends on features of that
thing. It does not depend on anyone having any actual reason. The features of a
thing that are relevant to its possible direct moral status are such properties that
give rise to reasons of a certain kind (direct normative reasons). Although I have
characterized these properties in terms of reasons, it is not the existence of actual
reasons that grounds direct moral status; it is the properties that give rise to such
reasons. Whether someone actually has any such reason is irrelevant to the
question of a thing’s direct moral status.
3.4.4 Positive and negative moral status
The fifth aspect of my definition that needs comment concerns the unspecified
term ‘act’ in the definiens. In the definition of ‘direct moral status’, nothing is
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said about how moral agents should have direct normative reason to act towards
a thing for it to have direct moral status. Suppose they have direct normative
reason to destroy or hate it; does it still have direct moral status? In this respect I
intend moral status to be analogous to value. Value can be either positive or
negative, and so can moral status. If we have reason to destroy a thing, it has
negative moral status, but if we have reason to care for the thing, it has positive
moral status. Moreover, there is nothing that (conceptually, at least) excludes the
possibility that the very same thing may have both negative and positive
contributory (but not all things considered) direct moral status. This would for
instance be the case if it had both a property that gives rise to a direct normative
reason to respect it, and a property that gives rise to a direct normative reason to
destroy it.
Note also that there is no such thing as neutral contributory direct moral
status. If a thing, t, has direct moral status, this implies that there is a reason to
act towards t out of consideration for t. As I have used the term ‘consideration’,
consideration is either negative or positive. Otherwise it is not consideration at
all. There is of course the possibility that a thing may have neutral all-thingsconsidered direct moral status, if its positive direct moral status and its negative
direct moral status are equally strong.
It has been implicitly understood that I am interested in the positive moral
status of nature in this essay. The actions towards nature that I will be talking
about are such actions as handling with care, refraining from harming, leaving
alone, etc. I will not discuss if nature has negative direct moral status, i.e., if it
has some property or set of properties that gives rise to a direct normative
reason, applying to any moral agent, to act in some negative way towards it.
3.4.5 On direct and indirect moral status and non-moral normative reasons
A thing has direct moral status, I have stipulated, if and only if it has some
property or set of properties that gives rise to a direct normative reason, applying
to any moral agent, to act towards it. But, supposedly, there are non-moral
normative reasons as well as moral ones. It is plausible to assume that there are
normative reasons that are prudential rather than moral (perhaps some economic
reasons, for instance). But if that is the case, should we not define ‘direct moral
status’ in terms of moral reasons rather than in terms of normative reasons?
There are two reasons why we do not have to do that. (1) Since it is embedded
in the definition of ‘direct moral status’ that the normative reasons should apply
to any moral agent, we have excluded any purely subjective normative reasons
from grounding direct moral status. (2) ‘Direct moral status’ is defined in terms
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of direct normative reasons, that is, normative reasons to act towards a thing out
of consideration for that thing. A thing towards which we (moral agents) have
normative reason to act, out of consideration for that thing itself, is precisely the
kind of thing of which I want to say that it has direct moral status. This means
that if there are, for instance, aesthetic normative reasons for action that are
direct with regard to a thing, t, then t has direct moral status, as I use this phrase.
This is all in order, because in this essay I am interested in morality in a wide
practical sense (cf. next subsection).
If we now turn to ‘indirect moral status’, we will find that a definition of this
phrase in terms of (indirect) normative reasons (and not moral reasons) works
just as well. An indirect normative reason, I have written, is a normative reason
to act towards a thing, t, for the sake of something else than t, i.e., out of consideration for something else than t. This means that all indirect normative reasons
– as I use this phrase – are derived from direct normative reasons. The existence
of some direct normative reason is a necessary condition of the existence of any
indirect normative reason. Thus a thing has indirect moral status in virtue of
some other thing’s having direct moral status.
The property of having indirect moral status may not be very interesting,
though. It seems as if almost anything has indirect moral status in this sense.
Think of an arbitrary stone, for instance. Surely there is a normative reason,
applying to any moral agent, not to throw it on a fortuitous person passing by.
This reason is indirect with regard to the stone, both in the sense that it does not
obtain regardless of the effects that the action has on other parties than the stone
(in this case the fortuitous person passing by), and in the sense that it is not a
reason to act out of consideration for the stone. Perhaps we can somehow divide
the things with indirect moral status according as their level of interest in moral
contexts varies, which seems to depend partly on what we have reason to do
towards them (a reason to preserve or admire t seems more interesting than a
reason not to throw t at X, for instance). This will not bother me in this work,
however, since I am interested in the more interesting direct normative reasons.
3.4.6 Morality in a wide practical sense
A consequence of focusing a moral investigation on the notion of normative
reasons for action, is that the field of morality is understood in a wide and
practical sense. Morality is not restricted beforehand to questions concerning
certain fixed issues, such as justice, rights and welfare. (It may of course turn
out to be the case that all normative reasons (applying to any moral agent) are,
as a matter of fact, related to some of these issues.) Rather, it is concerned with
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an unprejudiced search for the normative reasons for action that apply to moral
agents, and for the properties that give rise to such reasons. All direct normative
reasons for action (applying to any moral agent, or to many moral agents; see
section 5.4 and chapter six), and all reasons derived from such reasons (i.e.
indirect normative reasons), are relevant.
This wide usage of ‘morality’ should only be expected, I think, in an
investigation concerning the moral status of nature. If we were to demarcate the
moral sphere otherwise, we would run the risk of begging the question against
nature-consideristic environmental ethics. Any substantial requirement on moral
reasons grounded in some everyday understanding of what morality is about
(e.g. human welfare, justice and rights) is likely to exclude the possibility of
nature belonging to the moral sphere. We cannot expect the reasons to care for
nature to be provided by the same sort of facts as are the reasons to care for
human, or other sentient, beings.
There are, to be sure, other ways to use ‘morality’ (or to demarcate the moral
sphere) than the one that I have chosen. One may for instance hold that morality
only concerns human interaction. I do not want to say that such other ways to
use ‘morality’ have to be wrong, or that they are always inappropriate. I just
want to point out that in this essay ‘morality’ is used in a wider sense. And the
reason for this is that this essay is motivated by the question about how we
should act towards nature. This is a question to which all normative reasons are
of interest. It does not matter in virtue of which kind of property they obtain (if
it is an aesthetic property, for instance).
3.5 Direct moral status, moral standing and intrinsic value
Nature-consideristic environmental ethics claims that nature counts morally for
its own sake. This claim is almost always made using one of the two terms
‘intrinsic value’ and ‘moral standing’ (or ‘considerability’). Sometimes these
terms are used synonymously,85 but as Rick O’Neil (1997) has convincingly
shown – and as will be apparent in this section –, the notions that they are
usually taken to refer to differ from each other in important respects.86
Environmental ethicists typically put their focus either on intrinsic value or on
moral standing. The focus on intrinsic value is by far the most common among

85
86

E.g. Attfield 1983: 149 and Varner 1998: 10-1.
See also Cahen 2003 [1988]: Section III.
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nature-considerists, while the focus on moral standing is the most common
among life-considerists (so called ‘biocentrists’).87
When arguing to the effect that there are important differences between the
notions of intrinsic value and moral standing, O’Neil considers the case of
languages:
Consider the analogy of the world’s six thousand or so languages. The number is
decreasing at a rapid rate and experts estimate up to half will become extinct
during the next century. There are instrumental values achieved by keeping
languages alive; however, we may also think that a language ought to be
preserved for its intrinsic value, i.e., for its own attractive features, such as
grammatical symmetry and lexical richness. [---] Yet no one, I think, would be
inclined to attribute moral standing to a language. (O’Neil 1997: 48)

•

How does ‘direct moral status’ fit into this picture? Well, moral status attaches
to things, and a language is not a thing as I use the term (i.e., a physical object
that exists in space and time). I doubt that we can act out of consideration for
entities that are not things in this sense (or that we do not believe to be things in
this sense). But what if a language were a thing? As I have defined ‘direct moral
status’, if it is true that the language in question has some property or set of
properties that gives rise to a direct normative reason, applying to any moral
agent, to act towards it, then the language would have had direct moral status,
had it been a thing (and I can only hope that this does not sound as odd as
claiming that it has moral standing).
In this section I will give a brief account of the notions of moral standing (or
considerability) and intrinsic value, so that it becomes clear (1) how they differ
from direct moral status, and (2) why the latter notion is preferable to any one of
them when it comes to the task of investigating whether nature counts morally
for its own sake. I begin with moral standing.
3.5.1 Moral standing vs. direct moral status
The focus on moral standing, or moral considerability (which is the preferred
term of one of the pioneers within modern life-considerism, Kenneth Goodpaster), is confined to the group of environmental ethical theories that are
occupied with individual organisms (e.g. sentient creatures,88 living organisms,89
87

While the latter put the focus on moral standing, intrinsic value often has a place in their
theories as well. Certain states of the things that they take to have moral standing are often
held to be intrinsically valuable.
88
See e.g. Singer 1975 and Regan 1983.
89
See e.g. Stone 1972, Goodpaster 1978, Taylor 1981 and Attfield 1981.
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or nature understood as a “quasi-organism”90). In an influential paper from 1978,
Goodpaster addresses the question of whether living organisms and other natural
entities are morally considerable (Goodpaster 1978). As a point of departure, he
uses the formulation of G. J. Warnock, who eight years before had raised the
following question:
Let us consider the question to whom principles of morality apply from, so to
speak, the other end – from the standpoint not of the agent, but of the “patient.”
What, we may ask here, is the condition of moral relevance? What is the
condition of having a claim to be considered, by rational agents to whom moral
principles apply? (Warnock 1971: 148)

To be morally considerable is thus to be a moral patient and to have a claim to
be considered by moral agents. The notion of moral considerability appears in
connection with such environmental ethical theories that ground the moral
importance of nature or living organisms in their having a good of their own, or
interests in a broad sense (see section 2.5 and chapter four). The claim is that
since living organisms and/or nature have morally significant interests, they are
moral patients and have a claim to be considered by moral agents.
In later environmental ethical writings, the term ‘moral standing’ is perhaps
more common than ‘moral considerability’ for expressing the same idea (see
e.g. O’Neil 1997 and Attfield 2003; we may note that Goodpaster used ‘moral
standing’ alongside of ‘moral considerability’ already in Goodpaster 1978). Rick
O’Neil characterizes moral standing thus:
Moral standing (sometimes referred to as “moral considerability” or “moral
significance”) refers to an entity’s membership in the moral community, at least
as a moral patient. If x has moral standing, it is possible to have duties to x, not
just regarding x. A being with moral standing is an end in itself and can possess
rights. It at least deserves to have its interests or good considered by moral agents.
(O’Neil 1997: 47)

This characterization is in line with how Goodpaster and others use the term
‘moral considerability’.91 It is clear that, in order for a thing to have moral
standing, or moral considerability, it must be such that it has interests, at least in
a wide sense; it must be such that it has a good of its own. Consequently, in
90

Goodpaster himself opened up for this possibility already in Goodpaster 1978, and in a
subsequent work he explicitly defends it (Goodpaster 1979). For a more elaborate defence of
such a view, see Johnson 1991.
91
See for instance Harley Cahen’s discussion of Goodpaster’s notion of moral considerability. Cahen also goes through the usages of ‘moral considerability’ adopted by some
environmental ethicists who depart from Goodpaster’s use of the term (although, remarkably,
none of them seems to intend to do so). (Cahen 2003 [1988]: Section III)
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order to hold that nature has moral standing, one must hold that nature has a
good of its own, or interests in a wide sense. That is, one must advocate some
version of interest-based nature-considerism (IN).
Some authors use the term ‘moral status’ as synonymous to ‘moral standing’
and ‘moral considerability’. Mary Anne Warren provides an example of this, as
she writes:
To have moral status is to be morally considerable, or to have moral standing. It is
to be an entity towards which moral agents have, or can have, moral obligations.
If an entity has moral status, then we may not treat it in just any way we please;
we are morally obliged to give weight in our deliberations to its needs, interests or
well-being. Furthermore, we are morally obliged to do this not merely because
protecting it may benefit ourselves or other persons, but because its needs have
moral importance in their own right. (Warren 1997: 3)

•

This use of ‘moral status’ differs considerably from mine. For those familiar
with Warren’s way of using ‘moral status’ this is an important thing to bear in
mind. As I use ‘direct moral status’, a thing, t, has direct moral status if and only
if it has some property or set of properties that gives rise to a direct normative
reason, applying to any moral agent, to act towards it. This does not imply that t
has either needs, interests or well-being, or that moral agents have, or can have,
obligations towards t (although moral agents have obligations regarding, or with
respect to, t (cf. Godfrey-Smith 1980: 34 and O’Neil 1997: 46). This means that
a thing may very well have direct moral status without having moral standing.
On the other hand, any thing that possesses moral standing also possesses
direct moral status. Firstly, it is obvious that a thing with moral standing has
some property or set of properties that gives rise to a normative reason, applying
to any moral agent, to act towards it (even if this may be the property of
possessing moral standing, itself); namely, a reason to do whatever it is that one
is obliged to do towards it. Secondly, it is also obvious that some reason must be
direct with regard to the thing. Otherwise it could not be the case that we have
duties or obligations towards it (though we could still have duties regarding it,
but towards someone else – as for instance if I have an obligation towards you
regarding your property, an obligation, say, not to destroy it).
It should now be clear why the notion of moral standing is unsuitable for an
investigation concerning the question of whether nature counts morally for its
own sake. To require that nature must have moral standing in order to count
morally for its own sake is to require too much. When we ask whether nature
counts morally for its own sake we are interested in whether there is reason to
take it into consideration and act towards it for its own sake. To say that nature
has moral standing is, as we have seen, to say something more. It is to say that
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nature is such that we can have obligations or duties towards it; that it has a
good of its own, or interests in a wide sense. The only kind of natureconsiderism that can reasonably hold that nature has moral standing is interestbased nature-considerism, which in fact has proportionately few adherents. In
the next chapter I will reach the conclusion that this kind of theory is not
promising, and thus, in effect, that nature does not have moral standing.
If we would focus on moral standing in an investigation concerning whether
nature counts morally for its own sake, we might find that nature lacks this
property, and therefore draw the conclusion that there is no normative reason to
take nature into consideration and act towards it for its own sake. This would be
a wrong conclusion. There may be many normative reasons to act towards
nature for its own sake even if it lacks moral standing. If we instead focus on
direct moral status, we run no risk of drawing this wrong conclusion.
3.5.2 Intrinsic value vs. direct moral status
The notion of intrinsic value has occupied a central place in the environmental
ethical debate ever since the beginning of the discipline.92 Consequently, much
of this debate has concerned the question of whether some natural entities or
nature as a whole possess intrinsic value. But it is often quite unclear precisely
what environmental ethicists mean when they claim that nature has intrinsic
value – other than that it counts morally for its own sake, in some sense.93 In
what sense it counts morally for its own sake, and what the practical
92

Some writers even claim that it is part of what it is for a theory to be an environmental
ethical theory that it ascribes intrinsic value to nature. For instance, John O’Neill (1992: 131)
writes that “[t]o hold an environmental ethic is to hold that non-human beings and states of
affairs in the natural world have intrinsic value”. See also Rolston 1988: 1, Thompson 1990:
148 and Callicott 1999 [1995]: 241. This focus on intrinsic value in environmental ethics has
recently declined somewhat, as several authors (on different grounds) have criticised the
project of trying to establish that nature has intrinsic value. None of these criticisms has got
anything to do with the points that I want to make in this subsection, however (see McShane
2007b, where she goes through these criticisms and convincingly defends one version of the
project of trying to establish that nature has intrinsic value against them). It should be noted
that in the very beginning of environmental ethics the notion of rights was even more popular
than that of intrinsic value (for an account, see Nash 1989 and Hargrove 1992: 183 & 203, n.
3).
93
As Katie McShane writes about “the early days of environmental ethics”: “However, the
use of the term intrinsic value in environmental ethics at that time was a lot like the use of the
term freedom these days in American political discourse. It was used to designate something
that everybody is in favor of, even though (and perhaps because) nobody is really sure what
they mean by it” (McShane 2007b: 46-7).
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implications of this supposed fact are, is often not revealed. To some extent, the
confusion within environmental ethics surrounding the notion of intrinsic value
has to do with the fact that the term ‘intrinsic value’ is not univocal, but used to
refer to several different notions.
In an article quite frequently referred to, John O’Neill takes up the task of
bringing some order to the confusion surrounding the notion of intrinsic value.
He discerns three different basic senses of ‘intrinsic value’:
(1) Intrinsic value1 Intrinsic value is used as a synonym for non-instrumental
value. An object has instrumental value insofar as it is a means to some other end.
An object has intrinsic value if it is an end in itself. (O’Neill 1992: 119)94

•

I will refer to this notion of value as ‘final value’.95 To be valuable in this sense
is often expressed as ‘being valuable for one’s own sake’. I actually prefer this
formulation to the ‘end’-formulation. The term ‘end’ is ambiguous in this
context. In one interpretation it could refer to some state that should be brought
about (for the purpose of which various means might be used). This interpretation is not available if we agree that things may be bearers of value. That
human beings are valuable for their own sake (non-instrumentally) does not
imply that they should be brought about. Besides, there may be things that are
valuable for their own sake to which there are no means.
Rather, the term ‘end’ simply indicates or signals that a thing or state of
affairs is valuable, period.96 This means that we do not have to refer to any other
valuable thing or state of affairs for which sake it is valuable in order to account
for its value.97 This first sense of ‘intrinsic value’ as ‘non-instrumental value’, or
94

As O’Neill uses ‘object’, an object can be a thing (see footnote 2 in this essay) or a state of
affairs (O’Neill 1992: 119).
95
In doing so I follow Korsgaard (1983), Rabinowicz & Rønnow-Rasmussen (1999) and
others, who have introduced this term in order to keep this notion apart from the other notions
of intrinsic value.
96
Cf. Rabinowicz & Rønnow-Rasmussen (1999: 47-8) who, for similar reasons, state that
‘value as an end’ is misleading for the value that an object has for its own sake, and who
introduce the term ‘end-point value’ instead.
97
Depending on in which of these senses ‘end’ is understood, there is one kind of intrinsic
value that may be left uncovered by the three senses of ‘intrinsic value’ that O’Neill discerns.
This is the kind of value that is sometimes called inherent value (see e.g. Regan 1983: 235ff.;
cf. Paul Taylor’s ‘inherent worth’, Taylor 1986: 75ff.). This kind of value attaches to things
and does not come in grades. A thing either has it or lacks it. In the first sense of ‘end’, the
things that have inherent value (if there are any such things) are not valuable as ends; they are
not ends of actions (like finally valuable states of affairs such as, perhaps, that of a person
experiencing pleasure). But they are valuable as ends in the second sense. They are valuable,
period. In that sense they are ends in themselves; the chain of value (even if it may have only
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‘value for one’s own sake’, should be separated from another ordinary use of
‘intrinsic value’ which is all too often conflated with it:
(2) Intrinsic value2 Intrinsic value is used to refer to the value an object has
solely in virtue of its ‘intrinsic properties’. [---] [A]s a first approximation, I will
assume the intrinsic properties of an object to be its non-relational properties, and
leave that concept for the moment unanalysed. (O’Neill 1992: 120)

Later in the text O’Neill provides two interpretations of ‘non-relational
property’:
(i) The non-relational properties of an object are those that persist regardless of
the existence or non-existence of other objects (weak interpretation).
(ii) The non-relational properties of an object are those that can be characterised
without reference to other objects (strong interpretation). (Ibid.: 124)

I will come back to these two interpretations shortly.
Intrinsic value2 is the sense of ‘intrinsic value’ that G. E. Moore had in mind
when he wrote: “To say a kind of value is ‘intrinsic’ means merely that the
question whether a thing possesses it, and in what degree it possesses it, depends
solely on the intrinsic nature of the thing in question” (Moore 1922: 260). This
is also the kind of value that is most properly called ‘intrinsic value’, because of
its connection to intrinsic properties, and hence this is the kind of value that I
will refer to as ‘intrinsic value’.
There seems to be a relation between final value and intrinsic value. If an
object has value because of its intrinsic properties, it seems that it must be
valuable for its own sake, and not (merely) as a means to something else (since
being a means to something else clearly is a relational property), i.e., it must
have final value.98 Perhaps this fact is what has made philosophers traditionally
assume that final value and intrinsic value coincide.99 But there is nothing to
conceptually exclude the possibility that also relational properties may give rise
to final value, or intrinsic value1. Several philosophers have quite recently paid
attention to this possibility, and argued (a) for the difference between final value
one link) ends in the thing itself (its value is an “end-point value”; see previous note). I take it
that O’Neill’s passage is concerned with ends in this second sense, and that inherent value
consequently is a kind of final value, or intrinsic value1, on O’Neill’s account. Be that as it
may, as I use ‘final value’, inherent value is a kind of final value. What is central to the notion
of final value is that an object with final value is valuable for its own sake, and this is
certainly true of things with inherent value.
98
See Kagan 1998: 291, however, where the necessity of this connection is questioned.
99
See Kagan 1998 and Rabinowicz & Rønnow-Rasmussen 1999, where this view is
presented and challenged.
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and intrinsic value, and (b) for the possibility (or actuality) of relational
properties giving rise to final value.100 It is in connection with this debate that
the term ‘final value’ has been coined for intrinsic value1, in order to distinguish
it from intrinsic value2.
The participants in this debate have provided several examples of possible
candidates for possessing non-intrinsic final value. Two of these examples are
Princess Diana’s dress (Rabinowicz & Rønnow-Rasmussen 1999: 41) and
Abraham Lincoln’s pen (the one with which he signed the Emancipation
Proclamation, freeing the slaves) (Kagan 1998: 285). The properties in virtue of
which these things may be thought to have final value are their respective
relations to Diana and Lincoln (or to the Emancipation Proclamation, or to the
freeing of the slaves). None of these properties can be characterized without
reference to other objects (namely Diana and Lincoln (or the Emancipation
Proclamation, or the freeing of the slaves), respectively), but both of them
obviously persist regardless of the existence of other objects (remove every
other thing from the universe and Lincoln’s pen will still retain its historical
relation to Lincoln and the Emancipation Proclamation). Thus, in O’Neill’s
weak interpretation (i) of ‘non-relational property’ these properties are clearly
non-relational, i.e., intrinsic, and the kind of value that they may give rise to is
intrinsic value. This interpretation is too weak in the present context. On the
classical (i.e., Mooreian) conception of intrinsic value, the possible values that
Diana’s dress and Lincoln’s pen may have in virtue of there relations to Diana
and Lincoln, respectively, are not intrinsic values. The property of a thing of
standing in a relation to a person (or another object) does not belong to its
intrinsic nature, in Moore’s sense. So the notion of non-relational (intrinsic) at
stake here is rather that expressed by O’Neill’s strong interpretation (ii).
The third sense of ‘intrinsic value’ that O’Neill discerns has not been debated
as frequently as the other two, but it is appropriate to mention it here since some
writers in environmental ethics clearly have this sense in mind when they talk
about intrinsic value:101
(3) Intrinsic value3 Intrinsic value is used as a synonym for ‘objective value’ i.e.,
value that an object possesses independently of the valuations of valuers. (O’Neill
1992: 120)

We should note that this notion of intrinsic value differs considerably from the
other two. While holding that something is intrinsically valuable in some of the
100

E.g. Korsgaard 1983, O’Neill 1992, Kagan 1998 and Rabinowicz & Rønnow-Rasmussen
1999.
101
For an example of this, see Rolston 1988: 116ff.
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other senses does not, in itself, oblige one to any particular meta-ethical
standpoint, holding that something has objective value (intrinsic value3)
obviously does (although depending on how ‘valuations of valuers’ should be
understood, it is not clear to which). The value that is held to be possessed by an
object independently of the valuations of valuers may either be intrinsic value or
non-intrinsic final value (indeed, as objective value is characterized by O’Neill,
such value could even be instrumental value: an object that is valuable as a
means to some other object that possesses final value independently of the
valuations of valuers clearly has instrumental value that is possessed independently of the valuations of valuers).
Just like there has been some confusion of intrinsic value with final value,
there has been some confusion of these two kinds of value with objective value.
As Rick O’Neil (1997: 47) has pointed out:
Some writers, including Rolston, assume that intrinsic values also must be
objective values. This assumption is not true. It is conceivable that a species could
be worthy of appreciation, but only has this status in a world of actual or potential
valuers. That is, its value is the result of the attitudes of humans even though it is
valued for its own properties, not just for its utilitarian benefits. In this case, the
species possesses intrinsic, but not objective value.

It is not clear whether ‘intrinsic value’ in this passage refers to final value or
intrinsic value. If ‘its own properties’ should be understood as ‘its intrinsic
property’, O’Neil is talking about intrinsic value. But the contrast made with
“utilitarian benefits” may indicate that O’Neil rather has some idea of final value
in mind. This reading is strengthened by what O’Neil writes on the preceding
page: “By intrinsic value I mean noninstrumental value, the value a thing has in
itself, as opposed to the value it has as a means to some good” (ibid.: 46). Here
he seems to be speaking of final value. This indicates how deep the confusion
concerning different senses of ‘intrinsic value’ goes.
These three basic senses of ‘intrinsic value’ may all be given different, more
specified, interpretations, and thus be further divided (one may provide different
accounts of what it means that a thing is valuable as an end, what an intrinsic
property is, and what valuations of valuers amounts to). This unclearness about
the meaning of ‘intrinsic value’ has made the debate about nature’s supposed
intrinsic value a rather muddled one. This is itself at least a weak argument
against focusing on the notion of intrinsic value in a work dealing with the
question of whether nature counts morally for its own sake. Doing so invites to
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misunderstanding, which the history of environmental ethics is full of examples
of.102
As O’Neill points out, the notion that should be most interesting to
environmental ethics is that of final value.103 One of the most important
purposes of writers within this discipline is to investigate whether nature counts
morally for its own sake. Whether it does so because of relational or nonrelational properties (or even because of no other properties104) seems quite
irrelevant to this purpose. Likewise, it does not seem to matter much whether its
value would be retained in the absence of actual or potential valuers. As things
happen to be, there are valuers in the world, and it is only as long as these
valuers remain in the world that normative questions will be addressed (and
have practical relevance). (This is not to say that the question of to what extent
the value of a thing is dependent on the valuations of valuers is not an interesting one.)
Not surprisingly, final value is the kind of value that comes closest to the
notion of direct moral status. Still, there are good reasons not to focus on final
value in an investigation concerning the question of whether nature counts
morally for its own sake.
Firstly, there is much controversy about the nature of final value (as well as
about the nature of intrinsic value in the other senses). For instance, opinions
differ as to what sort of entities may possess final value. It is a prevalent view
that only states of affairs (or facts) may possess final value.105 But the entities
that I am interested in are (physical) things. Perhaps most disturbing in the
context of our present investigation is the fact that the practical significance of
final value is unclear. Opinions are divided regarding the connection between
final value and normative reasons for action. According to some accounts of
final value, this connection is as strong as that between direct moral status and
direct normative reasons (e.g. the buck-passing account of value mentioned
earlier). But on other accounts of final value this is not so. As for instance Harry
G. Frankfurt understands ‘final value’ (although he too writes ‘intrinsic value’)
there is no such connection:

102

See O’Neill 1992, O’Neil 1997 and McShane 2007b for accounts of such examples.
O’Neill 1992: 120. Cf. McShane 2007b: 49 & 54. See also Kagan 1998: 290 and
Rabinowicz & Rønnow-Rasmussen 1999: 48-9.
104
To be finally valuable could be a first order property that does not depend on any other
properties.
105
E.g. Ross 1930: 112ff., Harman 1967, Brülde 1998: Appendix A and Zimmerman, M. J.
2001: Ch. 3.
103
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In attributing intrinsic value to something, we do perhaps imply that it would
make sense for someone to desire it for its own sake […]. However, our belief
that having a certain desire would not be unreasonable does not imply that we
ourselves actually have the desire, nor does it imply that anyone else ought to
have it. [---] Moreover, it may be a matter of complete indifference to us whether
anyone at all is interested in promoting or achieving [that which we recognize as
having intrinsic value]. (Frankfurt 2004: 12-3)

Such final value would not be very interesting to political or private ethical
decision-making.
One could of course choose to adhere to an account of final value according
to which it has precisely the practical relevance that one wants it to have,106 but
in this context, I think that would be an unwise thing to do. For one thing, one
would run the risk of losing those who adhere to some other account of final
value, and for another thing, one would run the risk of working with a notion of
final value that is not properly understood. In addition, there is more than one
such account to choose from (see page 43 and footnote 61 for an example).
There is also the problem of what actions the final value of an entity
recommends (see further Ohlsson 1995: 6-7).
Secondly, a focus on final value tends to exclude, or at least misrepresent,
some views, or kinds of view, that ought to be considered. This is because, at
least on a conceptual level, having final value is not a necessary condition of
having direct moral status – a thing may well have direct moral status without
having final value. Let me explain.
Not all normative ethical theories are based on an axiological ground, and
among those which are, far from all claim that things (such as ecosystems and
the biosphere) are the kind of entities to which final value attaches. Perhaps it is
not nature, but that nature’s interests are satisfied, that has final value. Consider
for instance a view according to which the state of affairs of an animal’s having
106

This is what e.g. Katie McShane (2007b) does. She defends a particular practical notion of
intrinsic value and argues (among other things) that there are good reasons to investigate
whether nature possesses such value. Of course I have nothing against such a procedure. My
point here is simply that for my present investigation, with its particular aim, the notion of
direct moral status is more suitable than that of intrinsic (final) value. With the notion of
direct moral status we can cover both theories assigning to nature intrinsic value in
McShane’s sense, and other theories holding that nature counts morally for its own sake.
What I do have something against, though, are such practices as defining nature-considerism
(ecocentrism), or indeed the whole field of environmental ethics, in terms of intrinsic value. I
have nothing against particular theories in environmental ethics focusing on intrinsic or final
value. It may indeed turn out that on some proper conception of intrinsic or final value, nature
in fact has such value.

78

The Moral Status of Nature

its interests satisfied is finally valuable, while the animal itself lacks final value.
Such a view may still have it that the animal possesses direct moral status, since
it may still hold that there is a direct normative reason (applying to any moral
agent) to act towards it (perhaps a reason to refrain from thwarting its interests)
– i.e., a reason to act out of consideration for the animal which obtains regardless of the action’s effects on other parties.
To sum up: there is nothing to conceptually exclude (i) that things can be
finally valuable without there being direct normative reasons to act towards
them, and (ii) that there may be direct normative reasons to act towards things
that do not have final value (the same goes for intrinsic and objective value).
Since we are interested in whether there are direct normative reasons to act
towards nature, focusing on final value (or intrinsic value or objective value)
seems to be the wrong strategy. It is far better to focus directly on direct
normative reasons for action (and direct moral status).

•

3.6 The search for normative reasons – some notes on the line of argument
employed in the remainder of the essay
In the remainder of this essay I try to answer questions about which properties of
nature do, and which properties of nature do not, give rise to direct normative
reasons to act towards it. But in doing so, I am not aiming to provide anything
that we may regard as proofs to that matter. What I do hope to provide are rather
some justified or well-grounded beliefs or judgements. On my view of morality
and moral reasoning this is all that one may hope for. (Perhaps needless to say, I
therefore regard my conclusions as revisable. I may find reason to change my
views in light of new considerations. But in this respect moral views are no
different from most other views.)
I take it that the reasoning in this essay does not depart to any significant
extent from the line of reasoning employed in most studies in normative ethics.
Therefore I shall not say much about it. In effect, my argumentation in the
remainder of this essay relies on four assumptions that will be dealt with in
subsections 3.6.1-3.6.4, respectively:
(1) Appeals to intuitions may be applied in moral reasoning.
(2) Some facts are such that they provide normative reasons for action.
(3) Normative propositions abide by laws or rules of consistency and
rationality.
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(4) There is a certain universality of normative reasons.
Based on these assumptions, the argumentation in this essay will involve such
things as illustrative examples and thought experiments, references to facts
widely considered as providing or ultimately basing normative reasons, reasoning about particular cases, discussions about various suppositions necessary for
a certain fact to provide or ultimately base a normative reason, discussions about
implications of accepting that a certain fact provides or ultimately bases a
normative reason, and so on.
3.6.1 Moral intuitions
Appeals to moral intuitions occur in most studies in normative ethics (even if
they are not always explicit), and often thought experiments are used in order to
arouse those intuitions. This study forms no exception in this respect. I have
already discussed the last-man-thought-experiment and the intuition that it
appeals to. But can we rely on moral intuitions? I will presume that at least
sometimes we can do that, at least as far as our deepest intuitions are concerned
(but, of course, neither these intuitions are infallible).107 Some things just seem
to be right, and other things wrong, whatever the explanation is. And in the end
we simply have nothing but our own and others’ intuitions to turn to when it
comes to forming our most basic moral beliefs or judgements.
One might challenge this view by claiming that anyone who thinks that moral
intuitions may be reliable should be able to present a theory about morality (a
meta-ethical theory) that can explain this supposed fact. I would like to turn this
challenge around, and say that, in order to be a plausible theory about morality,
a theory should be able to explain why we sometimes can rely on our deepest
moral intuitions (indeed, being able to explain this may be seen as a condition of
adequacy that any theory about morality should be able to meet), at least as long
as we do not want to resort to moral relativism (see footnote 110). The reason
for this – as already said – is that in the end we simply have nothing else but our
intuitions to turn to when it comes to forming our most basic moral beliefs or
judgements.
As far as various theories of moral justification are concerned, both so called
‘coherentist’ theories and so called ‘foundationalist’ theories of moral justifi107

We may have reason to give up the beliefs or judgements expressed by our deepest
intuitions if we cannot reconcile them with other deep intuitions that we have or with our
other strong beliefs or judgements. As noted in section 2.2, there are ways to explain away
our intuitions.
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cation may assign a justificatory role to moral intuitions. According to most
coherentist views, our moral intuitions, or the beliefs or judgements expressed
by them, are one of the things that are included in the set of beliefs etc. whose
members should cohere. According to foundationalist views, on the other hand,
our moral intuitions may be that which can provide the basic moral beliefs for
which no further justification can, or has to, be given (cf. so called ‘moral
intuitionism’).108
For many intuitions appealed to in ethical arguments it is of course an open
question whether (and to what extent) people in general really have them, but
with regard to some intuitions one can be quite certain. Suppose you walk on an
otherwise empty beach when all of a sudden you spot a child who is about to
drown some ten meters out in the water. Suppose further that you are able to
swim. Then, surely, the intuition of any moral agent is that you ought to swim
out and save the child.
3.6.2 Some facts provide normative reasons

•

As I wrote earlier in this chapter, I will not discuss how normative reasons are
possible in the first place – how it is possible that facts may count in favour of
acting, and how this supposed fact should be explained. Such a discussion does
not seem to help us when it comes to the question of which facts provide
reasons. The latter is the question that interests me in this essay.
I will simply assume that some facts do provide normative reasons, and that
some explanation of how this is possible is correct. I do not think that this is a
very bold assumption. Indeed, I think that anyone who claims that we (moral
agents) ought or ought not to do this or that has to make it. And this is the kind
of claim that virtually all participants in the environmental ethical debate (and
for that matter, the general normative ethical debate) make.
Consider the example with the drowning child again. In this example it seems
clear to me that you (and any moral agent in your position) have a normative
reason to swim out and save the child, whatever the explanation of the occurrence of that reason is. And unless we add some further details to the example
(such as very strong countervailing reasons), this reason is also decisive (that is,
no other reasons – alone or in combination – outweigh it, and no other facts
undermine it). All things considered, you have normative reason to swim out
and save the child; it would be wrong of you not to do so (and this is what our
intuition says).
108

See e.g. Daniels 2003: Section 1, and Campbell 2007: Section 3.2.
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That you have a normative reason to swim out and save the child is due to
circumstances of the situation. If the thing in the water turns out not to be a
child, but a dummy, you probably have no reason to swim out and bring it in. It
is the prevailing facts in a situation that decide what normative reasons you
have. We have not yet considered which fact provides the reason to swim out
and save the child – if it is the (supposed) fact that the child has inherent value,
the fact that the child suffers, the fact that the child will not get the opportunity
to pursue its goals unless you save it, or what have you –, but it has to be some
fact (where a fact may also be a conjunction of obtaining states of affairs).
Otherwise it would simply be a mystery that you have the reason in the case of
the child, but not in the case of the dummy.
That you have a decisive normative reason to save the child is, I believe, selfevident (as the example is formulated). Yet, to add to this point, suppose for a
moment that you choose not to save the child. Suppose, further, that shortly after
letting the child drown, you run into a friend with whom you share your recent
experience. How shall we expect your friend to react when she hears that you
chose not to save the child? Surely, she reacts with shock and despair: “how
could you do such a thing?”. She will immediately realize that what you did was
wrong, and that it was so regardless of what you think. Probably she will also
put to you the very legitimate question of why you did not save the child; that is,
what reasons you had for not doing so. What can you possibly answer? That you
did not feel like it, that you were in a hurry, that you do not like children, that
you did not want to get wet. Whatever you come up with, it is obvious that you
have failed to provide an actual normative reason (at least a sufficiently strong
one). None of your possible answers will satisfy your friend, and nothing that
you say can make her think that you did not act wrongly. You did.
Perhaps if we had reason to believe that it is very difficult to explain the
occurrence of normative reasons, we would also have reason to doubt that you
really had a normative reason to save the drowning child. But there are actually
several competing explanations available as to the occurrence of normative
reasons,109 and it seems to me that however unsatisfactory one finds any one of
109

The fact that a person is in need may provide a reason to help because there simply
prevails a favouring relation between this fact and the response of helping, or because an
idealized agent would take this fact to count in favour of helping, or because the action of not
helping cannot be justified to other members of the moral community (and in particular to the
person in need), or because rational and informed moral agents would be motivated to help, or
because a further moral fact obtains in the situation, e.g., that the situation where the person is
in need is bad (in which case the reason to help is really provided by this further fact), etc.
Interesting as the question is of which of these (or any other) explanations is correct, I will
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them, none of these explanations is as unsatisfactory as the conclusion that you
did not have a normative reason to save the child.110
3.6.3 The universality of normative reasons

•

In the example with the drowning child, the occurrence of a normative reason
does not depend on which particular child is drowning (unless, at least,
something very peculiar is assumed about the child in question). Nor does it
matter which moral agent we put in the situation, as long as she is capable of
saving the child. This is clear since the example does not specify which child or
which moral agent is involved (‘you’, in the example, could refer to any moral
agent).
The fact that the normative reason does not (normally) depend on which
particular child is drowning shows that we may draw even further conclusions
regarding the universality of normative reasons. Why does it not (normally)
matter which child that is drowning? The answer is that the reason to save the
child is provided by (or ultimately based on) some fact about the child to which
there is a corresponding fact about (virtually) any child. (There may be more
than one normative reason to save the child, and thus more than one relevant
fact, but that does not affect our discussion.) There is something about children
in general that makes it the case that we have reason to save them when they
need to be saved. That is, children have some property or set of properties in
virtue of which moral agents have normative reason to save them when they
need to be saved. We may express this by saying that the normative reason to
save the child is provided by (or ultimately based on) the fact that the child has
not, in this work, choose sides on that question. It is possible that a sophisticated relativism
about moral reasons is correct. Perhaps there are different explanations as to why r is a moral
reason for A and why r is a moral reason for B, even if both persons have the reason. If so,
they may also have slightly different moral reasons. I will not pay any more attention to this
possibility.
110
Of course, there will be people who still doubt that it would actually be wrong of you not
to save the child, in particular people adhering to various types of what is often referred to as
‘moral relativism’. I shall not say anything more in order to convince these people. They are
not the persons to whom this essay is first and foremost addressed. It is rather directed to
those who think that there are normative reasons, and who are interested in which such
reasons there are, and perhaps in particular to those who do not think that there are any direct
normative reasons to act towards nature. However, I do think that my discussions may be
interesting to many moral relativists as well. Even if they deny that actions can be right or
wrong in a strict sense, they may still be interested in forming well thought out and consistent
moral opinions, and they may still be interested in the practice of discussing moral questions.
And there are many degrees and versions of moral relativism.
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p, where p is an instantiation of the property or set of properties in virtue of
which this reason arises. Hence, the basis of the reason lies in the fact that the
child instantiates some property or set of properties the instantiation of which
provides a normative reason, applying to any moral agent, to act towards (save)
that which instantiates it. This is why we can be certain that it does not matter
which particular child is about to drown. We know that (virtually) all children
instantiate the relevant property or properties, and thus we need no further
information as to which particular child we are dealing with.
This has serious implications. If we know that the thing drowning has p, we
do not even (normally) need to know what sort of thing it is. It does not matter if
it is a child or something else. If we are right about which properties are reasongiving, and right about which properties the thing in the water has, then we can
rightly draw the conclusion that there is a normative reason to save the thing in
the water. If this were not so, I cannot see how we can be justified in believing
that it (normally) does not matter – with respect to our normative reason to save
the child – which particular child is drowning.111 The only justification (for this
belief) that I can think of is (i) that the normative reason to save the drowning
child is grounded in properties that the child has, and (ii) that these properties
are shared by (virtually) all children. These are facts that we rightly, but often
unconsciously, take for granted.
The terms ‘normally’ and ‘virtually’ are important here. We cannot exclude
(however odd it may seem) that some child in fact lacks the relevant property or
set of properties, p (or has some other property or set of properties that disables
p from giving rise to a normative reason). But in the absence of such
considerations we should certainly assume that there is a normative reason to
save any drowning child. Consequently, in the absence of such considerations
we should assume that there is a normative reason to save (e.g. from drowning)
any thing that possesses p. On these grounds we can formulate what we may call
the ‘universality-of-normative-reasons-thesis’, U (where t1 and t2 are two
distinct things and to φ is to perform a certain action):
(U) If t1 has p provides or ultimately bases a normative reason to φ towards
t1, then, in the absence of relevant differences between the two cases, t2 has
p provides or ultimately bases a normative reason to φ towards t2.

111

It may of course be the case that only children have p, but this is irrelevant to the point
that I want to make. My point is that if the thing in the water has p then we know that we
(normally) have reason to save it. The additional information that p is a child does not (itself)
add anything with respect to what reasons we have to act towards it.
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In this essay I am particularly interested in direct normative reasons applying to
any moral agent. Whether or not a normative reason to act towards a thing is
direct with regard to that thing also depends on which properties the thing in
question has. If t1’s having p provides (or ultimately bases) a direct normative
reason to φ toward t1, then, in the absence of relevant differences between the
two cases, t2’s having p provides (or ultimately bases) a direct normative reason
to φ towards t2. Thus we have:
(U*) If t1 has p provides or ultimately bases a direct normative reason,
applying to any moral agent, to φ towards t1, then, in the absence of
relevant differences between the two cases, t2 has p provides or ultimately
bases a direct normative reason, applying to any moral agent, to φ towards
t2.
Or, in terms of properties instead of facts:
(U*-p) If p is universally reason-giving when t1 has it, then, ceteris paribus,
p is universally reason-giving when t2 has it.

•

This formulation is shorter, and not as detailed as the first, but it has the same
content. It will prove useful later on.
I think that the presumption that this universality of normative reasons obtains
belongs to our very deepest moral intuitions, although normally it is not
explicitly expressed (most people are plausibly not able to express it, but we can
conclude that they embrace it from the way that they reason in moral questions;
a way that presumes universality of normative reasons). I do not think that we
can understand or pursue morality without it.112 For instance, my example with
the drowning child would not have been comprehensible unless something like
U was presumed to be correct, since this example is based on the assumption
that it does not matter which particular child is drowning.
It might be objected here that U and U* are too weak, or too unspecified.
Unless we know which differences between cases are relevant, any differences
could be claimed to be relevant, and then U and U* are in effect useless. My
reply to this objection is that these principles are not supposed to do all the work
by themselves. There are other methods for deciding which differences between
112

I think this is a presumption that even many so called ‘moral particularists’ would accept.
However, they would claim that we can say little, if anything, about which differences
between cases may be relevant. In any case, we cannot say sufficiently much for it to be
possible to formulate any general principles with regard to how we ought to act. This is fine
with me. The results of this essay do not imply that all versions of moral particularism have to
be false.
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cases are relevant. Such a difference must have to do with some feature that is
morally (or normatively) relevant. And, to begin with, we have very strong
intuitions concerning which features could be morally relevant. For instance, the
claim that the colour of one’s skin is a morally irrelevant feature is not in need
of any defence. It may be taken to express a fundamental fact. Furthermore,
anyone who claims that a certain feature is morally relevant must be ready to
defend this claim – at least if she wants us to take it seriously. (For example, in
this essay I claim that certain properties of nature are morally relevant. If such
claims were not in need of defence, then I would not have had to write this
essay.) Hence, the burden of proof lies with the person who wants to claim that
there is a morally relevant difference between two otherwise similar cases.
Finally, a claim that a difference between two cases is morally relevant must
meet the requirements of consistency and rationality that any claim has to meet
if we are supposed to take it seriously.
3.6.4 Requirements of consistency and rationality
The assertion that propositions with normative (moral) content abide by laws or
rules of consistency and rationality must reasonably be accepted by anyone who
seriously wants to participate in any discussion in normative ethics. It seems to
be a prerequisite of such discussions being meaningful. Most apparent are
perhaps the laws of logic. But there are also other constraints on acceptable
moral beliefs or judgements, such as conceptual constraints provided by the
meaning of the terms involved (‘right’ and ‘wrong’, for instance), and other
rationality constraints, such as a requirement that one’s moral judgements or
beliefs are not arbitrary or ad hoc. U and U* may be seen as giving expression
to such a rationality constraint.
Every other field of investigation is confined by such rules of consistency and
rationality, so why should normative ethics form an exception? I do not think
that this assertion is in need of any further defence.
3.7 Summary and preview
In this chapter I have presented and defended my view of what a direct
normative reason is, and I have discussed some important questions relating to
such reasons. I have also explained why an investigation such as this one should
be put in terms of normative reasons, and not in terms of moral standing or
intrinsic value.
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The two most important things to bear in mind from this chapter are (1) the
account of a direct normative reason and (2) the account of direct moral status:
(1a) A normative reason to perform an action, a, towards a thing, t, is
provided by a fact that counts in favour of performing a towards t.
(1b) A normative reason to perform a towards t is direct with regard to t if
and only if (i) it obtains regardless of the effects that a, or the application of
any rule or view that prescribes a, has on other parties than t; and (ii) it is a
reason to act out of consideration for t.
(2) A thing has direct moral status if and only if it has some property or set
of properties that gives rise to a direct normative reason, applying to any
moral agent, to act towards it (i.e., if and only if it has some universally
reason-giving property, or set of properties).

•

In the two chapters that follow I will investigate the substantive question of
whether there are direct normative reasons to act towards nature. I will do this
by examining (1) (when necessary) whether nature has the alleged (universally)
reason-giving property or set of properties; and (2) whether this property or set
of properties really is (universally) reason-giving, i.e., whether the supposed fact
that nature has it would provide or ultimately base a direct normative reason
(applying to any moral agent) to act towards it.
Since the reasons that are relevant to moral status are normative reasons, this
is the only kind of reason that I will discuss in the remainder of this essay. For
the sake of convenience I will therefore mostly omit the term ‘normative’ from
now on, and only write ‘reason’ when I refer to a normative reason. But
sometimes I will find it clarifying to spell out the whole phrase ‘normative
reason’. In those cases I will do that.
In the next chapter I will take a closer look at analogy-based natureconsiderism (AN), and in particular at the theory that is typical of AN, interestbased nature-considerism (IN). In chapter five I will deal with non-analogybased nature-considerism (NN).

CHAPTER 4

ANALOGY-BASED NATURE-CONSIDERISM

4.1 Introduction
In chapter two I discerned two different types of (or different approaches to)
nature-considerism: analogy-based nature-considerism (AN), according to
which nature has direct moral status in virtue of possessing some supposedly
moral significant property that it shares with human beings (and perhaps other
creatures), and non-analogy-based nature-considerism (NN), according to which
nature has direct moral status in virtue of possessing some property or set of
properties that is characteristic of nature itself. This chapter is concerned with
theories of the former type. The theory that is typical of analogy-based natureconsiderism is interest-based nature-considerism (IN), according to which nature
has direct moral status in virtue of possessing interests.
There is one respect in which IN is particularly interesting. If any version of
IN is correct, this would mean that nature has direct moral status of a sort that is
especially strong; it would mean that nature has moral standing, or moral
considerability (see further subsection 3.5.1):
Moral standing (sometimes referred to as “moral considerability” or “moral
significance”) refers to an entity’s membership in the moral community, at least
as a moral patient. If x has moral standing, it is possible to have duties to x, not
just regarding x. A being with moral standing is an end in itself and can possess
rights. It at least deserves to have its interests or good considered by moral agents.
(O’Neil 1997: 47)

In this chapter I will deal exclusively with IN, leaving other possible versions of
AN aside. The only other fairly plausible version of AN that I can think of is
integrity-based nature-considerism, and I take it that pretty much the same
things that I say in this chapter about IN can be said about this version as well –
if it even constitutes a separate version of AN; having integrity is often seen as a
necessary and sufficient condition of having interests (cf. Johnson 1991: 144-5).
In any case, these two versions of AN are vulnerable to the same kind of
objections, and they rely on similar analogy-arguments. I will return to other
aspects of the integrity of nature in the next chapter.
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4.1.1 Interests and the good of a thing
At the core of IN is the claim that nature has a good of its own, or simply a good,
i.e., that things can be good and bad for it. As I will use the terms ‘interest’ and
‘good’ in this chapter, the following two relations hold: (1) a thing has interests
if and only if it has a good of its own; (2) what is good for a thing with a good of
its own is to have its interests satisfied. The term ‘interest’ is here used in a
certain objective sense, where something that a person takes to be in her
interests, or that she takes an interest in, is not necessarily an interest of hers. As
Tom Regan among others has noted, the claim that a being (A) has an interest in
something (X) is ambiguous:
At least two different things we may mean by this are (1) that A is interested in X
or (2) that X is in A’s interests. These ideas are logically distinct. A person, for
example, can be interested in something that is not in his interests – e.g., Jones
might be interested in taking drugs that are injurious to his health. And a person
might not be interested in something that is in his interests – e.g., Smith might not
be interested in exercising despite the fact that exercise is in his interests. Suppose
we speak of interests1 and interests2 here. (Regan 1976: 253-4)

•

The things that are in a person’s interests1 are “those things he likes, desires or
wants to have” (ibid.: 254). If a thing, X, is in a person’s interests2, on the other
hand, this means that “X would contribute to [the person’s] good or well-being”
(ibid.). Interests2 are objective in a sense in which interests1 are not. A person
may have an interest2 in X without either liking, desiring, wanting, preferring or
having a disposition to prefer X. Often it is probably the case that we do prefer
things that contribute to our well-being, but as Regan’s examples show this need
not be the case. If it turns out that what is good for human beings is to be in
some mental state, for instance, then, in the objective sense of ‘interest’, each
human being has an interest in being in this state whatever she, herself, thinks
about it.113 As Regan puts it, the two ideas of interests are logically distinct. In
this chapter the term ‘interest’ will be used in the objective sense (as referring to
interests2).
This use of ‘interest’ and ‘good’ is standard in discussions of interest-based
nature-considerism and interest-based life-considerism (the latter of which
covers most versions of so called ‘biocentrism’).114 Somewhat inadequately, I
113

One may hold that what is good for a human being is to have what she takes to be in her
interests satisfied, whatever that is. If so, one holds that what a human being takes to be in her
interests also (objectively) is in her interests.
114
Quite often such discussions proceed from Regan’s distinction; see e.g. Johnson 1991: 77
and Varner 1998: 55.
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will refer to both these types of view, but only to these types of view, as
‘interest-based views’ (somewhat inadequately since there are versions of other
“considerisms” than these that hold moral reasons to be based – even exclusively – on the interests of things (e.g. human beings)). Here is one of the most
prominent defenders of life-considerism, Paul Taylor, on good and interests:
It is easy to see how the good of a being is connected with what is good for it and
with what does it good. What is good for a being or what does it good is
something that promotes or protects its good. Correspondingly, what is bad for a
being is something damaging or detrimental to its good. [---] In order to know
whether something is (truly) in X’s interests, […] [w]e inquire whether the thing
in question will in fact further X’s overall well-being. We ask, “Does this promote
or protect the good of X?” This is an objective matter because it is not determined
by the beliefs, desires, feelings, or conscious interests of X. (Taylor 1986: 61-3)

Taylor here uses ‘overall well-being’ as a synonym for ‘good’. Another term
that figures in the debate with the same meaning is ‘welfare’.
The talk about a thing’s good may still seem confusing. What exactly is such
a good – what sort of property is it? And what is its precise relation to interests?
Does a thing have interests in virtue of having a good, or does a thing have a
good in virtue of having interests? An interest is always directed towards
something in particular (some state or some object): when a thing has an
interest, it has an interest in something (or something is in its interests). If the
thing gets this something, then the interest in question is satisfied. The good of a
thing, on the other hand, is not directed in this way; it is, in this respect, nonreferential. But what does the good of a thing consist in? It seems to me that it
consists precisely in having at least some interest the satisfaction of which
would be good for the thing whose good it is. The possession of some such
interest is what distinguishes things that have a good from things that lack a
good. Hence I think that the property of having a good is best understood as a
sort of generic property. It is simply the property of a thing of having some
interest (whatever that interest is) the satisfaction of which would be good for it.
Thus a thing has a good in virtue of having some interest.
Before we leave the question of how the notion of a good should be
understood, it should be noted that the term is sometimes used in a different
sense, especially in the literature concerning interest-based views (in fact, there
it is frequently used in both senses indiscriminately). In this sense, to say that a
thing has a good of its own is to say that it can be a better or worse specimen of
its particular kind (let us refer to this notion of a good as perfectionist good). It
is often quite easy to say when an individual member of a certain species is a
good specimen of its kind, and when it is not. A plant that has not been given
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enough water is clearly not, for the moment, a good specimen of its kind, while
an otherwise healthy watered plant of the same species is. An animal that is
starving is obviously not a good specimen of its kind, nor is one that has caught
a disease or one that is born with some defect. In order to decide what makes a
certain thing a good specimen of its kind one has to find out what characterizes
things of that particular kind. As L. W. Sumner (1996: 23) puts it:
The derivation might take something like the following form. We begin by
seeking the essential characteristics of creatures of the species in question – what
it is that identifies them as the particular kind of creatures they are. These will
then be the characteristics whose possession at an exemplary level makes an
individual member of the species a particularly good specimen of that kind.

•

This perfectionist idea of a good has a distinct Aristotelian ring; to be a good
specimen of one’s kind is a matter of realizing one’s particular potentialities.
Several proponents of interest-based views are clearly working with this
perfectionist notion of a good alongside of the other one (which we may call the
welfare notion of a good). Sometimes it even seems as if they presume that the
two notions of a good coincide – that they are not really two distinct ideas, but
that what furthers a thing’s welfare has to be that which makes it a good
specimen of its kind.115 But that would clearly be to conflate two distinct ideas.
Even if someone managed to show me that I possess the essential characteristics
of a human being at an exemplary level, it would not automatically follow that I
am leading a good life, in the welfare sense. I might well be reluctant to admit
that myself, if, for instance, I feel that I am not leading a happy life (if that is
possible for someone who possesses the essential characteristics of a human
being at an exemplary level).
The point is that (for the present) it must be regarded an open question what
furthers the welfare of a thing. It would for instance require a great deal of
argumentation to convince me that possessing the essential characteristics of a
human being at an exemplary level is that which (in and by itself) furthers my
welfare. I therefore think that the authors who sometimes may seem to presume
that the perfectionist idea of a good and the welfare idea of a good coincide –
such as Johnson and Taylor – should not really be interpreted that way. Rather,
they should be interpreted as expressing the substantive view that what is good
for a thing, in the welfare sense, is, to some extent and under some conditions, to
be a good specimen of its particular kind. The interests that these authors hold to
115

See e.g. Johnson 1991: 141ff. and Taylor 1986: 121ff. See also Sumner’s criticism of
interest-based views, where he brings up this ambiguity of ‘good’ and convincingly shows
that the two ideas of a good are distinct (Sumner 1996: 23-4 & 72-80).
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be constitutive of a thing’s good (in the welfare sense) are, as we will see,
roughly what Gary E. Varner (1990) calls ‘biological interests’. These are
precisely the kind of interests the satisfaction of which we should expect to
usually make their possessors better specimen of their particular kinds.116 From
now on, when I write ‘good’, this term should always be taken to refer to the
welfare idea of a good.
There are many different theories about what constitutes the good of various
things (in particular human beings). That is, there are many different theories
about what is good and bad for these things, or what is in their interests. The
task of such theories is of course not to list all the particular objects that are in
the interests of various things at all levels, such as happiness, water, friendship,
love, a car, freedom, or what have you. Rather, the task is to find out what is
non-derivatively in the interests of these things. It is to find some ultimate
interest or interests from which all the particular interests of a thing are derived.
Some examples of suggestions as to what is non-derivatively in the interests of
human beings are pleasure, the satisfaction of instrumentally rational and informed desires and the attaining of biological goals. Whether or not the particular
objects listed above really are in the interests of a certain human being is then a
question of whether having them contributes to, respectively, her pleasure, the
satisfaction of her instrumentally rational and informed desires or the attaining
of her biological goals. Some version of the latter suggestion is included in most
theories of the human good held by proponents of interest-based views.
4.1.2 Interests and direct moral status
Now, does answering the question about which things have interests, a good of
their own, well-being or welfare, also answer the question about which things
have direct moral status? Some writers seem to have thought so,117 but quite
116

Not all biological interests are such that their satisfaction makes their possessor a better
specimen of its kind. It is a biological interest of most living organisms to reproduce, but most
organisms do not, presumably, become better specimen of their kind just because this interest
is satisfied. I will come back to biological interests in section 4.5.
117
E.g. Kenneth Goodpaster (1978: 305ff.; 1980), Robin Attfield (1994 [1987]: 177-8),
Holmes Rolston III (1988: 98-100 & 231; 1994), Keekok Lee (1996) and James Sterba (1998:
371ff.). Rolston and Lee, who advocate IN, both claim (i) that if a thing values (in the sense
that it strives for certain things and towards certain states, which it does if and only if it has a
good of its own, or interests, in the relevant sense), then the states towards which it strives
(and the thing itself, since it values itself according to these writers) have intrinsic value, and
(ii) that this intrinsic value imposes obligations on us. This last claim seems to be taken as
self-evident (see in particular Rolston 1988: 231 and Lee 1996: 102, n. 9). In (i) ‘intrinsic

91

92

The Moral Status of Nature

obviously, it does not. Several authors have more or less recently emphasized
the need for a bridge between the fact that a thing has a good of its own and the
reason we are supposed to have for taking this fact into account in our moral
deliberation.118 Here is Taylor again:
One does not contradict oneself by saying, ”Yes, I know that this action of mine
will adversely affect the good of living things, but nevertheless there is no reason
why I shouldn’t do it.” There may in truth be a reason against doing the act, and
that reason may be the fact that the act will be detrimental to the good of living
things, but we cannot just assert this to be the case on the ground that the living
things in question have a good of their own. (Taylor 1986: 72)

•

Why can we not just assert this? There are in effect two reasons for this:
(1) Firstly, it may be the case that the fact that a thing has an interest, or that a
thing has a good of its own, never, by itself, provides a direct normative reason
(applying to any moral agent) to act towards it. According to various versions of
Kantian ethics, for instance, it is the possession of rational capacities, or reason,
and not the possession of interests, that grounds the moral standing of a thing.
And according to various versions of contractualism (which is often also
Kantian in some important respect), a thing’s moral standing is gained by its
actual or potential capacity to enter into an actual or hypothetical ethical
contract. To be sure, interests play a part in such theories as well, but they do so
only indirectly. In the case of contractualism, the interests of the members of the
contract should reasonably somehow be taken into consideration by moral
agents, but the interests of non-members should only be taken into consideration
to the extent that the members of the contract (hypothetically or actually) agree
on that. In short, where there are interests and membership there are normative
reasons, but where there are interests but no membership there need not be any
normative reasons. Such ethics may even assign a very important role to
interests without giving them the right connection to reasons.119
value’ is used in a certain relative (and subjective) sense: the state in question (or the thing
itself) is intrinsically (or rather finally) valuable to the thing that values it. But if ‘intrinsic
value’ is used in this sense, then (ii) is certainly not self-evident. Why should we take such
relative intrinsic value into consideration? We need some argument as to why we have reason
to do so.
118
E.g. Hare 1989 [1987]: 244, O’Neill 1992: 131 and Nolt 2006.
119
See for instance Ragnar Ohlsson’s Morals Based on Needs, where he defends a view with
at least some contractualist elements. Ohlsson argues that basic needs (which at least roughly
coincide with the interests that proponents of interest-based views hold to be morally
significant) are what are most important from the moral point of view. Much simplified, his
idea is that needs gain their moral importance from the fact that the satisfaction of one’s basic
needs is a necessary condition of attaining any goal (connected to one’s desires) that one has.
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Now that this possibility has been noted, I will not discuss it any further.
Instead I will assume, with the proponents of interest-based views, that the
possession of interests of the right kind does itself provide direct reasons
(applying to any moral agent) to act towards that which possesses them. For
instance, any reasonable account of the good of things must imply that it is bad
to suffer for any thing which has the ability to suffer (and hence that any such
thing has an interest in avoiding suffering). It seems obvious to me that if a thing
suffers, then (unless some special circumstances obtain) there is a direct reason,
applying to any moral agent, to release it from its suffering (there may of course
be counter reasons, and the suffering of the thing in question may even be good
for the thing, overall, if, for instance, it is a means to avoiding greater future
suffering; but the suffering itself is still bad for the thing). In order to realize that
there is such a reason we do not need any further information about the thing’s
ability to enter into any contract, nor do we need to know anything about how
rational it is. The knowledge that it suffers is sufficient.120
(2) The phrase ‘a good of its own’ is not univocal. We can speak of what is
good and bad for, or what is in the interests of, a variety of different things. Rust
is bad for a car, water is good for a plant, moisture is bad for a painting, a large
space to move on is good for a cat, inflation is bad for the economy, stability is
good for society, viruses are bad for my computer, vitamin C is good for me,
and so on. To the extent that we can say of a thing that this or that is good or bad
It is in the interests of all moral agents to be free to attain their goals, and thus it is in the
interests of all moral agents to agree on obligations aimed at safeguarding that their basic
needs are satisfied. (Ohlsson 1995: in particular Ch. 1, 5 & 6) But since non-conscious beings
have no goals connected to desires, it is hard to see why their basic needs should be assigned
any moral importance at all, even if they are of the same kind as the needs that are so
important when human beings possess them. Furthermore, non-conscious things cannot reach
agreements. See ibid.: 137-41, though, where the latter of these two claims is dealt with and a
possible opening for reasons to respect even non-conscious life-forms is hinted at (although I
cannot see how to rebut the first claim). Ohlsson is also anxious to point out: “I have not
argued that moral claims emanate from a social contract. I have argued that they emanate
from urgent claims that we – human beings and animals alike – have because of our needs.”
(Ibid.: 141) The point of this footnote is merely to show that the relation between a thing’s
interests and our reasons to act towards it need not be as straightforward as some proponents
of interest-based views have assumed (irrespective of how Ohlsson’s view in particular –
which I have merely used as an example in order to illustrate this point – is to be understood).
120
Note that Ohlsson (see previous note) can agree on this, if avoiding suffering counts as a
basic need. But if Ohlsson should be interpreted as holding that such basic needs gain their
moral importance from the fact that the satisfaction of one’s basic needs is a necessary
condition of attaining any goal that one has, then I find his explanation of the moral
importance of suffering unappealingly indirect.
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for it, we can also say that it has a good of its own. But no one would dream of
assigning direct moral status to all such things. Still, some of the things
mentioned above – at least the cat and I – do have direct moral status, a direct
moral status that we presumably would not have had were it not for our
possessions of goods of our own (although we may have direct moral status in
virtue of other properties as well). Hence, some goods are morally significant
while others are not, i.e., some interests are morally significant while others are
not.121 The goods that adherents of interest-based views are concerned with are
only such goods that they take to be morally significant.
The problem we are faced with here is to separate the morally significant
interests from the morally insignificant ones. Why are at least some of the
interests of cats and human beings morally significant, while none of the
interests of cars and paintings are? The seemingly apparent answer to this
question is that the former things are conscious, while the latter things are not.
The reason for thinking that interests are morally important in the first place
seems to be that we care about whether or not our own interests are satisfied; it
is something that matters to us. While cats and human beings care about what
happens to them, cars and paintings do not. In this respect, non-conscious living
organisms and nature are on a par with cars and paintings.
This surely looks like bad news for proponents of interest-based views.
Indeed, some critics have thought that we can end the discussion here; that this
is all we need in order to refute these views. Thus Peter Singer (1976 [1974]:
154) claims that “[i]f a being is not capable of suffering, or of experiencing
enjoyment or happiness, there is nothing to be taken into account”. In a similar
vein, William Frankena (1979: 11) writes:
I can see no reason, from the moral point of view, why we should respect
something that is alive but has no conscious sentiency and so can experience no
pleasure or pain, joy or suffering, unless perhaps it is potentially a consciously
sentient being, as in the case of a fetus. Why, if leaves and trees have no capacity
to feel pleasure or to suffer, should I tear no leaf from a tree?122 Why should I
respect its location any more than that of a stone in my driveway, if no benefit or
harm comes to any person or sentient being by my moving it?

121

I have borrowed the phrase ‘morally significant interest’ from Lawrence E. Johnson
(1991). As I understand Johnson, he would agree that a morally significant interest is an
interest the possession of which is universally reason-giving.
122
Frankena is here commenting on Albert Schweitzer, an important source of inspiration for
modern life-considerists. The passage that Frankena has in mind states that the ethical man
“tears no leaf from its tree, breaks off no flower, and is careful not to crush any insect as he
walks” (Schweitzer 1923: 254).
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R. M. Hare (1989 [1987]: 244) states that while trees can be said to have a good
of their own, or interests, these interests are not morally significant, since trees
do not care what happens to them:
We do, perhaps, speak of the good of trees. Trees have a nature, and grow in
accordance with it, even if they are not conscious. The interest of the acorn is to
become a full-grown oak, for example. [---] But the question is whether such
interests […] have moral relevance, in that they constitute moral reasons for
treating trees in one way rather than another. [---] [I]f, as I have said, I could not
care less what happens to me if I am a tree, I shall not care in particular whether,
if I am the tree, it realises its peculiar good or not. I no more care what happens to
me if I am the tree than I do what happens to me if I am the bicycle that I knock
over. The bicycle too has a good; one can harm it by knocking it over. But that
does not entail that the bicycle has interests of the sort that could generate moral
rights or duties.

Let us conclude this selection of critical voices with Mary Anne Warren’s notes
on the goals of bacteria:
While it may be the (unconscious) goal of each bacterium to survive and multiply,
it is not self-evident that we ought to be concerned about the goals of individual
bacteria. Bacteria do not experience pain, frustration, or grief if their goals are
thwarted. They do not care whether or not they survive and multiply, any more
than stones care whether or not they are smashed into bits. And if bacteria do not
care about their own goals, then why should we care about those goals? (Warren
1997: 48)123

I think we could safely join these critics and end the discussion here if it were
not for a particular argument that has been put forward by some adherents of
interest-based views. This argument amounts to showing that we have to grant
moral significance to the kind of interests that some non-conscious things
possess in order to fully account for the morally significant interests of human
beings. The strategy is thus to argue by analogy; to start by analysing what is
good for human beings (that is, what is in our interests), and then proceed to the
question of whether also other things possess this particular good. Consequently,
I will refer to this argument as ‘the analogy argument’.
If the analogy argument is sound, this should have serious consequences.
Then we would not only have direct reasons to act towards all living things and
possibly nature, but in a sense these things would also be on a par with us. They
would have moral standing, and just like each of our interests gives rise to a
direct reason for moral agents to take into consideration, so would each of their
123

Rick O’Neil (1997: 52) expresses this last thought in much the same way: “[…] there is
no reason to consider x’s interests if x itself doesn’t care about those interests”.
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interests. Even if the morally significant interests of any non-conscious thing
would presumably be fewer than, and not as important as, the morally
significant interests of a human being, facts about such interests could at least in
principle provide reasons that outweigh the reasons provided by facts about
human interests.
If sound, this argument would also provide the bridge asked for above,
between the fact that a thing has interests of a certain kind and the reasons we
have for acting towards it. According to this argument, if we analyse the good of
human beings in a proper way, we will see that we in fact already consider some
non-conscious interests to be morally significant (i.e., we consider the possession of them as giving rise to direct normative reasons), even if some of us
are not yet aware of it. Applying the universality-of-normative-reasons-thesis,
U*-p (see page 84), we get that, ceteris paribus, the possession of such interests
provides direct normative reasons whatever possesses them. I will deal with this
argument, which I take to be the most important one in the discussion concerning IN, in section 4.5. To anticipate, I will reach the conclusion that it fails.
Quite contrary to this conclusion, suppose for a moment that the analogy
argument is convincing, and that we seem to be forced to admit the moral
significance of at least some interests of at least some non-conscious things. If
so, how can we keep out the non-conscious things that we wish to keep out, such
as cars and paintings? If their lack of consciousness could not keep them out,
then what can? If there is no way to keep these things out then we are faced with
a dilemma. Either we have to admit that all non-conscious things with a good of
their own possess direct moral status, or else we have to refuse a convincing
argument. The first path is one that we simply will not take. Nothing can make
us believe that cars, paintings, computers, missiles, books, etc. have direct moral
status. That would be the reductio ad absurdum of accepting an interest-based
view. Hence we are left with the second option, to refuse the analogy argument
and with it any interest-based view.
Several writers have used this line of reasoning for attacking interest-based
views. They have argued that there is no way to discriminate between the
interests of non-conscious living things and the interests of non-living things,
and that the former interests therefore cannot be morally significant, since that
would force upon us a conclusion that is too absurd to accept, namely that also
the latter interests are morally significant. I will deal with this argument – which
I will refer to as ‘the reductio argument’ – before I deal with the analogy
argument (in section 4.3), and I will reach a somewhat uncertain conclusion
regarding its merits. While it seems possible that there is a way out of the
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problems posed by the reductio argument, it is very hard to give a conclusive
argument to that effect. However, I will take the proposed way out to be
promising enough for it to be worth to discuss the analogy argument. That is, if
the analogy argument would turn out to be convincing, that would be a good
reason to refuse the reductio argument. If, on the other hand, the analogy
argument would turn out not to be convincing (which is what I will claim), then
we do not have to bother about the reductio argument at all.
The way to discriminate between the interests of non-conscious living things
and the interests of non-living things suggested as a solution to the problems
posed by the reductio argument has to do partly with goal-directedness. The
suggestion is that the only interests of a non-conscious thing that can be morally
significant are its goals, and that only goal-directed non-conscious things
therefore can have moral standing. Unfortunately, this suggestion points to new
difficulties for IN. Nature does not seem to be goal-directed in the way
necessary for putting it on the right side of the morally-significant-interestsborder. I will shortly discuss this encumbering circumstance for IN in section
4.4. While it seems to me that it is in fact devastating for IN, I shall, if only for
sake of argument, grant the possibility that nature, and in particular ecosystems,
may be goal-directed in the right way (or that there is some other way out of the
reductio argument). After all, we cannot be completely certain that present
ecology has reached the definitive view about the workings of ecosystems.
There are other reasons for granting this possibility as well. As implied above,
the prospects of an interest-based view hinge on the success of the analogy
argument, and if this argument turns out not to work, we do not have to worry
about the difficult matters involved in questions concerning goal-directedness
and the views of present ecology. Moreover, it may be that there is some other
version of AN that does not rely on nature being goal-directed. Such a version
will still need a successful analogy argument similar to the one that I will
discuss in this chapter. By putting the focus on the analogy argument we also get
the bonus of assessing the plausibility of interest-based views in general (i.e., of
interest-based life-considerism too). As I have already said, the conclusion that I
will reach in section 4.5 is that the analogy argument fails.
4.1.3 The remainder of the chapter
Before I turn to the discussions concerning, in order, the reductio argument,
nature’s want of goal-directedness and the analogy argument, there is a more
fundamental question that I want to pay attention to. What does the relation
between the interests of a thing and the direct reasons that the possession of
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those interests is supposed to give rise to look like? This question bears
relevance to the reductio argument as well as to the analogy argument. I will
deal with it in the next section.
The themes and main conclusions of the three subsequent sections have
already been revealed. I will end this chapter in section 4.6 with some
concluding remarks, one of which is that my results in this chapter do not imply
that there cannot be direct reasons, applying to any moral agents, to act towards
some non-conscious living things. Such reasons may even be provided, at least
partly, by facts to do with the particular striving of these things (see my account
of complexity as a reason-giving property in the next chapter). But living things
that are not even potentially conscious do not have moral standing, since none of
their interests gives rise to a direct reason, applying to any moral agent, to act
towards them.
4.2 On the relation between interests and direct normative reasons

•

The goods of some things, such as human beings and cats, are morally
significant, while the goods of other things, such as cars and paintings, are not.
Since to have a good is to have at least some interest the satisfaction of which
would be good for one, the explanation of this fact has to be that there is some
difference between at least some of the interests of cats and human beings, and
all of the interests of cars and paintings. While the former interests may give rise
to direct reasons for action, the latter interests may not. Let us call the former
interests ‘genuine interests’ (the phrase is borrowed from Johnson (1991)).
Before we approach the main question of this chapter – the question of whether
(some of) nature’s interests are morally significant –, we should address the
more fundamental question of what the relation between genuine interests and
direct normative reasons looks like. It may seem natural to think that any
genuine interest has to be morally significant. This is the view of Lawrence E.
Johnson, one of the most eager defenders of IN:
Neither is there any plausible, nonarbitrary reason for holding that only some
interests are morally significant while others are not. We can no more maintain
that than we can maintain that some rocks are to count as having weight while
others are not. All rocks have weight, though some weigh more than others.
Indeed, if grains of sand had absolutely no weight whatsoever, then neither would
mountains. If human interests are to have any moral weight at all, then all genuine
interests must be recognized as having some moral weight – though some interests
have more weight than others. (Johnson 1991: 7)
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The idea here is that once we have decided what really is in the interests of
human beings – what constitutes their non-derivative interests – we cannot
consistently maintain that some such interest (or interest derived from such
interests) is morally significant (has moral weight) unless we are willing to
admit that any such interest (or interest derived from such interests) is morally
significant.
This is jumping to conclusions. I find it quite likely that interests are very
different from rocks in this respect. Firstly, it does not have to be the case that
interests have moral weight in a way analogous to how rocks have weight. For
example, there may be different kinds of genuine interests that cannot be
weighed against each other (in the way that any two rocks, if only in principle,
can be put on either side of a pair of scales). According to Ragnar Ohlsson (see
footnote 119), for instance, human beings have non-derivative interests of two
different, but in each case morally important, kinds. First they have needs, the
satisfaction of which is necessary for attaining satisfaction of their second kind
of interests, namely various goals – connected to desires – that they have. From
the viewpoint of an account such as Ohlsson’s, it may be that while the possession of interests of the first kind gives rise to direct reasons (applying to any
moral agent) to satisfy them, the possession of interests of the second kind only
gives rise to direct reasons (applying to any moral agent) not to interfere with
the interest-bearer’s project of trying to satisfy them (at least usually – if it is a
bad project there may be no such reason; see below). Thus it may be that any
moral agent has a reason to see to it that a fortuitous human being does not
starve, while moral agents in general have no reason to help a fortuitous human
being gain an impressive stamp collection (although they have a reason not to
interfere with her project of doing so). Still, both these interests may be genuine;
the satisfaction of them may be good for a certain human being in a morally
relevant sense.
Secondly, some genuine interests of a thing may be disqualified from giving
rise to direct normative reasons. Suppose for a moment that what is good for a
human being is the satisfaction of her instrumentally rational and informed
desires (on some account) – i.e., that instrumentally rational and informed
desires are non-derivative interests of human beings. We cannot exclude the
possibility that some such desire of some human being is what we would
describe as an evil desire, as for instance a sadistic desire. That is, we cannot
exclude the possibility that it would in fact be good for a certain person – that it
would be in her interests – to have some sadistic desire satisfied (it indeed seems
to me that what a person who has sadistic desires lacks is not first and foremost
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information or the capacity for flawless instrumental reasoning). While some
normative ethical theories assign moral weight even to such interests, it can
hardly be considered a conceptual mistake not to do so. And there is nothing
arbitrary about not assigning them any moral weight. In fact, it seems very
legitimate to question that the possession of such interests gives rise to direct
reasons to satisfy them (or not to interfere with the project of trying to satisfy
them). A requirement that any interest may have to satisfy in order to be morally
significant, is to not be an interest in something bad.
Here it might be pleaded in defence of Johnson that he does not think that the
satisfaction of instrumentally rational and informed desires (on any account) is
one of the things that are good for a human being. But this is beside the point.
Johnson’s rock-simile is clearly meant to apply to any theory about morally
significant interests.
Furthermore, some interests of some non-conscious organisms may be
analogous to evil desires. If the satisfaction of an interest of a non-conscious
organism requires the thwarting of an interest of a conscious organism, could
not that be a fact that undermines the direct reason that otherwise would have
arisen in virtue of the non-conscious interest? That does not seem entirely
unreasonable to me (if we grant that interests of non-conscious organisms can be
morally significant in the first place, that is). For instance, the interests of
numerous specimen of Plasmodium vivax (the parasite that causes the most
severe form of malaria124) cannot be satisfied without the thwarting of some of
the most important interests of a human being. Why, then, should moral agents
have direct reasons (however weak) to satisfy, or not to thwart, the interests of a
specimen of Plasmodium vivax?
Even if we do not have any reason to satisfy the interests of such parasites, it
may still be that we have direct reasons to satisfy or not to thwart some interests
of micro-organisms (interests the satisfaction of which does not require the
thwarting of important interests of human or other conscious beings). I will not
get any further into these possibilities since I think that in the end they are of no
consequence to the aim of this essay. This is because I will reach the conclusion
that no interest of any thing that is not at least potentially conscious is morally
significant. But the observations made here open up for a more general point:
the moral significance of non-derivative interests (or interests derived from such
interests) may be conditional on some factor or other. Just because the
possession of an interest of a certain kind gives rise to a direct reason in one
case, this does not mean that the possession of such an interest has to give rise to
124

See e.g. Lawrence 1995: 328-9.
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a direct reason in every other case. In some cases it may be that some condition
that is necessary for the possession of an interest to give rise to a direct reason is
not met.125 This fact has relevance for the reductio argument. Perhaps we should
not (merely) be looking for a difference in kind between the interests of nonconscious living things (and nature) and the interests of non-living things, but
for some condition that only the former satisfy.
We should also note here that even if Johnson’s rock-simile fails, the analogy
argument should still be taken seriously. Unless we can point to some condition
that is not met in the case of interests of non-conscious beings, it would indeed
be arbitrary to exclude these interests from being morally significant if we hold
that there are morally significant interests of human beings that do not depend
on our being actually or potentially conscious.
4.3 The reductio argument
What I call ‘the reductio argument’ is an argument against interest-based views.
Its structure is simple and that of a reductio ad absurdum. We may divide it into
two steps:
(1) According to interest-based views in their crudest form, living things and
perhaps nature have moral standing simply in virtue of their possessing interests
(in the sense that occurrences can be good or bad for them). But since occurrences can be good or bad for almost anything, it follows that almost anything
should have moral standing according to these views (by way of U* – see page
84 – or some equivalent consistency requirement). Now this consequence is
clearly absurd. Buildings and paintings, cars and computers, kidneys and
hairdos, do not have moral standing. Hence the possession of interests in this
wide sense cannot be sufficient for having moral standing.126
(2) Any attempt to discriminate between the interests of non-living things and
the interests of non-conscious living things is bound to fail. Whatever criteria we
try to use for distinguishing the morally significant interests from the morally
insignificant ones, we will include as bearers of morally significant interests
125

If so, there is a relevant difference between the two cases (see U* on page 84).
Various versions of the reductio argument have been put forward by many different
philosophers. In this chapter we have already seen it hinted at by Frankena and Warren (who
both use examples with stones to make the point) and Hare (who uses an example with a
bicycle to make the point). It figures in some way or other in almost all discussions of
interest-based views. It was hinted at at least as early as in Sagoff 1974: 222. For examples of
more elaborate versions of this argument, see Frey 1980: 79-81, Hunt 1980: 59-66, Thompson
1990: 153-4 and Sumner 1996: 75-6.
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such non-living things that we wish to keep out (or that we have to keep out in
order to avoid an absurd conclusion).
Let us consider the first step: Can occurrences really be good or bad for nonliving things such as cars and paintings? Well, if occurrences can be good or bad
for non-conscious organisms – even of the simplest sort imaginable – who do
not care at all whether their interests are satisfied, then occurrences can reasonably be good or bad for other non-conscious things as well. It seems as if
occurrences can be good or bad for anything of which we can meaningfully say
that it can be whole, unbroken, or possess an optimal state. And this we can say
even of stones. It is bad for a stone to be smashed into pieces. It is even the
ultimate bad for a stone: after that treatment it will not exist as the same stone
anymore. And if this sounds far-fetched, it does not sound far-fetched at all to
say that rust is bad for a car. At this point we may recall the perfectionist idea of
a good. Any thing of which we can correctly say that it can be a better or worse
specimen of its particular kind, can also be said to have a good of its own, or
interests in a wide sense. And so far we have not introduced any qualifications
on the interests that we are concerned with. We have just said that things for
which occurrences can be good or bad have a good of their own. Thus we have
to turn to the second step.
How can proponents of interest-based views reply to this argument? As the
discussion in the previous section should have revealed, there are two ways to
do this. (i) The first way is to claim that organisms and perhaps nature possess a
kind of interests that at least most non-living things lack, and that only interests
of this kind can be morally significant. (ii) The other way is to claim that there is
some condition that has to be met by an interest in order for it to be morally
significant, and that this condition is not met by the interests of at least most
non-living things. In both cases the interest-based view is modified from holding
that living things and perhaps nature have moral standing simply in virtue of
their possessing interests, to holding that living things and perhaps nature have
moral standing in virtue of their possessing interests of a certain significance
(either interests of a certain kind or interests meeting certain conditions).
The only path which might turn out to be viable, as far as I can see, for
defending interest-based views against the reductio argument – and which is
also the path that in some way or other can be found in all plausible defences
against this argument – actually involves both these ways of reply (even if this is
not always made explicit by the writer using the defence). The first step is to
claim that what discriminates the interests of living things and perhaps nature
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from the interests of (most) non-living things is that the former are goals, while
the latter are not.127 These are the words of Harley Cahen (2003 [1988]: 117):
Goal-directedness is the key. Taylor [1981: 210-1], for instance, describes
organisms as “teleological centers of life.” Goodpaster [1978: 319 & 323] points
to plants’ “tendencies [to] maintain and heal themselves” and locates the “core of
moral concern” in “respect for self-sustaining organization and integration.”
Attfield [1981: 37] writes of tree’s “latent tendencies, direction of growth and
natural fulfillment.” Jay Kantor [1980: 169] bases his defense of plant interests on
their “self-regulating and homeostatic functions.” Rodman [1977: 100 & 117]
condemns actions that impose our will upon “natural entities that have their own
internal structures, needs, and potentialities,” potentialities that are actively
“striving to actualize themselves.” Finally, James K. Mish’alani [1982: 138]
points to each living thing’s self-ameliorative competence: “that is, a power for
coordinated movement towards favorable states, a capacity to adjust to its
circumstances in a manner to enhance its survival and natural growth.”128

What Cahen lists here are different versions of the claim that living things and
perhaps nature have interests of a certain kind, namely goals. And this is only a
sample; similar claims can be found in almost every defence of an interest-based
view.129
At this point adherents of the reductio argument usually point out that there
are many non-living things that are goal-directed as well – such as thermostatic
heating systems, chess-playing computers and guided war-missiles –, all of
which we can be certain that they lack moral standing (Cahen 2003 [1988]:
117). This is where the second step comes in. A condition that has to be satisfied
by any interest in order to be morally significant, according to this line of
defence, is that it is autonomous; the goal has to be the thing’s own in a certain
127

Sometimes this defence does not take the form of distinguishing between the interests of
non-living things and the interests of non-conscious living things, but of denying altogether
that the former things have interests, by claiming that any “real” interest has to meet the
condition of being a goal. This version of the defence runs the risk of coming out as questionbegging. We cannot simply assert that only goals are interests. This is one of the things that
we are debating. And since things can be good or bad also for entities that lack goals, and
since we have required nothing more than this of an entity for having interests, I prefer the
other form of the defence. In any case, the essence of the defence is the same.
128
The works referred to in this quotation from Cahen are (besides Taylor 1981, Goodpaster
1978 and Attfield 1981): Kantor, Jay, 1980, “The ‘Interests’ of Natural Objects”,
Environmental Ethics 2(2); Rodman, John, 1977, “The Liberation of Nature?”, Inquiry 20;
and Mish’alani, James, K., 1982, “The Limits of Moral Community and the Limits of Moral
Thought”, Journal of Value Inquiry 16.
129
For such claims in defences of IN, see for instance Heffernan 1982: 242 and Johnson
1991: 141-7.
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sense; it must not have been put there by someone else.130 The thought is that
while at least some goals of any organism are autonomous, no goals of machines
are. This step does not, plausibly, involve identifying a new kind of interest; it
rather identifies a condition that has to be satisfied by interests of a certain kind,
namely goals, in order to be morally significant.
Often the two steps are not clearly separated from each other, resulting in a
confusion of goal-directedness and autonomy. It is assumed that an interest
cannot be truly goal-directed unless it is autonomous. This assumption is open to
criticism departing from plausible conceptions of goal-directedness, where goaldirectedness has nothing to do with autonomy (see the next subsection).131 But if
we keep the two steps clearly apart, and use caution with regard to their
respective role in the reply to the reductio argument, I think that this reply has
some prospects of success. Whether or not it does succeed depends on what can
be said about the goal-directedness and autonomy of living and non-living
things, respectively. But even if the reply turns out to be successful, it does not
itself provide a defence of the interest-based position. All that it can do is to
show that living things and perhaps nature have interests of a certain sort (which
is not had by such non-living things that may form a threat of a reductio ad
absurdum to the interest-based position). The task of showing that these interests
are morally significant remains. This is the task of the analogy argument. I will
now take a closer look, in turn, at goal-directedness and autonomy of interests.
4.3.1 Goal-directedness
Arguing against interest-based views, W. Murray Hunt (1980) claims that a
porch’s need to be painted is as evident as a lawn’s need to be watered,132 R. G.
Frey (1980: 79-81) states that a tractor as well as a Rembrandt paining has
interests in every sense in which non-human organisms have them, and Janna
Thompson (1990) suggests that if non-conscious organisms have a good of their
own, then so do rocks, molecules, atoms and the solar system:
Why discriminate against rocks? Once we appreciate how crystals form according
to a pattern determined by molecular structure, what conditions make it possible
for this pattern to form in a characteristic way, what maintains its structural
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This idea is clearly at least implicit in some of the passages quoted in the quotation from
Cahen above. See also Heffernan 1982: 242, Taylor 1986: 123-4 and Johnson 1991: 78-80.
131
For a similar point, see Varner 1990: 256-7.
132
In 1972 Christopher Stone wrote: “The lawn tells me that it wants water by a certain
dryness of the blades and soil – immediately obvious to the touch – the appearance of bald
spots, yellowing, and a lack of springiness after being walked on” (Stone 1972: 24).
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integrity, and what conditions cause it to be deformed or break up, then surely we
will want to say that in an extended sense of the phrase a crystal has a “good of its
own.” (Ibid.: 153)

The reply from proponents of interest-based views to these challenges is that
none of the things mentioned by these critics are goal-directed, while living
things and perhaps nature are. It is not a goal of a crystal to maintain its
structural integrity, and it is not a goal of the porch to be painted. Pace
Christopher Stone (footnote 132), it is not a goal of the lawn to be watered
either, but it is a goal of each plant that makes up the lawn to grow, survive and
multiply, and for this they need nourishment (e.g., water). So non-conscious
living things seem to have interests in a sense in which most non-living things
(at least those mentioned above) do not. Intuitively, this claim appears to be
correct, but how, more exactly, should it be understood? In what sense are living
things goal-directed?
The most elaborate attempts, as far as I know, to answer this question have
been developed by Harley Cahen (2003 [1988]) and Gary E. Varner (1990),
respectively, both of whom draw on Larry Wright’s approach to goaldirectedness (which in its turn proceeds from that developed by Charles Taylor
(see Cahen 2003 [1988]: 118)). In this subsection I will simply rely on Cahen’s
discussion, and not question the plausibility of Wright’s approach.133 While his
approach seems intuitively plausible to me, I leave this judgement to those who
are better suited to make it. The task here is simply to investigate whether there
is some way to discriminate between the interests of living things and the
interests of most non-living things, and Wright’s approach to goal-directedness
seems to provide such a way.134 Cahen also shows that one of the chief
competing approaches to goal-directedness, that of Ernest Nagel, can do the job
as well (ibid.).
What is it, then, that qualifies something as a goal of a certain thing, t? To
start with, a goal of t has to be in some sense inherent in t itself (otherwise it is

133

I direct those who want a more detailed account of Wright’s approach to goal-directedness
to Wright 1972; 1976 or to Cahen’s and Varner’s articles (where other approaches to goaldirectedness are also presented and discussed).
134
We should not try to settle the normative question as to whether the goals of living things
are morally significant by replying to the reductio argument. This, as has already been
explained, is the task of the analogy argument. To reply to the reductio argument we only
have to show that there is a clear difference between the interests of non-conscious living
things and the interests of non-living things.
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not t’s goal).135 Furthermore, a goal has to somehow explain the behaviour
whose aim it is to bring it about (otherwise it is not a goal at all; a result that just
happens to be brought about is not a goal). These components can be captured in
several more or less plausible ways. The account that Wright propounds focuses
on the causal background of the behaviour whose aim it is to bring about the
goal. Cahen writes:
A system is goal-directed, Wright contends, only if it behaves as it does just
because that is the type of behavior that tends to bring about that type of goal.
Formally, behavior B occurs for the sake of goal-state G if “(i) B tends to bring
about G,” and “(ii) B occurs because (i.e. is brought about by the fact that) it tends
to bring about G.”136 The key condition is (ii). Some machines, say guided
missiles, meet it, for a machine may B because it is designed to B, and it may be
designed to B, in turn, because B tends to bring about some G desired by the
designer. Organisms meet it, too, because of the way that natural selection
operates. The fitness of an organism usually depends on how appropriate its
behavior is – that is, the extent to which it does the sort of thing (say, B) that tends
to help that kind of organism survive and reproduce. If the disposition to B is
heritable, organisms whose tendency to B helps make them fit will leave
descendants that tend to B. Those descendants are disposed to B, then, in part
because B is an appropriate type of behavior. (Ibid.)137

•

Based on this account, I think that we can safely state that there is a sense in
which all living things have goals, but in which most other things do not.
Neither porches, paintings, tractors nor rocks have goals in this sense. But, as
135

Varner (1990: 256-7) captures this point with an example: “[S]uppose that a team of alien
scientists reach earth after a nuclear holocaust and discover a supply of functional Stinger
missiles in a Middle Eastern cave. With a little experimental ingenuity, they will soon
discover that the missiles seek heat. Not wanting to put a fine point on it, the scientist
assigned to investigate the missiles will tell the head scientist that ‘The missiles follow any
available heat source,’ […] Such explanations of the missiles’ flight paths will be teleological,
and the relevant goal will have been accurately identified, but without the scientists ever
understanding a thing about contemporary aerial warfare.” The alien scientists can make out
the goal of the missiles because it is inherent in the missiles. They do not have to go to any
other source in order to find out what the goal is, and this despite the fact that the goal is “put”
in the missiles by human beings.
136
I suggest that for intentional actions clause (i) should instead read “B aims to bring about
G” and clause (ii) should instead read “B occurs because it is taken to (tend to) bring about
G”. In this way we can deal with intentional but misguided actions. Here is Cahen’s example
of such an action: “If I submit a paper to a defunct journal, that may not tend to bring about
the goal of having my paper published, but my behavior is clearly goal-directed. I have
submitted the paper in order to have it published.” (Cahen 2003 [1988]: 126, n. 54)
137
The quoted passages in this quotation are from Wright 1972: 211. The inconsequent
italicizing of the capital letters ‘B’ and ‘G’ is copied from Cahen 2003 [1988].
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Cahen writes, there are machines, e.g. guided missiles, that do have such goals.
And these machines certainly do not have moral standing. We therefore need to
look for some further grounds on which to discriminate between the interests of
living things and the interests of other things. The suggestion which is at least
implicit in almost all defences of interest-based views is that a necessary condition of moral significance of an interest is that the interest is autonomous.138
4.3.2 Autonomous goals
By insisting that interests of the kind that are morally significant have to be
goals, one can exclude most artefacts from having moral standing. But there are
still some goal-directed machines that slip through. In order to exclude also
these machines one can claim that only goals that are autonomous are morally
significant. That is, one can claim that it is a necessary condition of moral
significance of a goal that it is autonomous.139
How should we understand the idea of autonomous goals or interests? The
thought seems to be rather simple: while the goals of machines are given to them
by someone else (human beings), the goals of organisms are not. According to
James D. Heffernan, for instance, the interests of machines are really our
interests, while the interests of plants (and ecosystems) are their own: “They
[plants] grow, develop, nourish themselves, and reproduce autonomously,
spontaneously, without our programming them to do so” (Heffernan 1982: 242).
It is the last part of this claim that is most important here. Even if the goal of a
guided missile in a sense is its own (see footnote 135), it is given to the missile
(programmed) by us. Lawrence E. Johnson (1991: 78-80) makes the point by
asserting that living things (and ecosystems) define themselves; that they have a
138

Varner takes a somewhat different route, focusing on the biological functions (understood
in terms of natural selection) of living organisms rather than on their autonomy (see Varner
1990 or Varner 1998: Ch. 3). (In a wide sense of ‘autonomy’ I still think that his view can be
fitted into the “autonomous-goals-solution” to the problems posed by the reductio argument.)
Since it is an uncontroversial fact that biological functions (in the sense intended by Varner)
are present only in individual living organisms (and thus not in nature) I will not discuss
Varner’s view in this essay.
139
In the case of this distinguishing feature of an interest we cannot avoid the normative
question altogether (the question as to which interests are morally significant). This is because
we are not identifying a special kind of interest here. Rather, we are investigating a possible
condition of moral significance of interests of a certain kind (namely goals). I will not get into
the question of why only autonomous goals should be morally significant, though. Since I will
reach the conclusion that the analogy argument fails, we do not have to bother about that. My
conclusion will be that no goals of things that are not even potentially conscious are morally
significant.
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self-identity and come in “predetermined kinds”. He continues by stating that
“tractors and other nonliving things do not come in predetermined kinds. Their
kinds are assigned to them by those who take an interest in them” (ibid.: 80).
Living things and ecosystems, on the other hand, “inherently define what is in
their interests” (ibid.).
Could the goals of any machines be autonomous in this sense? Thompson has
provided a line of thought that seems to imply that there is a sense in which the
goals of at least some machines indeed can be said to be autonomous:
Although it is true that we think that the purpose of a machine is to serve a human
need, the matter is really not so simple, for machines, because of their structure,
have a potential, a way of doing things, of their own, and in order to accomplish
their purposes people often have to conform to the ways of the machine. In fact, it
is frequently the case that people have to redefine their goals or are caused to
discover new ones as a consequence of realizing the potential of a machine or in
the course of adapting themselves to it. (Thompson 1990: 153-4)

•

Thompson is here talking about the goals of the people who are using a
machine, and not about the goals of the machine itself, but these goals, she says,
may depend on the machine in a way that the people using it cannot fully
control. They may be caused to discover new goals or to redefine their goals as a
consequence of how the machine behaves. It is as if the machine has a life of its
own.
Thompson does not give any examples of how machines cause us to discover
new goals, but I suppose that she has something like this in mind: We develop a
machine for a certain purpose; we give it a behaviour (let us call it B) that tends
to bring about a certain result. To the extent that we succeed with this, the result
may also be the machine’s goal (G) in Wright’s sense, since the machine has B
because B tends to bring about G (which it does, in turn, because we have
designed it to do so). But now it may happen that B, or some other behaviour of
the machine that we have happened to give it as a “side-effect” of giving it B,
tends to bring about some other result (R). If R is a desirable result, we may
come to consider it our goal. The question we must ask here is if R may also be
the machine’s goal. If it may be the machine’s goal, then perhaps it may also be
an autonomous goal, since it is not (purposely) given to the machine by us (even
if it is caused by us).140
140

It may be that some autonomous goals of living things are also partly “caused” by us,
since these goals may have evolved in part as a result of the way that these things have
interacted with us through history (i.e., in the course of evolution). That is, if it were not for
their interaction with human beings through history (their co-evolving with us) these things
would not have developed those particular goals.
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The answer, however, is that R cannot be a goal of the machine in Wright’s
sense, for the following reason:141 Part of the explanation of why some machines
(e.g., guided missiles) are goal-directed is that they have the behaviour that they
have (let us again call it B) because this behaviour tends to bring about a certain
state G. But a certain machine would not have B because B tends to bring about
G if it were not for the fact that someone had designed it for that very purpose. If
no one had designed it for the purpose of having G brought about, then G would
be merely accidental, and not a goal (on Wright’s account).142 Since no one has
designed the machine for the purpose of having R brought about, R is not really
a goal of the machine (even if we come to adopt it as our goal), but merely an
accidental result that some behaviour of the machine in question tends to bring
about. For a real goal of a machine to be autonomous, the role of the designer
would have to be replaced by some other mechanism that could play a similar
role (perhaps some mechanism that resembles natural selection). As far as I
know there are no machines to date upon which any such mechanism operates.
But if in the future there are such machines, then perhaps it would not be absurd
to assign to them moral standing.
Thompson also raises another objection against interest-based views. She
insists that particular organs have a good of their own on a par with the goods of
the organisms in which they reside, so that if organisms have moral standing in
virtue of possessing interests, then so do their specific organs (ibid.: 152-3).
Maybe we can deal with the interests of organs in a way similar to how we dealt
with the interests of machines. To the extent that specific organs are goaldirected, their goals are not autonomous, since they are subordinate to the goals
of (and in a sense given by) the organisms in which they reside (cf. Cahen 2003
[1988]: 120-1; see also Agar 2001: 69-70).
We should address one more question here, namely what we should say about
domesticated organisms. Do they have any autonomous goals? If they do not,
then the line of reply developed here would force us to conclude that they lack
moral standing (at least the non-conscious ones). Although it is true that some
goals of some domesticated organisms are given to them by human beings in a
way similar to how we give machines goals (e.g., a Belgian blue’s goal to grow
as much muscles as possible), this is certainly not true about all of their goals.
Any living organism has certain goals that simply follow with being alive. Part
141

It should be emphasized that Thompson says neither that machines have goals of their
own nor that she uses ‘goal’ in this particular sense.
142
B would not have to be merely accidental, however, since the machine may still have been
designed to B, but for some other purpose than to bring about G.
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of what it is to be alive is to have the abilities to grow and respond to stimuli
(see the characterization of a living organism on pages 14-5). None of these
abilities is given to any domesticated organism by human beings, and if we take
any of these abilities away from it, it will cease to be a living organism. A
proponent of an interest-based view can simply contend that the goals in virtue
of which a domesticated organism has moral standing are its autonomous goals,
such as the goals to grow and reproduce, and that these are the goals that we
should take into consideration in our moral deliberation (and not the goals given
to it by us).143
4.3.3 Concluding remarks

•

Can the idea of autonomous goals save at least some interest-based views from
the reductio argument? The discussions above indicate that it can. Still, my
conclusion regarding this question is rather uncertain. My uncertainty is due to
two things in particular. The first thing is the difficulty of making sense of the
idea of autonomous interests. The above is but a sketch of what this idea could
amount to. The second thing is that, in spite of the discussions above, the
question of which things have autonomous goals has not been fully investigated.
There may be other things than goal-directed machines, organs and domesticated organisms that pose problems here. Are all but only living organisms (and
perhaps nature) equipped with autonomous goals? In spite of these uncertainties
I am cautiously optimistic as to the prospects of developing a tenable reply to
the reductio argument.
However, even if there is such a reply, the task of showing that autonomous
goals are morally significant remains. This is the task of the analogy argument.
But before we turn to that argument, there is another issue that I want to address.
The proposed solution to the reductio argument poses new problems for IN.
Nature is not an organism, and thus it remains to be shown that it is goaldirected. And after careful consideration it seems that we must draw the
conclusion that it is not.
4.4 Nature’s want of goal-directedness
Living things are goal-directed in a way that at least most artefacts are not. But
what about nature? Is nature goal-directed in this way? Harley Cahen has
143

When we have introduced autonomy as a requirement on morally significant interests, do
we still need goal-directedness? Yes, we do. A stone’s interest in not being smashed into
pieces is autonomous, but it is not a goal.
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convincingly argued that it is not.144 To recapitulate, “behavior B occurs for the
sake of goal-state G if ‘(i) B tends to bring about G,’ and ‘(ii) B occurs because
(i.e. is brought about by the fact that) it tends to bring about G’” (Cahen 2003
[1988]: 118). Does nature display any such behaviour? The explanation of why
organisms display such behaviour is that they are the products of natural
selection: “organisms whose tendency to B helps make them fit will leave
descendants that tend to B. Those descendants are disposed to B, then, in part
because B is an appropriate type of behavior” (ibid). If nature is goal-directed
there must hence be some mechanism that operates upon it in a way corresponding to how natural selection operates upon organisms.
What forms of nature, if any, could possibly be goal-directed? The only
plausible candidates that I can think of are nature as a whole (that is, the whole
planet or the whole biosphere) and ecosystems. Let us for simplicity’s sake
consider nature as a whole an ecosystem and speak only of ecosystems in this
section.
In the early days of ecological science ecosystems were indeed (at least by
some) considered to be goal-directed in the relevant sense, and the reason for
this was that ecosystems were regarded as “super-organisms”, undergoing their
own evolution. Here is an example of this view (borrowed from Cahen):
Natural selection operates upon the whole interspecies system, resulting in a slow
evolution of adaptive integration and balance. Division of labor, integration and
homeostasis characterize the organism […] The interspecies system has also
evolved these characteristics of the organism and may thus be called an ecological
superorganism. (Allee et al.145 quoted in Cahen 2003 [1988]: 126, n. 69)

However, this view on ecosystems is directly contrary to the view of modern
ecology, where the seemingly goal-directed behaviour of ecosystems is regarded
simply as a by-product of the goal-directed behaviour of individual organisms:
[T]he tendency of an ecosystem to bounce back after a disturbance is merely the
net result of self-serving responses by individual organisms. [---] Certain forms of
trophic structure typically enhance community stability […] but trophic structure
does not take on particular form because that form enhances stability. (Cahen
2003 [1988]: 120).146

According to modern ecology, ecosystems are not super-organisms, and natural
selection does not operate at the level of ecosystems (indeed, there exists no
144

Elliott Sober (1986: 185-6) presents a similar, but not as exhaustive, line of reasoning.
Cahen gives the following reference: Allee, W. A. et al., 1949. Principles of Animal
Ecology. Philadelphia: W. B. Saunders (page 728).
146
Cahen also gives examples of ecologists sharing this view (ibid.: 120ff.). The quoted
passage draws on the views of Robert M. May and Robert Ricklefs, in particular.
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genuine group-selection at all; see ibid.: 121-2). Nor does there seem to be any
other mechanism that could play a role corresponding to that of natural selection
in the case of ecosystems. An apparent goal-state of an ecosystem, such as
stability, can be a goal of an ecosystem’s behaviour, B, only if this behaviour
occurs because it tends to bring about this apparent goal-state. But there is no B
of any ecosystem that meets this requirement; there is no behaviour of
ecosystems for which stability (or any other supposed goal-state of an
ecosystem) plays this explanatory role, and thus stability cannot be a goal of any
ecosystem (and hence it cannot be an interest of the kind that according to most
proponents of interest-based views grounds moral standing).147
Where does this leave us? It seems to leave us with the conclusion that even if
interest-based life-considerism can be upheld, IN must be abandoned. The reply
to the reductio argument that may rescue interest-based life-considerism is not
open to IN. As I see it, there are only two hopes left for IN: (1) Nature is goaldirected after all. Either goal-directedness should be understood in such a way
that nature qualifies as being goal-directed, or present ecology has not reached
the definitive view about the workings of ecosystems. I consider none of these
alternatives likely. (2) There is some other way to deal with the problems posed
by the reductio argument – a way that does not involve appeals to goaldirectedness, but that includes nature among the entities with morally significant
interests. This alternative does not seem likely either. Interest-based views are
built on the idea that living things aim at certain states; that they have goals that
they strive to attain. No alternative view seems available.148 Still, for the sake of
argument, I shall grant that (1) or (2) is possible, and that there may be a way to
save IN. After all, we cannot be completely certain that present ecology has
reached the definitive view about the workings of ecosystems.

147

Cahen shows that apparent goals such as an ecosystem’s stability are not goals according
to Ernest Nagel’s approach to goal-directedness either: “Nagel’s account also permits us to
distinguish goal from byproduct. The persistence condition does the work here.” (Cahen 2003
[1988]: 119; see also ibid.: 118)
148
A problem for any alternative to the goal-directedness approach is that it must be able to
say what is good for nature; what is in nature’s interests (if it is not to attain any goals). This
may be difficult to do if nature does not have goals. In some cases it may seem obvious what
is good for nature (even if we do not know precisely how to account for it) – as in the case of
a choice between preserving a nature area and turning it into a car park –, but in other cases it
may not be so obvious. As Mark Sagoff rhetorically asked in his influential article from 1974:
“Why wouldn’t Mineral King want to host a ski resort, after doing nothing for a billion years?
In another few millennia it will be back to original condition just the same.” (Sagoff 1974:
222)
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Let us therefore turn our attention to the analogy argument that has been put
forward in defence of interest-based views. But should this argument fail (which
is what I will argue), then I take this fact to provide the decisive strike against
IN.
4.5 The analogy argument
I think most of us agree that the good of a human being is morally significant.
Prima facie, if the result of an action is good for a person, that is at least some
reason to perform it, and if the result of an action is bad for a person, that is at
least some reason not to perform it. At a minimum, I think that we can agree on
the following: For any person, P, unless some relevant special circumstances
obtain (such as P having sadistic desires), the fact that P has an interest in X
(i.e., the fact that X would be good for P) provides a direct normative reason,
applying to any moral agent, to at least not act in a way that diminishes P’s
opportunities to get X (of course, there may be countervailing reasons to act in a
way that diminishes P’s opportunities to get X, but that is another matter). This
means that unless some relevant special circumstances obtain, P’s interest in X
is morally significant.149
According to advocates of the analogy argument, some of the things that are
non-derivatively good for a human being are not connected to her consciousness
(actual or potential). They are biological interests, to use Varner’s phrase, and as
such they are shared by at least all living organisms.150 If it is true that human
beings have such interests, and if (unless some relevant special circumstances
obtain) such interests are morally significant when human beings possess them,
then, in the absence of relevant differences between the cases, they have to be
morally significant when other things, such as living organisms and nature,
possess them as well. This is the essence of the analogy argument.
In this section we may in principle think of biological interests as what I have
called ‘autonomous goals’, since – as I argued above – the latter constitute the
only kind of interests that reasonably may be exclusive to living things and
perhaps nature (and thus may distinguish their goods from the goods of nonliving things). However, if what I said in the previous section is correct, then
149

It is important to bear in mind that the interests we are dealing with here are objective
interests (i.e., Regan’s interests2); see page 88.
150
For the sake of convenience I will follow Varner (1990; 1998) and use this phrase, bearing
in mind that we have not excluded the possibility that nature (e.g. ecosystems) possesses such
interests as well (even if this is highly unlikely; see previous section). See also footnote 138
for a possible difference between my use of this phrase and Varner’s use of it.
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nature does not have any such interests. For the sake of argument, we may
therefore regard it as a possibility that the class of interests whose members I
will refer to as ‘biological interests’ includes some interests that are not
autonomous goals. According to Johnson (who defends the view that nature has
morally significant interests), what is good for a thing “is a matter of
maintaining an effective integrated functional balance” (Johnson 1991: 145).
Thus we may, for instance, regard biological interests as interests to maintain an
effective integrated functional balance (whatever that means, precisely), and
simply assume that only living things and nature can be in such a state.
My discussion in this section proceeds from Johnson 1991 and Varner 1998,
which contain the most elaborate versions of the analogy argument that I have
come across.151 As far as this argument is concerned, the views of Johnson and
Varner do not differ in any important respects (though Johnson adheres both to
interest-based life-considerism and interest-based nature-considerism, while
Varner adheres only to the former view). It should be noted that neither Johnson
nor Varner refers to this argument as ‘the analogy argument’. Nor does any one
of them present it as a detached argument; it rather leavens all through their
writings. It is therefore appropriate, I think, to provide a reconstruction of the
general structure of the analogy argument. For reasons that should be apparent,
my version of the argument is put in terms of reason-giving properties and direct
moral status:

151

(1)

Unless some relevant special circumstances obtain, the property of
a human being of possessing an interest is universally reasongiving. (Premise)

(2)

At least some of the non-derivative interests of a human being are
so called ‘biological interests’ that do not depend on the fact that
the human being is (actually or potentially) conscious. (Premise)

(3)

If the property of possessing a biological interest is universally
reason-giving when a human being has it, then, ceteris paribus, the
property of possessing a biological interest is universally reasongiving when a living organism or nature has it. (Application of U*p; see page 84)

The latter is sketched in Varner 1990. It might be interesting to note that none of these
writers mentions the other.
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(4)

Unless some relevant special circumstances obtain, the property of
a living organism or nature of possessing a biological interest is
universally reason-giving. (Conclusion from 1, 2 & 3)

(5)

All living organisms (and nature) have biological interests.
(Premise)

(6)

Unless some relevant special circumstances obtain, a living
organism (and nature) possesses direct moral status. (Conclusion
from 4, 5 & the definition of direct moral status; see section 3.4)152

As already stated, I take premise (1) to be true. Premise (5) is uncontroversial
in the case of living organisms but, as argued in section 4.4, plausibly false in
the case of nature. However, as explained in that section, I will grant it in the
case of nature as well for the sake of argument. The crucial step is thus premise
(2). Given the truth of premise (1), this is the step that would provide a bridge
between the fact that nature and living organisms have interests and the
supposed fact that those interests give rise to direct reasons, applying to any
moral agent, to act towards them. Hence, this is the step into which both
Johnson and Varner put their efforts. Accordingly, this section will not be about
what is good for nature or non-conscious living organisms, but about what is
good for us, human beings. We have to ask ourselves what ultimately contributes to our welfare, our overall well-being, or our good: we have to ask ourselves
what ultimately makes a human life go well. I write ‘ultimately’ because what
we are after here are the non-derivative interests of human beings. No one would
object to the claim that water is good for a human being, but water is a
derivative good. It is good for us because something else is good for us;
something that cannot be attained unless we get water – it may be happiness, the
152

I think that both Johnson and Varner would accept this version of the argument in
principle, although at least Johnson would find the special-circumstances-reservation and the
ceteris paribus-reservation unnecessary (see his rock-simile, quoted on page 98 in this essay).
Johnson does not write in terms of biological interests, but in terms of what he calls
‘wellbeing needs’ (Johnson 1991: 93-4). The notion that this phrase refers to is not identical
to the notion of interests that Varner works with, which only applies to the interests of
organisms (see my comments on biological interests and autonomous goals just above, and
footnote 138), but the differences between them is not of any importance to the discussion of
the analogy argument that follows. The interests that Varner focuses on are biological goals of
organisms, defined by their biological functions (Varner 1990), while the interests that
Johnson focuses on are interests in “maintaining an effective integrated functional balance”
(Johnson 1991: 145). As I have already said, I use the phrase ‘biological interest’ for the sake
of convenience. It may be taken to cover both Johnson’s and Varner’s notion of interests.
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satisfaction of desires, the state of biological well-functioning, or something
else.
4.5.1 Theories of the human good – introduction

•

Johnson and Varner both argue by presenting a number of examples and thought
experiments, with the purpose of appealing to our intuitions about what living a
good life amounts to. These examples and thought experiments are taken to
show that, in order to account for these intuitions, we have to accept the view
that the satisfaction of biological interests is non-derivatively good for human
beings. I will call this latter view the biological interests theory.
The question of what is non-derivatively good for human beings is a huge
one, which would require its own separate investigation. Therefore I shall not
even try to reach a conclusion about it here. Nor do I have to. The analogy
argument depends on the claim that we have to accept the biological interests
theory in order to account for our intuitions concerning the human good (that no
other theory can do the job). Hence, all that is required in order to defeat the
analogy argument is to show that this claim is wrong; that there are other
theories that are equally well suited as (or better suited than) the biological
interests theory when it comes to dealing with these intuitions (this will be done
in subsection 4.5.3).153 Thus I will not discuss other arguments that have been
provided for and against various theories of the human good (unless the context
requires that I do).
Needless to say, I will not discuss all the various theories (or kinds of theory)
of the human good that have been defended by some philosopher. Instead I will
concentrate on three such theories (or kinds of theory). The first two – the
mental state theory and the desire theory – are the most common subjective (see
below) theories of the human good, and also the theories that Johnson and
Varner attack.154 I will argue that these theories are at least as well suited as the
153

Of course, there may be other defeating arguments against the alternatives to the
biological interests theory. But although arguments have been put forward against all the
alternative theories that I will discuss in this section, none of these arguments can be
considered defeating (which is indicated by the fact that each of these theories is held by some
prominent contemporary philosopher). In fact, I think that the most powerful arguments in the
discussion of the human good are some of those aimed at the biological interests theory itself,
or at the class of theories to which it belongs, i.e., objective theories (see below); see for
instance Sumner 1996: Section 2.3 & Ch. 3; see also subsection 4.5.4 in this essay.
154
Actually, Varner only provides explicit examples and thought experiments aimed at the
desire theory (to be exact, they are aimed at a pure desire theory, i.e., a desire theory that is
not mixed with e.g. the biological interests theory). He seems to think that what I call ‘the
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biological interests theory for dealing with Johnson’s and Varner’s examples
and thought experiments. The third theory that I will pay attention to is L. W.
Sumner’s authentic happiness theory, according to which what is non-derivatively good for a human being is authentic happiness (Sumner 1996: Ch. 6). There
are several reasons why I have chosen this theory: (1) It seems to me an
intuitively plausible theory of the human good. (2) It contrasts with the
biological interests theory in the same way as do the mental state theory and the
desire theory (they are all what Sumner calls ‘subjective theories’, while the
biological interests theory is an objective theory).155 (3) It is worked out so as to
be able to handle the possible problems that examples and thought experiments
such as those presented by Johnson and Varner aim at revealing. (4) It might be
interesting to consider some theory that neither Johnson nor Varner pays
attention to. I will argue that none of the examples and thought experiments that
Johnson and Varner discuss poses any problem for the authentic happiness
theory.
All the theories of the human good mentioned so far are monistic: they hold
that there is one and only one non-derivative constituent of the human good
(although, as we will see, it may be rather complex, as in case of authentic
happiness). But there are also pluralistic theories of the human good, theories
according to which there are several such constituents.156 In fact, Varner’s own
mental state theory’ is less plausible than the (pure) desire theory, and that if the (pure) desiretheory is defeated, then the mental state theory somehow goes down with it (Varner 1990:
264-5). This is not the case. As we will see, these theories are vulnerable to quite different
objections. We may note that Varner refers also to desire theories as ‘mental state theories’,
which is not really adequate. That a desire of mine is satisfied or thwarted need not have any
effects on my mental states whatsoever. Indeed, some of my desires may be satisfied without
me even knowing it (as for instance my desire that you feel good, or my desire that people do
not spread false rumours about me).
155
“Abstractly, the subjective is that which pertains to, or is characteristic of, subjects. What
then is a subject? In what seems its philosophically primary sense, a subject is anything
capable of conscious states or processes.” (Sumner 1996: 27) As Sumner writes, “the concept
of the subjective is one of the most treacherous in the philosopher’s lexicon” (ibid.).
Consequently, he puts a great deal of effort into clarifying the distinction of the subjective/
objective that is relevant to his purpose (ibid.: Ch. 2). Despite this, I will not recapitulate his
discussion here. For our purposes, I think that we can leave the distinction in the following
approximate state: “As a first approximation, […] we may say that a theory treats welfare as
subjective if it makes it depend, at least in part, on some (actual or hypothetical) attitude on
the part of the welfare subject.” (Ibid.: 38)
156
Bengt Brülde, in his extensive treatise of the human good (Brülde 1998), refers to such
theories as ‘mixed theories’, and Sumner (1996) talks about hybrid theories. As I use the
phrase ‘pluralistic theory’, such a theory may either claim that what is good for a human
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theory is such a pluralistic theory. According to Varner, considered “in and of
itself”, it is a good thing for a human being (or other living being) to have an
actual desire satisfied, to have a hypothetical (rational and informed) desire
satisfied or to have a biological interest satisfied (Varner 1998: 84 & 68).
If we allow for pluralistic theories of the human good, that opens up many
more possibilities to adjust a theory about the human good in order to meet our
intuitions about what is good for us, but it may (arguably) do so at the expense
of theoretical plausibility: If the mental state theory cannot account for a certain
intuition, let us add desire-satisfaction to the list of human goods, and if that is
not sufficient for meeting out intuitions, let us add something more, and so on.
We should certainly not rule out the possibility that some pluralistic theory of
the human good is the correct one,157 but such theories quite easily get an air of
ad hoc about them. I think it would be preferable if some monistic theory could
do the entire job that we want a theory of the human good to do. Therefore I
shall begin by considering only monistic theories (and put to the side, for the
moment, the fact that Varner himself actually defends a pluralistic theory – this
fact does not affect my discussion of the analogy argument). In the end of this
section I will say some words about Varner’s pluralism.
Though I shall not discuss any objective theory of the human good besides the
biological interests theory (since I do not find such theories very plausible, and
since neither Johnson nor Varner discusses any such theory besides their own
(which, perhaps, they should)), we may note that such theories exist (and that
some pluralistic theories contain objective elements, e.g. those mentioned in
footnote 157). For instance, there are what Derek Parfit (1984: 4) calls objective
list theories, according to which there are several different things that are nonderivatively good for us, “whether or not we want to have the good things, or to
avoid the bad things” (ibid.: 493).158 We cannot exclude the possibility that
some such theory actually is the correct theory of the human good. But if that is
the case it may well be that non-conscious organisms and nature lack morally
significant interests, since many of the things listed by objective list theorists are

being is to have the combination of A and B and C and so on, or that what is good for a
human being is to have A or B or C and so on.
157
For example, Brülde’s own theory is a pluralistic theory (Brülde 1998: Ch. 8). Derek
Parfit (1984: 502) has also suggested that a pluralistic theory of the human good may be the
correct one.
158
‘Thing’ is here obviously not used in the sense described in footnote 2, but in a much
looser sense. Note that an objective list theory is also a pluralistic theory (unless we allow for
objective list theories with only one thing on the list; see footnote 160).
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such things that are exclusive to human beings (or conscious beings). Here is
Bengt Brülde on objective lists:
The list of possible human goods includes such different things as “moral
goodness, rational activity, the development of one’s abilities, having children and
being a good parent, /…/ the awareness of true beauty” (Parfit (1984), p 499),
“health, mental and physical functioning, enjoyment, personal achievement,
knowledge or understanding, close personal relationships, personal liberty or
autonomy, a sense of self-worth, meaningful work, and leisure or play (Sumner
(1996), p 180). (Brülde 1998: 288)159

The only things listed here that could possibly be attained by non-conscious
organisms and nature are the development of one’s abilities, health and physical
functioning.160 But it is not obvious that these things are to be found on the
correct list of human goods (if any such list, contrary to expectation, would turn
out to be correct).
4.5.2 Theories of the human good – characterizations
Let us now take a closer look at the monistic theories of the human good that I
will discuss in the next subsection:
The biological interests theory: What is non-derivatively good for a human
being is to have her biological interests satisfied. What is non-derivatively bad
for a human being is to have her biological interests unsatisfied.
As I wrote above, we may think of biological interests as autonomous goals.
(Note that the set of a person’s autonomous goals is larger than the set of her
biological interests, as there are conscious autonomous goals that are not
reducible to biological interests.) If we think that nature cannot possibly have
autonomous goals, we may instead regard biological interests roughly as
interests to maintain an effective integrated functional balance, which is also
what Johnson takes health to consist in (Johnson 1991: 143-5). In the case of
conscious sentient beings, such as most human beings, some of their biological
interests are connected to their sentience. It is normally in the biological
interests (in any of the two senses) of a sentient conscious being to feel okay (cf.
Johnson 1991: 105ff.). But to feel okay is only derivatively good.

159

The works that Brülde quotes are Parfit 1984 and Sumner 1996. See Sumner 1996: 45-6
for some interesting critical remarks about objective list theories.
160
Depending on how the notion of an objective list theory is understood, the biological
interests theory may be conceived of as an objective list theory with only one thing on the list.
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The mental state theory: What is non-derivatively good for a human being is to
be in some “positive” mental state(s). What is non-derivatively bad for a human
being is to be in the corresponding “negative” mental state(s).
The traditional mental state theory is of course hedonism, according to which
the positive mental state is pleasure and the corresponding negative mental state
is pain. But there are other, perhaps more plausible, candidates for constituting
the pair of mental states that are non-derivatively good and bad (respectively)
for a human being. One such candidate pair consists of enjoyment and suffering
(see Sumner 1996: 99ff.). But perhaps it is not one kind of mental state that is
non-derivatively good for a human being, but several (in which case it may be
that we are, technically speaking, dealing with a pluralistic theory of the human
good). The mental states that one holds to be non-derivatively good/bad for a
human being may be both complex and of different sorts.

•

The desire theory: What is non-derivatively good for a human being is to have
(some set of) her actual or hypothetical desires satisfied. What is non-derivatively bad for a human being is to have (some set of) her actual or hypothetical
desires unsatisfied.
The desire theory comes in a variety of different forms. I will unfold some of
them – the ones that I find most relevant to my discussion – when I deal with
Johnson’s and Varner’s thought experiments. The hypothetical desires at issue
here are desires that are, in some sense, instrumentally rational and/or informed.
The authentic happiness theory: What is non-derivatively good for a human
being is to be authentically happy (or, in some cases, to be happy). What is nonderivatively bad for a human being is to be unhappy (or, in some cases, to be
unauthentically happy).
As I wrote above, this is L. W. Sumner’s theory of the human good (or of
human welfare). On this theory, the notion of happiness
can be equated with life satisfaction, which has both an affective component
(experiencing the conditions of your life as fulfilling or rewarding) and a
cognitive component (judging that your life is going well for you, by your
standards for it) (Sumner 1996: 172).

There are two reasons, according to Sumner, why happiness thus construed is
not alone identical to welfare:
a person’s self-evaluation may not be informed and it may not be autonomous. In
either case it is inauthentic, in that it does not accurately reflect the subject’s own
point of view. Welfare therefore consists in authentic happiness, the happiness of
an informed and autonomous subject. (Ibid.)
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The happiness of an uninformed but autonomous subject contributes to that
subject’s welfare to the extent that information would not alter her judgement
that her life is going well for her. Sometimes information will alter such a
judgement, but other times it will not. (Ibid.: 160-1) Finally, what can make a
subject lose her autonomy are “autonomy-subverting mechanisms of social
conditioning, such as indoctrination, programming, brainwashing, role scripting,
and the like” (ibid.: 171).
The authentic happiness theory “is not a mental state theory since authenticity
is a relation between the subject and the world” (ibid.: 139).
Of the theories accounted for here, only the biological interests theory can be
used to support an interest-based view. Non-conscious organisms and nature can
possess neither mental states, desires, nor authentic happiness, so if some
version of the mental state theory, some version of the desire theory or the
authentic happiness theory is correct, then non-conscious organisms and nature
do not have morally significant interests. It is time we turn to the thought
experiments and examples used by Johnson and Varner to show that the
biological interests theory has to be correct.
4.5.3 Discussion of Johnson’s and Varner’s examples and thought experiments
The thought experiments and examples that Johnson and Varner present are
designed to disclose problems for the mental state theory and the desire theory,
respectively (although Varner only presents thought experiments directed
towards the latter; see footnote 154). Together these thought experiments are
taken to show that the only theory (of those considered) that can be used to
account for all the judgements that we want to make concerning what is good or
bad for human beings is the biological interests theory. Let us start by looking at
the alleged problems for the desire theory.
4.5.3.1 The desire theory
Varner asks us to consider the following statement: “Nineteenth-century
mariners needed ten milligrams of ascorbic acid a day to avoid scurvy.” (Varner
1998: 60) He continues by stating the fact that nineteenth-century mariners did
not know anything about ascorbic acid. They did not know that they needed it in
order to avoid scurvy, and they did not desire it. The judgement that we are
supposed to make concerning this example is that it was better for nineteenthcentury mariners to get ascorbic acid than not to get it, irrespective of what they
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knew or thought about it; irrespective of whether they desired it: Getting
ascorbic acid was in their interests.161 This judgement is no doubt correct.
If the desire theory states that a thing can be good for a person only if she
actually desires that particular thing (in this case ascorbic acid), then Varner’s
mariner-example does indeed pose a problem for the desire theory. But only a
very crude version of the desire theory would state that. Rather, what is good for
a person, according to a desire theory, is to have desires that are (in some sense)
informed, rational, or basic, satisfied. By basic desire I here mean a desire from
which other desires are derived, but which is not itself derived from some other
desire. The mariners in Varner’s example may for instance have had a basic
desire for good health. A prerequisite of that desire being satisfied was that they
got their share of ascorbic acid. Thus the mariners’ interest in getting ascorbic
acid can be derived from their basic desire for good health. Likewise, had the
mariners had the necessary knowledge about ascorbic acid and human
physiology, and drawn the right (rational) conclusions from this knowledge,
they would have formed an actual desire for ascorbic acid.
A tougher thought experiment for the desire theory to handle is that of the
well-informed smoker (Johnson 1991: 108-10 and Varner 1998: 58). In
Johnson’s version of the example the smoker is also a drinker, and in Varner’s
version she is young, healthy, intelligent and named Maude. Let us follow
Varner here – the point of the example may be easier to grasp if the smoker is
young, healthy and intelligent, but we gain nothing by ascribing to poor Maude
the additional vice of drinking. Maude has, and understands, all the relevant
information concerning smoking and physical health, and her reasoning regarding these matters in relation to her own life is flawless. She is also (in Varner’s
version) impartial across different phases of her life, i.e., she holds her future
desires to be as important as her present desires of the same strength.162 Moreover, she is able to vividly represent to herself her various present and possible
future desires. Despite all this, she prefers to smoke. We may add that she does
not have any basic desires that cause a conflict with her desire to smoke. The
161

Of course, many nineteenth-century mariners desired fruits and vegetables containing
ascorbic acid, and they did so because experience had taught them that these fruits and
vegetables kept them healthy. But this is beside the point. They did not desire ascorbic acid as
such, and had there been no fruits or vegetables available, they would not have desired a
spoon of ascorbic acid instead.
162
I think this impartiality can be seen as an aspect of being informed and instrumentally
rational: one is informed about one’s future desires, and one realizes that the goal of having as
many and strong desires as possible satisfied during one’s life cannot be reached unless one
takes into account future desires as well as present ones.
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judgement that we are supposed to make concerning this example is that in spite
of Maude’s rational and informed desire to smoke, it would be better for her not
to smoke: Smoking thwarts her all-things-considered interests.
It might seem tempting to simply deny the possibility of there being a person
such as Maude: you cannot be fully informed, fully rational, and vividly representing to yourself all of your various desires impartially across different phases
of your life, and still want to smoke.163 This line of defence is not open to a
desire theorist, however. There is, according to such a theorist, nothing besides
the satisfaction of (some set of) your (actual or hypothetical) desires that can
make your life go well – no mental states or objective goods. At the basic level,
it is not better or worse for a person to have some desires rather than others. A
desire for pleasure is not, as such, better than a desire for pain. What makes
pleasure good for a person is the fact that she wants it and gets it. If pleasure
would not have been an actual or hypothetical desire of hers, it would not have
been good for her either. So while a desire theorist can claim that, as a contingent matter of fact, informed and rational human beings desire pleasure and
good health, he has no standards for judging that it would be bad for someone to
desire pain and bad health (at the basic level, that is – such desires may of
course conflict with other, stronger desires that the person has). A hedonist, on
the other hand, could claim that a person such as Maude is impossible (provided
that it is true that Maude will experience more pleasure if she does not smoke –
which may not be true; see footnote 163): pleasure is what is good for a person,
and an informed and rational person knows what is good for her and desires
what is good for her.
Even if a person such as Maude would be psychologically impossible, she is
certainly not logically impossible. We can easily imagine such a person, and a
proponent of a desire theory of the human good has to admit that smoking is
good for her (since, as explained above, there are no other standards than desiresatisfaction from which a desire theorist can derive such judgements). The
question, then, is: Is smoking good for Maude? Nicholas Agar’s suggestion is
that if we – after weighing all of Maude’s various desires the way that we ought

163

This seems to be wrong, however. Some people cope with smoking astonishingly well.
They smoke almost all of their lives and still live to be old and not disturbingly unhealthy.
Even if they would have become even older had they not smoked, this fact may well be
compensated for by the joy (or desire-satisfaction) that they have received from a lifetime of
smoking. Suppose that Maude could somehow know that she is such a person, surely then
there would be nothing strange (as far as her own good is concerned) about her forming a
desire to smoke.

123

124

The Moral Status of Nature

to weigh them – actually get the result that Maude’s desire to smoke remains
undefeated, then smoking may well be good for her:
We can understand this impartiality [across different phases of one’s life] in two
ways. There is an internalist reading. Here, different phases of life will have equal
impact on Maude’s reckonings; information about potential harms and benefits
associated with different life stages will be represented with equal weight. This is
the reading that Varner supposes – Maude is such a determined smoker that her
desire can survive vivid representations in her thinking about possible future illhealth. Contrast this with an externalist way of understanding impartiality across
different phases of life. By this reading, we place on the table a person’s
considered desires, both present and future. We note that the satisfaction of a
given desire differentially affects other desires. It may bring some desires closer
to satisfaction at the same time as tending to set back others. We will not be
content with the agent’s estimate of which interests to sacrifice in case of a
conflict. Rather, our goal is the optimal combination of desire satisfactions
available to an agent given her or his overall actual and potential preference
structure.164 While we will still say that each considered desire generates an
interest, we calculate an individual’s overall interests by emphasizing those
interests that in fact bring about as favourable as possible a balance of desires
satisfied over desires frustrated. Often, one of a person’s interests will conflict
with his or her all-things-considered interests, regardless of the attitude adopted
towards it.
Returning to the story of smoking, the externalist says that a desire to smoke
goes against Maude’s interests, all things considered, if satisfaction of it has the
propensity to frustrate other desires central to her life plan. This might be the case
if Maude also desires to live a long and healthy life, to go on bridge cruises as a
seventy-year-old, and so on.
Note the overlap between biological interests and the externalist desire
account. If the satisfaction of a given desire goes against what Varner understands
as Maude’s biological interests, it will likely also make other central life-planrelated desires vulnerable. Most people will best pursue their future goals if they
are fit and well. However, the biological interests account and externalist desire
theory will give different answers to some questions about interests. Suppose,
implausibly, that Maude’s central desires include the plan to leave a corpse
suitable to scientific research into smoking-related desires [!] and the hope that
she not see the year 2010. Suppose also that she has no significant desires that
conflict with these. In this case, we might say that Maude’s smoking does not tend
to set back any interests visible to the externalist desire theorist while thwarting
biological interests. I suggest we should also say that the desire to smoke will not
set back morally relevant interests. (Agar 2001: 76-7)
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What Agar refers to as a person’s ‘potential preference structure’, I take to be the structure
of preferences that the person will have if this or that actual (or potential) desire of hers is
satisfied or thwarted. As I understand Agar he is not here working with hypothetical desires in
the sense of fully informed and fully rational desires.
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Just as we have to admit that a person such as Maude is logically possible, we
also have to admit that it is logically possible that it is good for a young healthy
person to smoke. It may well be the case that there actually exists no healthy,
young person whose informed and impartial desire it is to smoke, but if she did
exist, would smoking really go against her interests? I am inclined to agree with
Agar that it would not, and I think that the reason why we may be reluctant to
agree with this is that we have a hard time grasping just how strange Maude is
(i.e., the Maude with life-plans such as those Agar ascribes to her: to leave a
corpse suitable to scientific research into smoking-related diseases and to not see
the year 2010; a Maude without such strange desires would plausibly not – as
Agar explains – have an all-things-considered interest to smoke according to the
externalist desire theory).
If the desire theorist cannot use the claim that a person such as Maude is
impossible as a defence against Varner’s and Johnson’s argument, then, in a
corresponding way, Varner and Johnson cannot use the fact that we get
counterintuitive results regarding what is good for a person with such a strange
psychology as Maude’s as an objection against the desire theory. It should only
be expected, I think, that creatures that are very different from us with regard to
what is important to them (such as the Maude among whose central desires are
the desires to leave a corpse suitable to scientific research into smoking-related
diseases and not to see the year 2010) are also very different from us with regard
to what is good for them. Plausibly, we cannot use our intuitions about what is
good for a human being on a person with so odd life-plans as the ones that Agar
ascribes to Maude. I think this is the price one has to pay for using a thought
experiment involving a subject who may well be psychologically impossible.
My conclusion is that the version of the desire theory that Agar presents can
deal with the informed-smoker-thought-experiment in a satisfying way.165 But
this is not the only version of the desire theory which can do that. It will
strengthen my case to look also at another version of the desire theory that can
handle cases such as that involving Maude. The theory that I will consider is a
version of the ideal desires theory. The ideal desires theory also comes in what
we may call an ‘internalist’ and an ‘externalist’ version:
The internalist version: What is good for a human being, A, is to
have/do/experience what A would desire to have/do/experience if she were
fully instrumentally rational and knew all the relevant facts.
165

It may be interesting to note that Varner now believes that Agar’s defence of the (pure)
desire theory holds (Varner 2003: 416). Thus Varner must also admit that he has not been
able to provide a sound analogy argument.
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The externalist version: What is good for a human being, A, is to
have/do/experience what an idealized person (perhaps an idealized version
of A) – i.e. a fully instrumentally rational person who knows all the relevant
facts and is favourably disposed towards A – would want the actual A to
have/do/experience in A’s actual situation (see Railton 1986a: 16-7; 1986b;
173-4).
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The most important difference between these versions is this: From the
internalist version it follows that whatever is good for the idealized A is also
good for the actual A. From that externalist version it merely follows that the
idealized A knows what is good for the actual A. This is a very important
difference, a difference that shows that the internalist version is untenable:
Firstly, my ideal self (the fully informed and fully rational me) may desire
things that it is not even within my range to be able to appreciate. For instance,
my ideal self may desire to read complicated papers in quantum physics. My
actual self, on the other hand, would only get a headache and feel stupid if he
were to read such papers. Surely, it is not good for the actual me to read
complicated papers in quantum physics just because the ideal me desires to do
so. Secondly, it may be good for my actual self to have things that my ideal self
has no reason to desire. To use Alexander Miller’s example:
A map would be desirable for Joe, a philosopher lost in the heart of one of
Chicago’s slums. Yet his fully informed and ideally rational self would not desire
to have a map were he in Joe’s shoes, since he is already assumed to possess full
factual information, which will include information about the geography of
Chicago. (Miller 2003: 186)

The externalist version of the ideal desires theory escapes these objections. If
I am not able to appreciate complicated papers in quantum physics, then my
ideal self would not want the actual me to read such papers. But my ideal self
would want my actual self to have a map in a situation where my actual self is
lost. Moreover, the externalist version of the ideal desires theory can deal with
the informed-smoker-thought-experiment in a convincing way. Peter Railton,
who defends a particularly thorough version of the ideal desires theory, writes:
Give to an actual individual A unqualified cognitive and imaginative powers, and
full factual and nomological information about his physical and psychological
constitution, capacities, circumstances, history, and so on. A will have become A+,
who has complete and vivid knowledge of himself and his environment, and
whose instrumental rationality is in no way defective. We now ask A+ to tell us
not what he currently wants, but what he would want his non-idealized self A to
want – or, more generally, to seek – were he to find himself in the actual condition
and circumstances of A. (Railton 1986b: 173-4)
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Now, what would Maude+ want for Maude? That depends on which desires –
which goals, life-plans, and so on – Maude has. If she is an ordinary person with
ordinary desires, such as the desires to live a long and healthy life and to go on
bridge cruises as a seventy-year-old, (and whose body reacts as most people’s
bodies do to smoking) then Maude+ would want Maude to quit smoking. But if
Maude is a very strange person, whose central desires include, for instance, the
plan to leave a corpse suitable to scientific research into smoking-related
diseases and the hope that she not see the year 2010, then Maude+ would
presumably want Maude to go on smoking. As already contended in the
discussion of Agar’s version of the desire-theory, this seems to be in order:
While it is indeed bad for the ordinary Maude to smoke, we have no reason to
think that it is bad for the very strange Maude to smoke.166
Of course, if your intuitions tell you that, no matter what, it is bad for Maude
to smoke, then neither Agar’s nor Railton’s version of the desire theory will do.
But then you have to come up with some further argument as to why it is bad for
Maude to smoke under the circumstances where the desire theory has it that it is
not. Why is it bad for Maude to smoke if smoking, in fact, will not set back any
important desires of hers (i.e., if her life-plans are utterly strange or if she is one
of the rare persons who cope astonishingly well with smoking)? In addition,
there are cases where it is obviously not bad for Maude to smoke. As David
Schmidtz (1999: 434) puts it: “If I am minutes away from a lethal injection, is a
last cigarette still bad for my lungs? Evidently, even if the cigarette is bad for
my lungs, it need not be bad for me.”
I conclude that the externalist version of the ideal desires theory can deal with
the informed-smoker-thought-experiment. However, Johnson thinks that there is
another reason to reject the ideal desires theory:

166

A worry that one might have concerning Railton’s view is that it may imply that some
non-human but sentient and conscious animals lack morally significant interests, namely if it
does not make any sense to ask what such an animal who has complete and vivid knowledge
of itself and its environment, and whose instrumental rationality is in no way defective, would
want its non-idealized self to want – or, more generally, to seek – were it to find itself in the
actual condition and circumstances of its actual self. However, as far as I can see, the
component of Railton’s view that it has to be a version of the interest-bearer itself that is the
relevant idealized “person” is not essential to his theory. Of course, it may be much easier for
a version of the interest-bearer than for someone else to gain knowledge of what the interestbearer wants or likes. But any person with complete and vivid knowledge of the interestbearer and its environment obviously has this knowledge. So when it comes to providing the
correct answer to the question of what to want a sentient and conscious animal to want or seek
(or to have), any idealized person will do.
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[S]uppose that I have a child in my care who is happily playing. Suppose too that
an ice-cream wagon is passing by. If I do not tell the child of this, the child will
continue playing happily. I have reason to believe that, thinking clearly, the child
would wish to be informed of the ice-cream wagon and, being informed, would
form a strong desire for ice cream. The ice cream would neither help nor hurt the
child, nor give it more delight than that received from the game in progress – plus
any other ceteris paribus qualifications that might be appropriate. Were I not to
tell the child, and not to buy the ice cream, would I be neglecting the child’s
good? If the child actually desired the ice-cream, I would be (perhaps justifiably)
withholding a good if I did not buy the ice cream, but in the absence of knowledge
or desire, and in the absence of actual utility for the child’s wellbeing, it seems to
me that the child is not being denied a good. (Johnson 1991: 114-5)
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To begin with, I do not agree with what seems to be Johnson’s initial
standpoint on this matter. I think that, generally, it is good for a human being
(who likes ice-cream) to get ice-cream. Thereby not said that it is bad for her not
to get it, but she would be slightly better off if she did get it, just as I would be
slightly better off were I to read a good book, watch a good movie, eat a
delicious dinner, or spend an evening with good friends (and so on). Normally,
the temporary absence of any of these activities is not bad for me, but I would be
slightly better off if I got to participate in one of them. It is hard to deny that,
under ordinary circumstances, getting ice-cream, reading a good book, watching
a good movie, etc., would be good for me. And this is usually the case regardless of whether I actually have a desire for the thing in question when I get it.
Indeed, often it would be even better for me if someone surprised me with a
delightful thing when I did not have a prior desire for it. Under normal circumstances, A+ would surely want A to be surprised with ice-cream.
Thus I find nothing odd in the claim that most of the time when I am not
surprised with ice-cream I am denied a good, namely the very particular and rare
good of being surprised with ice-cream. Of course, this is not a central good of
mine, and it is one that is easily compensated for (ordinarily, it requires no
compensation at all), but it would be much more odd to say that being surprised
with ice-cream would not be good for me. Indeed, if a friend of mine were to
open my door right now and scream: “Surprise! Ice-cream!”, I am definitely
certain that I would be noticeably better off than I am in the absence of this
occurrence (even if I am perfectly well off even as things are).
However, Johnson makes the following remark: “The ice cream would neither
help nor hurt the child, nor give it more delight than that received from the game
in progress” (ibid.). Johnson seems to suppose that the reason why the child
wants to play is provided by the delight that she gets out of playing, and that the
same is true of the reason why the child would form a desire for ice-cream. If
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this is correct, then the child has a basic desire for delight, and forms various
secondary desires for things that may serve as means to satisfy that desire. There
is no problem for the ideal desires theory to give the correct answers as to what
is good for the child on this presumption, given various possible preconditions:
Let the child be A. If A would get more delight out of playing than out of eating
ice-cream, then A+ would want A to play; if A would get more delight out of
eating ice-cream than out of playing, then A+ would want A to eat ice-cream;
and if, as may be the case in Johnson’s example, A would get the same amount
of delight out of playing as out of eating ice-cream, then A+ would be indifferent
as to whether A eats ice-cream or plays.
Still, Johnson seems to think that even in this last case the ideal desires theory
would yield the answer that it would be better for the child to get ice-cream. But
why does he think that? One reason may be that he has an internalist rather than
an externalist version of the ideal desires theory in mind. But even so, if the
child would have all the relevant information and reason correctly (and not be a
victim of any psychological constraints), then she would, ex hypothesi, be indifferent with regard to whether she eats ice-cream or continues playing (since, (i)
as Johnson writes, the ice-cream would give her no more delight than that
received from the game in progress, and (ii) the informed child knows this). I
think that the reason why Johnson reaches another conclusion is that he does not
consider a version of the ideal desires theory that requires full information and
full rationality on the part of the idealized subject.
The version of the ideal desires theory that Johnson’s discussion proceeds
from is that suggested by Peter Singer (in Singer 1979: 80): “we make the
plausible move of taking a person’s interests to be what, on balance and after
reflection on all the relevant facts, a person prefers”. Despite the fact that Singer
requires that the person reflects on all the relevant facts, the only fact that
Johnson lets the child reflect on is the fact that there is an ice-cream wagon
passing by. But there are certainly other relevant facts that the child could reflect
on, in particular the fact that she will not get more delight out of eating icecream than out of playing. The actual child may well, as Johnson assumes, form
a disproportionately strong desire for ice-cream if she gets to know that there is
an ice-cream wagon passing by. But this is only to be expected, as the actual
child lacks other relevant information (e.g., that she will not get more delight out
of eating ice-cream than out of playing).
Finally, even if it is equally good for the child to play as it is to eat ice-cream,
she has obviously – contrary to what Johnson thinks – been denied a good when
she has been denied ice-cream, it is just that this good has been compensated for
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by another good of equal strength. Johnson seems to admit that both playing and
eating ice-cream would give the child some delight. He also seems to think that
the delight of playing is (derivatively) good for the child. But then he must
reasonably agree that the delight that the child would have got out of eating icecream would also have been (derivatively) good for her. The alternative seems
to be to deny that the delight that the child actually gets out of playing is good
for her.
Before we proceed to the thought experiments designed to attack the mental
state theory, we should note that neither the mental state theory nor the authentic
happiness theory should have any problems with accounting for what is good for
Maude. A mental state theorist would say that the reason why we are tempted to
think that smoking is bad for Maude is that we believe that Maude will lead a
shorter, more painful, more unhealthy life if she smokes than if she does not. If
this is correct, which it is in most cases, then smoking is indeed bad for Maude
according to the mental state theorist (regardless of which desires Maude
actually or hypothetically has). If, on the other hand, Maude is one of those rare
persons who can cope astonishingly well with smoking (see footnote 163), then
smoking may not be bad for her. And this seems to be all in order. If smoking
does not decrease Maude’s chances of having good experiences (to such an
extent that the decrease outweighs the good experiences that she gets from
smoking), then why would it be bad for her? A similar line of reasoning is open
to the authentic happiness theory. A prerequisite for being authentically happy is
that one experiences one’s life as happy. If Maude is struck with smokingrelated diseases she will probably not experience her life as happy, and then,
consequently, smoking was not good for her. But if she is not struck with any
such disease, and does not suffer any other negative effects of smoking, then
why would smoking be bad for her?
To the extent that the biological interests theory yields the result that smoking
is bad for Maude even if she is not struck with any smoking-related disease, or
otherwise suffers from smoking, I think that this result can be taken to count
against it. And I also think that this fact reveals the kind of considerations that
our intuitions concerning Maude are actually based on. I think that we take
smoking to be bad for Maude because we think that she in fact will feel worse,
be less happy, or have fewer desires satisfied if she continues to smoke. Be that
as it may, so far we have not been given any reason to believe that the biological
interests theory is superior to its competitors.
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4.5.3.2 The mental state theory
Johnson’s principal argument against the mental state theory is not his own.
Instead he has borrowed Robert Nozick’s famous thought experiment involving
an experience machine, here in Nozick’s own formulation:
Suppose there were an experience machine that would give you any experience
[mental state] you desired. Superduper neuropsychologists could stimulate your
brain so that you would think and feel you were writing a great novel, or making a
friend, or reading an interesting book. All the time you would be floating in a
tank, with electrodes attached to your brain. […] If you are worried about missing
out on desirable experiences, we can suppose that business enterprises have
researched thoroughly the lives of many others. You can pick and choose from
their large library or smorgasbord of such experiences, selecting your life’s
experiences for, say, the next two years. […] Of course, while in the tank you
won’t know that you’re there; you’ll think it’s all actually happening. (Nozick
1974: 42-3)

In short, the experience machine can artificially give you a whole life of experiences, and if you wish, it can give you what you would regard as the perfect
experienced life. Moreover, there is no way that you can tell the difference
between this artificial life and a real life; between the artificial experiences and
real experiences. Once hooked to the machine, for all that you can tell you are
living a perfect life.
Johnson reacts like many others (including Nozick himself) to this thought
experiment:
It seems quite absurd, for instance, that the experience of loving and being loved
(perhaps with an imaginary person) should be what counts, with an actual love
relationship with a real person being an optional and irrelevant extra. [---] [W]e
must accept something other than mere experiences/mental states as the good of
the individual. (Johnson 1991: 100)

I shall not discuss the various objections that have been raised against the
experience-machine-thought-experiment as such.167 Nor shall I discuss the view
of those whose intuitions tell them that it would be good for them to spend their
lives in an experience machine. (It seems reasonable to think, though, that there
is a possible point of miserableness that a life can reach, at which the experience
machine becomes a serious option. Suppose I thought that the alternative to the
machine was suicide; would not a pleasurable life in deception be preferable to
death?) Leaving all such musings aside, I shall here grant that a person who
spends her life (her whole life or large parts of it) in an experience machine
misses something. Even if the experiences as such are good for her, there is
167

E.g. Sumner 1996: 94-5 and Tännsjö 1998: 111-2.
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more to a good life than good experiences. There are things that are good for this
person that she cannot get from the machine (and the machine may even give
her something that is bad for her: deception). If this is correct, then no mental
state(s) can be the only non-derivative good for a human being.
Having granted this, I have also granted that Johnson has pointed out to us a
reason to doubt the adequacy of the mental state theory as a theory of the human
good. However, it is not on this point that I want to object to Johnson. What I
want to put into question is the adequacy of the biological interests theory when
it comes to dealing with the kind of thought experiment that Nozick presents. In
which way are the biological interests of a person thwarted when she is hooked
to the experience machine?
When a person is connected to the experience machine she is just floating still
in a tank, not exercising any physical activity, and perhaps this is something that
thwarts her biological interests. If so, this problem is easily taken care of with a
small adjustment of the thought experiment. Let us simply add an additional
machine that can make her body do whatever is good for her, while she (happily
connected to the experience machine) thinks that her body does whatever she
wishes to experience that it does (we can think of this body/mind machine as
consisting of two devices connected to a helmet that she wears; one that controls
her body, and one that controls her mental states). If it is in the biological
interests of a human being to exercise her body, then let the machine make the
actual person do that; let her walk, run or swim. Either she can experience that
she is running when she is actually running, or else she can experience that she
is doing something completely different (such as playing chess). And if it is in
the biological interests of a human being to reproduce, then let the actual person
do that (at the same time as she experiences that she does it, if you like). The
alternatives are endless. Whatever you think is good for a person, let us
introduce a machine that gives her that. Nozick actually introduces several such
additional machines in his own discussion of the experience machine:
We can continue to imagine a sequence of machines each designed to fill lacks
suggested for the earlier machines. For example, […] imagine a transformation
machine which transforms us into whatever sort of person we’d like to be
(compatible with our staying us) [---] Consider then the result machine, which
produces in the world any result you would produce and injects your vector input
into any joint activity. (Nozick 1974: 44)

The only thing that these machines cannot give us (because of the kind of
machines they are) is something real, or a life in connection with reality. As
Nozick writes: “What is most disturbing about them is their living of our lives
for us. […] Perhaps what we desire is to live (an active verb) in contact with
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reality.” (Ibid.: 44-5) This is precisely the feature of the experience machine that
also Johnson identifies as disturbing: “It seems, in brief, that reality ought to be
involved” (Johnson 1991: 100). But, as far as I can tell, Johnson fails to explain
why a lack of connection with reality thwarts one’s biological interests. Just why
is it in our biological interests to live in connection with reality? Let us look in
some more detail at what Johnson writes about what is good for us:
I am inclined to take our basic good as being health in a very broad sense. This
involves our psychological and our physiological wellbeing, both internally and in
relationship with the world around us. Leading a healthy life is a matter of our
effective overall integrated functioning, and to live so is to have found our highest
good. (Ibid.: 143-4)

Johnson here draws on the notion of health, and he understands our health partly
in terms of our relationship with the world around us. But he does not explain
why health should be thus understood.
At this point it may be useful to look (very briefly) at the philosophical
discussion about what health is. Philosophical theories of health can be roughly
divided into two main groups. Much simplified, there are theories that focus on
biological functioning (e.g. Boorse 1977) and theories that focus on subjective
experiences, desires, (conscious) goals, attitudes, judgements, etc. of the being
whose health is at issue (e.g. Nordenfelt 1995). Let us call theories in the first
group ‘objective health-theories’, and theories in the second group ‘subjective
health-theories’ (of course, combinations are possible).
According to an objective health-theory, how healthy a being is can in
principle be measured objectively and scientifically from a third person perspective, without taking into account the being’s own experiences, judgements,
etc. of how healthy it is (of course, even according to an objective health-theory,
which experiences a being has may have relevance to how healthy it is, but its
experiences of its own health do not bear any particular relevance). According to
a subjective health-theory, on the other hand, such an objective procedure can at
best give us an indication of how healthy a being is. In the last instance this is
decided by factors that have to do with the being’s own experiences, judgements, (conscious) goals, etc. According to Nordenfelt, for instance, health is the
ability to realize one’s vital (conscious) goals. So whether a being is healthy will
partly depend on which (conscious) goals it has (cf. Agar’s Maude).
What would an objective and a subjective health-theory, respectively, have to
say about the relevance to our health of our relationship with the world around
us? As far as I can see, an objective health-theory cannot assign any relevance at
all to such a relationship, as such. It may be that, as a contingent matter of fact, a
being which does not stand in a proper relationship with the world around it is
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not healthy. But there can be no necessary relation between its health and its
relationship with the world around it; it is in principle possible to replace the
world around it with, e.g., some of Nozick’s machines. We can see this if we
consider two human beings, A and B, who are exactly identical with regard to
all of their intrinsic properties (it is not even in principle possible to tell them
apart). They do, however, differ in important respects with regard to their
relational properties: A, but not B, lives his life in a Nozickian machine. Now, as
far as I can see, A and B must be considered equally healthy from the perspective of an objective health-theory. If we take them from their respective
environments, and examine them from a third person scientific perspective, we
will reach the conclusion that they are equally healthy, since they are identical
with regard to all the properties that we can thus examine.
From the perspective of a subjective health-theory, on the other hand, we do
not necessarily reach this conclusion. Suppose that both A and B have the vital
conscious goal not to live in deception. From the perspective of a health theory
(such as Nordenfelt’s) which focuses on the ability to realize one’s vital
(conscious) goals, we will then reach the conclusion that A, in an important
respect, is much more unhealthy than B. A, but not B, is captured in an environment that prevents him from realizing one of his vital goals.
Now, it seems clear to me that Johnson needs an objective health-theory in
order to sustain an interest-based view (at least he needs a health-theory with
significant objective elements – I will come back to the possibility of a
combined theory shortly). A subjective health-theory would mean a reintroduction of a subjective theory of the human good (such as the mental state
theory, the desire theory or the autonomous happiness theory). If health is what
is good for us, and health is directly determined by a person’s experiences,
desires, judgements, conscious goals or the like, then there is no reason to think
that the “health” of things that can have no experiences, desires, judgements or
conscious goals is morally significant. And from what little Johnson says about
health, it looks as if he adheres to an objective health-theory. He writes:
There clearly is such a thing as physical good health, which evidently is a matter
of effective integrated physical functioning, though biologists and physicians
cannot yet adequately tell us what that amounts to. Much less can we adequately
characterize what is involved in psychological good health, beyond merely noting
that it too is a matter of effective integrated functioning. Even so, there is such a
thing as being healthy, mentally or physically, and there is such a thing as being
unhealthy. [---] Nutrition, emotional balance, and physical exercise, for example,
are good for one because they contribute to one’s integrated effective functioning.
(Johnson 1991: 144-5)
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Nothing that Johnson says here about health explains in what way a being’s
health may be directly dependent on its relationship with the world around it.
The body/mind machine that I described above can give us all we need as far as
our psychological and physiological effective integrated functioning is concerned. Indeed, it can make us much more objectively healthy, both physiologically
and psychologically, than we could ever dream of being without it.
Could Johnson resort to a theory of health that combines elements from an
objective health-theory with elements from a subjective health-theory? In
principle, I suppose that he could. But such a theory would require a great deal
of defence, a defence that Johnson makes no attempt to provide. The theory in
question would have to satisfy several conditions that seem quite difficult to
reconcile: (1) The subjective and the objective components of health would have
to be sufficiently integrated for the theory to constitute a unified theory of health
(that is, the theory should be about one, and only one, notion of health). (2) It
would have to be possible for non-conscious organisms to be healthy in this
sense (which means that possessing objective components would have to be
sufficient for being healthy – at least in the case of some beings). (3) Health, as
conceptualized by this theory, would have to be a plausible constituent of the
human good.
I conclude that we must look beyond mere health in order to make intelligible
within Johnson’s framework the view that a lack of a proper connection with the
world around us is bad for us. Another passage of Johnson’s may provide a
suggestion of where to look:
The criteria that determine whether a being has found a good life – attained a
satisfactory balance – are criteria implicit within the being/life process itself. [---]
[A] living being has a self-identity that, within a broad range, entails its own
requirements. [---] As Spinoza remarks, “The endeavor wherewith a thing
endeavors to persist in its being is nothing else than the actual essence of that
thing” (Ethics, 3.7). This is (at least roughly) what Aristotle called the Telos, the
inherent nature of a being that defines what it is and what its effective functioning
is. Living beings have an intercoherent organic wholeness that is self-defining and
defines their particular wellbeing requirements within a broad range. (Ibid.: 1456)168

This passage may be interpreted so as to lead away from a pure biological
interests theory, and back to the perfectionist idea of a good (see subsection
4.1.1). And indeed, it is not that implausible to interpret Johnson as holding the
substantive view that what is good for us is to be good specimen of our kind.
168

Johnson gives the following reference to Spinoza: Spinoza, Benedictus de., 1910. Ethics
(trans., A. Boyle). London: J. M. Dent & Sons, Ltd.
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Much of what he says indicates that (ibid.: 143ff.). Does this help us in any way
to deal with experience-machine-like devices? Perhaps it does. Johnson does not
give any arguments in that direction, but it may be reasonable to assume that in
order to be a good specimen of Homo sapiens you must stand in a proper
relationship with the world around you. That is, the kind of thing that a human
being is can truly flourish only if it is involved in certain actual relationships
with actual persons in an actual physical environment. Let us, at least for the
moment, suppose this.
However, as we saw in the discussion of the reductio argument, having the
ability to be a good specimen of one’s kind cannot be all there is to possessing a
morally significant good. A car and a stone can also be good specimen of their
respective kinds. Based on the passage quoted just above, it seems to me that
Johnson’s solution to this problem is precisely the one that I suggested when
discussing the reductio argument, namely to identify a thing’s morally significant interests with what I have called its ‘autonomous goals’. Johnson emphasizes the importance of having a self-identity and being self-defining, which is
roughly how I have characterized being autonomous, and he emphasizes having
a telos defining what one’s effective functioning is, which is roughly the same
thing as having goals.
If having a telos is to have goals in the sense described in subsection 4.3.1,
then we are back once again in a pure biological interests theory.169 And, as
argued above, this theory cannot deal with experience-machine-like devices. If,
on the other hand, we are not dealing with goals in this sense, the question
remains as to how we can keep out from having a morally significant good of
their own such natural non-living things that we wish to keep out, such as
stones, non-living chemical systems, celestial bodies and systems, and so on (cf.
my discussion of the reductio argument in section 4.3). Perhaps stones do not
have an effective functioning at all (although we have not really been given any
argument as to why a thing must have an effective functioning in order to have
morally significant interests – it seems to me that Johnson merely postulates
this), but some non-living chemical systems, some celestial bodies, and some
celestial systems clearly do. (If we could alter the orbits of the planets in a
planetary system, for instance, we could make the system collapse and thus lose
its effective functioning altogether).
169

At least unless we count as interests also conscious autonomous goals that are not derived
from biological interests. But this is something that Johnson clearly does not want to do. If we
count such goals it may well be that it is good for Maude to smoke, since she may have a very
strong autonomous conscious goal to smoke.
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My conclusion is that if we interpret Johnson’s biological interests theory so
as to avoid a reductio argument, it cannot handle experience-machine-like
devices. And in retrospect, this is not surprising. Despite the huge difference
there is between the mental state theory and the biological interests theory, they
fall prey to thought experiments like Nozick’s experience-machine-thoughtexperiment for the same reason. In order to see that, it may be helpful to
consider two other objections that might be raised against the mental state theory
(I am not saying that any of these objections is good, but they both point towards
the same feature of the mental state theory):
(1) According to the mental state theory it would not be bad for me – in itself
– if people mocked me behind my back; if they spread false rumours or said
horrible things about me (as long as their doing so did not have any effects on
my mental states – perhaps they did it in some other part of the world). (2)
According to the mental state theory it would not be bad for me – in itself – if
someone were to substitute exact copies for my belongings, or even for my pets
and family members, as long as I could not tell the difference between the real
things and the copies. Indeed, it would not even be bad for me if someone killed
my whole family and replaced it with clones, as long as I did not become aware
of it.
If we scrutinize these thought experiments (including the experiencemachine-thought-experiment), it becomes quite clear why they pose a problem
for the mental state theory. They provide cases where it seems as if our desires
concerning our own lives – how we want to live them, and how we want to be
treated – are important to us. Any theory about the human good that does not, in
some way or other, leave direct room for the importance of such desires, will
have trouble with these thought experiments (thereby not said that such a theory
cannot be the correct one – the intuitions appealed to by these thought experiments may be unreliable). Neither the mental state theory nor the biological
interests theory leaves direct room for the importance of desires. On these
theories, the importance of desires can only be accounted for indirectly.170 Thus
170

The authentic happiness theory, on the other hand, does leave direct room for the
importance of desires. If information would change the way that I experience and judge my
own life (with respect to how well it goes), then my lack of information makes my happiness
inauthentic. In the thought experiments considered here, information would definitely change
the way that I experience and judge my own life (with respect to how well it goes), and this
has to do with how I desire to live my life. And, just like the desire theory, the authentic
happiness theory also leaves room for the possibility that it may be good for me to connect to
an experience machine; namely, if I am not (under the circumstances relevant to my choice)
the kind of person who is bothered by the fact that the machine lives my life for me.
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none of them is able to handle the above thought experiments. No biological
interests of mine would be thwarted if my family were killed and replaced by
clones, as long as I did not become aware of it (i.e., I would not be any worse off
with regard to my effective integrated functioning).
To sum up, the thought experiments introduced in order to expose problems
for the mental state theory turn out to be just as problematic for the biological
interests theory itself.

•

4.5.3.3 On Varner’s pluralism
Varner’s theory of the human good offers a solution to the problems posed by
these thought experiments by way of its specific pluralism. In addition to the
satisfaction of biological interests, Varner holds that the satisfaction of actual as
well as (some) hypothetical desires is good for us (taken in and of itself, that is;
such interests and desires may conflict in such a way that all things considered
the satisfaction of a particular desire is bad for us – cf. Maude) (Varner 1998: 84
& 68). But Varner has not managed to show us why we need to regard the
satisfaction of biological interests as non-derivatively good for human beings
(which was the task of the analogy argument). We saw above that there are at
least two versions of the desire theory (Agar’s and Railton’s) that can cope with
the thought experiments directed towards it (such as that involving Maude). So
Varner’s pluralism seems to be superfluous. And, as we will see below, there are
other strong reasons to reject it (since there are strong reasons to reject any
theory according to which the satisfaction of biological interests is non-derivatively good for a human being).
4.5.4 Choosing sides
In this section I have not explicitly argued against the biological interests theory
(other than in some brief notes). I have merely argued that it is not better suited
than its most plausible rivals for dealing with the thought experiments that its
defenders have used against them. Let us here, for simplicity’s sake, assume
that, as far as the considered thought experiments are concerned, none of the
theories discussed in this section (i.e., the biological interests theory, the desire
theory, the mental state theory and the authentic happiness theory) fares any
better or worse than any of the others (in some of their various versions). Then
which side should we choose? From what has been said so far, should we regard
these different theories as equally promising theories of the human good?
Here we have to return to where we were before we began to consider the
analogy argument, and to the motive for bringing that argument into the discussion in the first place. Recall the remarks of Singer, Frankena, Hare, Warren and
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O’Neil accounted for on pages 94-5. The main thought behind these remarks is
that if a thing cannot experience anything, then there is no reason to take its
interests into consideration. If a thing does not care – not even in the weakest
sense possible – about its own interests, then why should we care about them?
This is a question to which a proponent of an interest-based view has to provide
a satisfactory answer, otherwise there simply is no reason to believe that any
such view is correct. The analogy argument was an attempt to provide such an
answer, but it was not successful. In order to succeed it would have had to show
that any plausible alternative to the biological interests theory, but not that
theory itself, is unable to account for some strong intuition about what is good
for us, human beings. But in the discussion of this argument we have instead
seen that the biological interests theory is superior to none of its plausible
alternatives in this respect.
Is there no reason, then, to think that the biological interests theory is a
plausible theory of the human good? I do not think so. One suggestion that
might be brought forward is that the biological interests theory is better suited
than its rivals for dealing with the good of temporarily unconscious human
beings, such as a person in a coma. But if the person in question will in fact
wake up from her coma, there are future mental states, future happiness and
future desires to take into consideration. There is no reason to think that the rival
theories of the human good cannot assign importance to such future states. In the
case of the desire theory there may also be important actual or hypothetical
desires, formed prior to the coma, that have to be taken into consideration, e.g., a
desire concerning how to be treated if one enters into a comatose state. If, on the
other hand, the person will not wake up from her coma, then there are no
interests at all to take into consideration (some versions of the desire theory
excluded). But this should only be considered a desirable result, I think, and to
the extent that the biological interests theory yields a different result, this fact
could be taken to count against it. If a person will never experience anything
again, then why should she be considered to have (morally significant) interests?
Before we leave the biological interests theory I want to consider one further
objection against it (which also applies to pluralistic theories of the human good
that involve the biological interests theory as one of its components, such as the
theory defended by Varner). This objection has already been hinted at in the
discussion of the desire theory (see e.g. the quotation from Schmidtz on page
127). In holding that the satisfaction of biological interests is non-derivatively
good for a human being, the biological interests theory sometimes yields
counterintuitive results. Suppose that smoking Maude has a fatal disease and
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will die in two weeks. Would we then consider it bad for her to smoke?
Plausibly not. She will die in two weeks, and in that time smoking will not
manage to do enough damage to her for that damage to be bad for her. Still,
from the biological interests perspective it would be bad for Maude to smoke,
even so. A proponent of the biological interests theory may object that it is in the
biological interests of a conscious sentient being to feel good, and that the
positive experiences that Maude gets out of smoking hence may outweigh other
biological interests that she has (in addition, Varner may claim that in this case
Maude’s desire to smoke outweighs her biological interests not to smoke). But
this objection misses the point. The point is not that Maude under these extreme
circumstances has a stronger interest in smoking than in not smoking. The point
is that under these extreme circumstances she has no interest at all in not
smoking. Under these extreme circumstances smoking is not bad for Maude no
matter how much it disintegrates her effective physical functioning. The fact that
it does is completely irrelevant, since Maude will die in two weeks.
The conclusion of this section is that the analogy argument fails. Premise (2)
of this argument is false – it is not the case that at least some of the nonderivative interests of a human being are biological interests. Hence we are not
forced to admit the moral significance of biological interests. Consequently,
neither are we forced to admit that non-conscious living organisms or nature
have moral standing.
4.6 Concluding remarks
In this chapter I have argued that interest-based nature-considerism is not a
promising project. It is doubtful – to say the least – whether nature has interests
of the kind that proponents of this view reasonably want to ascribe to it, namely
autonomous goals. But even if it does have such interests, the argument that has
been put forward to the effect that these interests are morally significant fails.
This last result also applies to interest-based life-considerism (i.e., to the view
that all living organisms have moral standing in virtue of possessing interests).
In connection with this point it is important to emphasize that in this chapter I
have not argued for, nor shown, that living organisms lack direct moral status.
They may have other properties (than the possession of interests) that give rise
to direct reasons, applying to any moral agent, to act towards them (i.e.,
properties such as the ones that I will discuss in the next chapter). It may for
instance be the case that the sort of complexity that is unique to living things
(and their systems of interaction) gives rise to a reason to appreciate them for
their own sake. In any case, living things that are not even potentially conscious
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do not have moral standing, since the interests that they may be said to have are
not of a kind such that we ought to take them into consideration in our moral
deliberation.
The title of this chapter is ‘analogy-based nature-considerism’, and yet I have
only discussed one theory of this type, interest-based nature-considerism (IN).
But even if IN is but one of several possible versions of analogy-based natureconsiderism (AN), I take it that it is the most plausible one, and also the theory
that is representative of AN. Actually, as I wrote at the beginning of this chapter,
the only other fairly plausible version of AN that I can think of is integrity-based
nature-considerism.171 It does, however, seem obvious to me that nature does not
have integrity in any of the senses in which the possession of integrity alone
may be taken to confer direct moral status on a human being. I think that much
of what I have said about IN is applicable to integrity-based nature-considerism
as well (perhaps it may even be seen as a version of IN). In particular, in order
to successfully defend an integrity-based view one would have to provide a
successful analogy argument parallel to that which would have been necessary
for defending IN (i.e., an argument showing that in order to account for our
intuitions concerning what is non-derivatively important to human beings from
an integrity-perspective, we have to assign moral significance also to integrity of
some sort that is not connected to either actual or potential consciousness). I
cannot see how such an argument can be made successful. I therefore take it that
by dismissing IN, one also dismisses AN.
I turn now to the question of whether there is some way to make reasonable
the claim that there are direct normative reasons to act towards nature without
relying on a supposed analogy between nature and human beings.

171

The property (or cluster of properties) of integrity is much discussed in the literature of
environmental ethics, and sometimes it is appealed to for the purpose of establishing an
analogy between nature and human beings. But more often the integrity of nature is appealed
to as an environmental goal that we should endeavour to reach provided that nature has direct
moral status. This is how I take it that the most extensive attempt to formulate an
environmental ethical theory based on integrity – that of Laura Westra – is most plausibly
understood (Westra 1994; 1998). Even if Westra defends what she calls a ‘value of integrity’,
this is a sort of cluster value that consists of, or is constituted by, a number of different values,
or valuable aspects, of nature, such as the ones that I will treat in the next chapter (Westra
1994: 69-70). Thus I do not consider her view an analogy-approach. I will come back to other
possible roles of the integrity of nature in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 5

NON-ANALOGY-BASED NATURE-CONSIDERISM

5.1 Introduction
In the previous chapter I examined the view that nature has direct moral status in
virtue of possessing interests. I came to the conclusion that to the extent that
nature can be said to have interests, its interests are not morally significant. And
they would not be so even if ecosystems, contrary to the view of modern
ecology, were goal-directed. So the possession of interests cannot be what
provides the basis for nature’s direct moral status, if it has any. In retrospect, I
do not find this result surprising. Interest-based nature-considerism is built on
the idea that there is an analogy between nature and human beings. The thought
is that some reason-giving property of human beings can be found in nature as
well, with retained moral significance (in this case the property of possessing
interests). But in light of the immense difference there is between a human being
and nature (i.e., any of the candidates 5-8 listed on page 14), it would be quite
remarkable if that were the case.
Thus I think that we have to look in a different direction if we want to find a
defence of the claim that nature has direct moral status, and this is indeed what
most nature-considerists have done. J. Baird Callicott provides a good example
of this, as he writes:
[…] I have suggested we base environmental ethics on our human capacity to
value nonhuman natural entities for what they are – irrespective both of what they
may do for us [i.e., irrespective of indirect reasons] and of whether or not they can
value themselves [i.e., irrespective of whether or not they have interests]. And this
we can do regardless of the nature of the object of our intentional act of intrinsic
valuation as long as we think we have good reasons to value it intrinsically. We
can value species […], ecosystems […], the oceans, the atmosphere, the biosphere
– all for what they are in themselves as well as for their utility. (Callicott 1999
[1995]: 259)172
172

In this passage Callicott captures several of the points that I have stressed so far in this
essay: that it is values (or, on my view, reasons) for human beings (or moral agents) that are
interesting to an environmental ethical theory; that the values (or reasons) that are important
to nature-consideristic environmental ethics are those that are contrasted with utility-values
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In this chapter I will discuss such nature-consideristic views that are not built on
any supposed analogy between nature and human beings, but that instead see
natural entities “for what they are in themselves” (to use Callicott’s words).
Such views focus on some property or set of properties that is characteristic of
nature, and whose moral significance does not depend on which features of
human beings are morally significant. The label that I have chosen for theories
of this type is ‘non-analogy-based nature-considerism’ (NN). I find Janna
Thompson’s characterization of such views illuminating, with the reservation
that, as I understand them, they do not have to focus on values. They may
instead focus directly on the reasons that we, moral agents, have for acting
towards nature. These are Thompson’s words:

•

The second approach to environmental ethics is not to argue by analogy but
simply to try to persuade us as valuers that there are certain things or states of
affairs in nature that we as rational, morally sensitive people [i.e., as moral agents]
ought to regard as having a value independent of our needs and interests […]. We
simply have to come to recognize that these values […] are there, and the job of
the proponent of environmental ethics is to encourage us to do this by persuading
us to appreciate certain aspects of nature and by trying to show us that an ethic
which does not acknowledge these values cannot satisfy our intuitive
understanding of what is bad or good, right or wrong. (Thompson 1990: 151)

As one may perhaps gather from Thompson’s characterization, she is rather
sceptical as to the prospects of success for NN. (Indeed, the title of her paper is
“A Refutation of Environmental Ethics”. See in particular pages 156ff.) I do not
share Thompson’s scepticism. I think that, in contrast to IN, NN has good
chances to establish that nature has direct moral status. At least there are good
chances to establish that there are genuine direct normative reasons to care for
nature. It may be more difficult to establish that these reasons apply to any
moral agent. I will come back to this point in section 5.4 (and I will comment on
Thompson’s motive for scepticism regarding NN in footnote 188).

(or indirect reasons) (even if Callicott uses the term ‘intrinsic’, and not ‘final’, to denote such
values – see subsection 3.5.2 in this essay); that basing an environmental ethical theory on
nature’s interests (or on its valuing itself – see footnote 117 in this essay) is the wrong path to
take; and that the question of whether or not to value a thing (or whether or not to adopt a
positive attitude towards it and act accordingly) is a matter of what reasons we think that we
have for valuing it. I would have added that the question of whether or not we should value a
thing is a question of what reasons there are for valuing it (bearing in mind that one such
reason may be that the thing in question has value). The main difference between me and
Callicott here is that I have chosen not to lay stress on values (for reasons that were explained
in subsection 3.5.2).
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There are many different versions of NN in the literature of environmental
ethics, and since there are several properties of which one may think (i) that
nature has them, and (ii) that they are universally reason-giving, one can
imagine even more possible versions of this type of view. My own tentative
suggestion is that nature’s properties of being complex (in a certain sense) and
indispensable (to all moral agents) are universally reason-giving. I will deal with
the first of these properties in the next section, and with the second one in
section 5.3.
Not surprisingly, similar properties are held by several other writers in
environmental ethics to belong to the set of properties in virtue of which they
take nature to count morally for its own sake. On my way towards a defence of
complexity and indispensability as reason-giving properties of nature I will
briefly go through what I take to be the most interesting alternative suggestions
for such properties. I will also show how most of these suggestions may be
taken to point in the direction of either complexity or indispensability; i.e., how
the plausible aspects of these suggestions are built into the view that I defend. I
will conclude this chapter (in section 5.4) with some remarks about whether the
reasons to care for nature really apply to any moral agent.
5.2 Nature’s complexity
In this section I will provide a tentative defence of complexity as a plausible
candidate for a universally reason-giving property of nature. The importance of
nature’s complexity has been stressed in some way or other by various
environmental ethicists. Arne Næss, for instance, writes: “Organisms, ways of
life, and interactions in the biosphere in general, exhibit complexity of such an
astoundingly high level as to colour the general outlook of ecologists” (Næss
1973: 97).173 Næss is here drawing attention to the complexity both of living
organisms and of their interactions. The property of complexity that I want to
defend as a reason-giving property is, I think, tantamount to the feature that
Næss is after in this passage. My suggestion is that the kind of complexity that is
reason-giving is intimately connected with life. This connection is contingent,
however. As a matter of fact, only living organisms and their systems of
interaction display the complexity that is at stake here, but nothing excludes the
possibility that such complexity may come to be possessed by other things as
well (e.g., if we develop technology that can be used to create things of such
complexity).
173

See also, e.g., Rolston 1975: 105, Hargrove 1989: 194 and Elliot 1997: 61ff.
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In the next subsection I will provide a characterization of nature’s complexity.
This characterization does not lay claim to identify every aspect of this property,
but I will argue that a complete characterization should not be necessary in order
to defend complexity as a reason-giving property of nature. In subsection 5.2.2 I
will turn my attention to aesthetic properties. I use ‘aesthetic property’ broadly,
so that any property that gives rise to a reason for aesthetic appreciation counts
as an aesthetic property. In this sense it is plausible to conceive of nature’s
complexity as an aesthetic property (see e.g. Crisp 1994: 78 and Elliot 1997: 602). I will distinguish between evaluative aesthetic properties and descriptive
aesthetic properties, and explain why I focus on the latter group (to which
complexity belongs).
There are several related descriptive notions, frequently recurring in the
literature of environmental ethics, that may be thought to refer to reason-giving
aesthetic properties. The notions that I have in mind are: complexity, intricacy,
integrity, stability, diversity and naturalness. In subsections 5.2.3-5.2.4 I will
consider these different notions, one by one, and argue that only complexity can
be a reason-giving property taken by itself (with the exception of intricacy, in
case ‘intricacy’ is simply used as a synonym for ‘complexity’). Revealing the
ways in which the other notions are related to complexity will hopefully also
give us a clearer understanding of the latter notion. Moreover, we will see that
both diversity and naturalness should be considered normatively relevant
features of nature provided that nature’s complexity is a reason-giving property,
even though they are not themselves independent reason-giving properties.
In 5.2.4 I will provide an indirect defence of complexity as a reason-giving
property. As far as I can see, there is no way to “directly show” that complexity
is reason-giving; there is no straightforward argument to be provided and no
perfect analogy to be drawn (since this feature is supposed to be unique to nature
and living organisms). So my defence will instead take the route of stating some
observations and some claims that I think we should subscribe to, and of
showing how the suggestion that complexity is a reason-giving property
reconciles those observations and claims in a plausible way. In subsection 5.2.5
I will consider some implications of the suggestion that nature’s unique
complexity is a reason-giving property. My defence can be seen partly as a
“negative defence” of complexity as a reason-giving property: I try to show that
my suggestion can handle various criticisms of NN – criticisms that the other
candidates for reason-giving aesthetic properties of nature cannot handle. By
way of exclusion, then, complexity is the only viable alternative that remains. If
one finds the implications of accepting complexity as a reason-giving property
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of nature plausible – and if one shares the intuition appealed to by the last-manthought-experiment (section 2.2) – then the complexity of nature should come
out as a good candidate for a reason-giving property of nature.
Primarily, this is a defence of nature’s complexity being reasonably taken as a
reason-giving property. As I will develop in section 5.4, it should (at the present
stage) be regarded an open question whether this reason also applies to any
moral agent (although I think that some facts indicate that it does).
5.2.1 A sketchy characterization of complexity
It is not easy to give a complete characterization of nature’s complexity. I will
try to identify what I take to be its most central features, but I do not think that
the plausibility of the suggestion that nature’s complexity is a (universally)
reason-giving property really hinges on a complete characterization of complexity. I take it to be quite clear that natural entities (living organisms and their
systems of interaction) possess a sort of complexity not seen in any other things,
so what it really comes down to as far as this suggestion is concerned, is to make
plausible that this unique feature of nature provides a reason to appreciate it for
its own sake (and to act in accordance with that appreciation); as Janna
Thompson perhaps would have put it: to persuade us to appreciate nature’s
complexity and try to show us that an ethic which does not acknowledge its
value cannot satisfy our intuitive understanding of what is bad or good, right or
wrong (see the quotation from Thompson above).
Living organisms possess complexity to a degree with which no inanimate
things can compete. The more complicated the organism is, the higher its level
of complexity. Let us briefly return to the characterization of a living organism
that was used in chapter two:
living organisms can be distinguished from other complex physico-chemical
systems by their storage and transmission of molecular information in the form of
nucleic acids, their possession of enzyme catalysts, their energy relations with the
environment and their internal energy conversion processes (e.g. photosynthesis,
respiration and other enzyme-catalysed metabolic activities), their ability to grow
and reproduce, and their ability to respond to stimuli (irritability) (Lawrence 1995:
315).

Things of the kind described in this passage are extremely intricate, or
complicated. Indeed, they are so intricate that we cannot, at present, even come
close to imitate them (I will come back to this point further on). Moreover, they
possess integrity, in a certain sense, at a level not seen in any other things. That
is to say, they are self-sustaining, self-regulating and self-managing to a degree
which no artefacts can attain. But at the same time they evolve and undergo
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changes. In the course of their lives they naturally go through different phases
(some recurrent and some non-recurrent), in which they take different shapes.
Unlike artefacts, they supply themselves with all the energy that they need in
order to undergo these changes: they are self-going. This energy is taken from
their environment, with which they are constantly interacting (where the term
‘environment’ is used to comprise both other living organisms and non-living
things (the sun included)).
While ecosystems cannot be said to be goal-directed (see previous chapter), I
do think that they can be said to possess the same kind of complexity as
individual living organisms. Indeed, I take this complexity to be present in all
nature, from individual organisms all the way up to nature as a whole.174 Let us
take another look also at the characterization of an ecosystem (previously quoted
in chapter two):
Any unit that includes all of the organisms (i.e., the community) in a given area
interacting with the physical environment so that a flow of energy leads to clearly
defined trophic structure, biotic diversity, and material cycles (i.e., exchange of
materials between living and non-living parts) within the system. (Odum quoted
in Cunningham 1998: 312)

•
174

What about organs? If micro-organisms (perhaps even unicellular ones) are complex,
then, surely, so are organs? Actually, as I have characterized complexity, that does not seem
to be the case. Organs are not self-going and they do not to possess integrity in the sense of
being self-managing. But, of course, I have not shown that these particular aspects of
complexity are required for complexity to be reason-giving (I have not yet argued that
complexity is reason-giving). I have merely used them in order to try and capture the kind of
complexity that is specific to nature. However, if organs turn out to be complex “in the right
sense”, I do not consider that a great problem. Organs are certainly fascinating things, and
here it is not a question of taking their interests into consideration (as it was in the previous
chapter), but a question of showing them appreciation. In any case, there can be no real
conflict between caring for an organism and caring for its organs. An organ cannot continue
to live without the organism in which it resides. And if an organ somehow threatens the
organism in which it resides, then it also threatens all the organs of that organism (itself
included). Returning to micro-organisms, they are not as complex as larger organisms, but
they are still far more complex than anything that we can create. It is usually somewhat
pointless to talk about the moral status of a micro-organism, though, since, in ordinary cases,
there is no moral agent who can be in a position to act towards it. One may also doubt that the
(supposed) reason that its complexity could give rise to meets the possible requirement on a
normative reason that I discussed in subsection 3.2.4 (that in order for a fact to provide a
normative reason it may have to be able to motivate the agents for whom it is supposed to be
a reason). But personally I think that if I had the choice of either destroying a micro-organism
or leaving it alone, then, all other things equal, I would have at least a tiny reason to leave it
alone (out of respect for its complexity).
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Even if the character of a nature area largely depends on geological and
meteorological factors, it is the ways of living organisms to adapt in accordance
with those factors, and in accordance with one another, that form the living
nature in the area. The results of such interactions are intricate and selfmanaging systems – complicated systems with the ability to adapt to changes
and cope with stress (sometimes even restore themselves); ecosystems possessing integrity. Ecosystems are also both self-going and interacting with their
environments (albeit through the living organisms that they include) – that is,
they interact with adjacent ecosystems and their organisms, with the earth below
them, and with the sky above them (including the sun). Furthermore, even
ecosystems naturally go through changes (although, for large ecosystems, these
changes normally happen slowly); none of today’s ecosystems looked the same
a million years ago.175
What characterize the complexity of nature (at all levels) are thus at least
intricacy, integrity, the feature of being self-going, and the feature of interacting
with one’s environment. Perhaps more features should be included (and perhaps
some of the features that I have distinguished should be omitted). In any case, it
is the possession of such a cluster of features that I want to defend as a reasongiving property in this section.
It may seem as if my procedure here is somewhat arbitrary (perhaps even
question-begging). Am I not just picking out the features of nature that I think
will best serve my purpose of distinguishing a property that is unique to nature?
That is of course not my intention. But I do try to capture that which I believe to
be special about nature (which so many environmental ethicists have tried to do
before me), and I think (i) that ‘complexity’ is a good term for this property, and
(ii) that it cannot be captured in any other way than by listing the features of
nature through which it is displayed. But it is important to make clear that these
features are intimately related with each other – indeed, they are so related with
each other that together they constitute a distinguishable, separate property of
nature. I wrote above that complexity is intimately connected with life. The
relevant features all belong to a set of features that we so far have encountered
only in living organisms and their systems of interaction. And they are not just
an arbitrary selection of features of organisms (picked out in order to serve a
purpose) – they are the very features through which these things can be distinguished as living things (or systems of living things).
175

In all these respects ecosystems are very similar to organisms, and thus it is perhaps not so
strange that ecosystems once were (and by some still are) considered to be super-organisms
(cf. the discussion in section 4.4).
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These features are interwoven so as to give significance to each other in
several ways. Here are some examples: (1) A thing can neither possess a high
level of integrity nor be self-going unless it is very intricate. (2) A self-going
thing will not last long unless it is also self-sustaining (has integrity). (3) A thing
cannot be self-going unless it interacts with its environment (since it has to get
its energy from somewhere). (4) There is no point in possessing integrity unless
one interacts with one’s environment (since then there is nothing to cope with or
adapt to). (5) The integrity of a non-self-going thing which possesses integrity is
very limited as compared to the integrity of a self-going thing which possesses
integrity (compare a computer with an insect). (6) Intricacy is usually not a
fascinating property unless it means something to us, which I think it does if it
results in a self-going, self-sustaining thing. And so on. It is this web of features
that I believe to be so fascinating as to constitute the foundation for a normative
reason for action.
Since I understand the property of complexity as an aesthetic property, I will
now turn my attention to the various aesthetic properties that nature may be
thought to have. Of all these properties, complexity will turn out to be the most
plausible candidate for a universally reason-giving property that is both unique
to nature (and living organisms), and present in all nature (and living
organisms). In order to avoid a possible misunderstanding, I want to state right
away that a thing possessing complexity may also possess some property that
calls for a negative aesthetic attitude, so that, all things considered, there is
reason to aesthetically depreciate it.
5.2.2 Aesthetic properties of nature
By ‘aesthetic property’ I here mean any property (or set of properties) that gives
rise to a reason for an aesthetic appreciation of that which possesses it.176 Such
176

This is a wide use of ‘aesthetic property’. Some people may want to exclude all natural
properties from the set of aesthetic properties and say that to the extent that natural properties
give rise to reasons for aesthetic appreciation they do so by way of some non-natural property
that supervenes upon them (e.g. the property of being fascinating or the property of being
beautiful), and which is the actual aesthetic property. (In my terminology, the latter property
would be part of a fact that provides a reason, while the former property would be part of a
fact that ultimately bases a reason.) Nick Zangwill, for instance, writes that aesthetic
properties can be understood as the properties that are ascribed in aesthetic judgements
(Zangwill 2007: Section 3.1). If ‘complexity’ is used in a purely descriptive sense, then
complexity is not ascribed in any aesthetic judgement (while the property of being fascinating
is), and thus it is not an aesthetic property in Zangwill’s sense. With my use of ‘aesthetic
property’ the following relations hold: (1) an aesthetic property is any property (or set of
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properties can be divided into two main groups: evaluative aesthetic properties
and descriptive aesthetic properties. Nature may be thought to possess several
aesthetic properties from both these groups. My principal claim in this subsection is that the plausible candidates for universally reason-giving properties
that are (i) unique to nature, and (ii) possessed by all nature, are likely to be
found in the latter group, which is the group to which complexity belongs. But
before I take on the task of defending this claim, I want to deal (in advance) with
two possible objections.
The first objection is simple but mistaken: “The question that we are
investigating is whether nature has direct moral status (or whether there are
reasons to act towards nature of a kind that are relevant to direct moral status).
But the reasons that I am dealing with here are merely reasons for aesthetic
appreciation, and such reasons cannot be relevant to moral status.”
This might have been a good objection if I had restricted this investigation to
being concerned with morality in some narrow sense. However, as explained in
subsection 3.4.6, I am interested in morality in a wide practical sense where all
reasons for action (that apply to any moral agent) count, even aesthetic ones.
But, the critic may reply, is a reason for aesthetic appreciation really a reason for
action? That depends, of course, on what counts as an action. But irrespective of
that, if I have reason to appreciate a thing I also have reason to act in accordance
with that appreciation. At a minimum I have at least some reason not to destroy
the thing (since destroying it would express an attitude opposed to the one that
the reason in question calls for).
The second objection is almost as simple as the first, and equally mistaken:
“Aesthetic properties cannot give rise to direct reasons for action, since reasons
properties) that gives rise to a reason for an aesthetic appreciation of that which possesses it,
and (2) a person aesthetically appreciates a thing only if she is willing to accept some positive
aesthetic judgement about that thing, for instance that it is beautiful or fascinating (perhaps
she cannot identify the particular judgement that she is willing to accept, but she is willing to
accept some aesthetic judgement). According to Zangwill, “[t]he most common contemporary
notion of an aesthetic judgment would take judgments of beauty and ugliness as paradigms.
[…] And it excludes judgments about physical properties, such as shape and size, and
judgments about sensory properties, such as colors and sounds. However, in addition to
judgments of beauty and ugliness, the contemporary notion of an aesthetic judgment is
typically used to characterize a class of judgments that also includes judgments of daintiness,
dumpiness, delicacy and elegance.” (Ibid.) I take the judgements that a thing is fascinating,
that it is harmonious, that it is magnificent, that it is fantastic (in some senses) and that it is
awe-worthy (in some senses) all to be examples of aesthetic judgements (cf. Russow 1981:
109). For my purposes I do not think that I have to say anything more about aesthetic
properties, aesthetic appreciation or aesthetic judgements.
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for aesthetic appreciation must have their origin in the pleasure, enjoyment or
satisfaction that aesthetic experiences give (and these are not properties of the
aesthetic object, but of the experiencing subject).”
People who express this claim very often beg the question. They take for
granted that nothing but experiences can give rise to reasons, and then they
conclude from this assumption that aesthetic properties cannot be reason-giving.
But the major problem with this claim is not that it is (as it stands) questionbegging, but that it tallies very badly with the way that most of us think about
aesthetic objects, and with the way that we value them. As Elliott Sober (1986:
189) puts it:
For both natural objects and works of art, our values extend beyond the concerns
we have for experiencing pleasure. Most of us value seeing an original painting
more than we value seeing a copy, even when we could not tell the difference.
[---] [O]ur attachments are to objects […] as they really are, and not just to the
experiences that they facilitate.

•

Here it could be replied that we value seeing the original painting because
seeing the original painting gives us more pleasure than seeing a copy. But this
explanation clearly goes in the wrong direction. Why would seeing the original
painting give us more pleasure than seeing a copy, unless we – somehow –
valued (or appreciated) the original painting more than the copy?
Richard and Val Routley (later Richard Sylvan and Val Plumwood) have
constructed a thought-experiment relevant to this point:
[C]onsider the Wilderness Experience Machine […], which can duplicate entirely,
even for groups of people, wilderness experiences, but in a downtown room. As
far as the psychological experience goes, this machine can provide a complete
substitute for any actual wilderness, and were the value of wilderness to reside in
the experience it afforded, could entirely replace it and eliminate the alleged need
for it.
Most environmentalists would be (rightly) dissatisfied with, not to say appalled
by, the idea that Wilderness Experience Machines could substitute for
wildernesses, since they provided the same experiences. Asked what else they
wanted, the answer would of course be: Wildernesses, not merely wilderness
experiences. Wildernesses are valuable in their own right, over and above the
experiences they can afford. (Routley & Routley 1980: 137)

We value wilderness, or nature, because we find qualities there that we
appreciate. Those qualities make nature valuable (to us) – they make it fascinating, beautiful, amazing, or fantastic. And it is obviously nature itself that has
these qualities (or that is taken to have these qualities), so it is nature itself that
we find fantastic (and that we value). It is not our experiences of it (even if they
are fantastic too).
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In addition, people sometimes value aesthetic objects, or the existence of
aesthetic objects, which they know that they will never come to experience. It
seems far-fetched to claim that what they really value (or should value) in such
cases are other people’s experiences of these objects, or their own experiences
of knowing that these objects exist (again, why would they have these
experiences unless they valued the objects, or the existence of the objects?).
Furthermore, it is a widespread view that it is possible to fail to appreciate
aesthetic objects properly. This view is difficult to reconcile with the claim that
all the value involved in an aesthetic appreciation has to reside in the aesthetic
experience. It is much easier to reconcile with Mark Sagoff’s claim that “[t]he
basis of aesthetic value lies in the object itself – in qualities that demand an
appreciative response from informed and discriminating observers” (Sagoff
1992: 58).
It is probably true that we would not value (or have reason to value) aesthetic
objects unless they (at least sometimes) gave us positive experiences. But from
this fact it does not follow that we only value (or only have reason to value)
these experiences. We would probably not value our friends and loved ones (at
least not in the way that we do) unless they at least sometimes gave us some
good experiences, but from this fact it certainly does not follow that we only
value (or only have reason to value) these experiences (see also McShane
2007b: 52-3). Perhaps a misconception of this kind is sometimes lurking in the
background of the view that all the value involved in an aesthetic appreciation
has to reside in the aesthetic experience.177
What I have said here does not, of course, show that there are any reasongiving aesthetic properties. From the fact that we do value things in a certain
way, it does not follow that we have reason to value them in that way. The point
is that we have been given no reason to believe that it has to be a mistake to
value aesthetic objects for their own sake. On the contrary, there is every reason
to believe that this is the proper way to value such objects (at least to judge from
our practice). Hence, if a property seems to be a plausible candidate for a
reason-giving aesthetic property of nature, we have been given no reason to
discard this possibility on the grounds that aesthetic objects cannot be valuable
(or worthy of appreciation) for their own sake. We have been given no reason to
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I have been writing here in terms of value, despite the fact that I have argued (in 3.5.2)
that doing so is inappropriate for this investigation. For a comment on this, see footnote 222
in this essay.
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place a value that seems to be in an object in the experiences of that object
instead.178
5.2.2.1 Evaluative aesthetic properties
Some aesthetic predicates have an evaluative element built into them. When we
say of a thing that it is beautiful, magnificent, harmonious or fascinating, we
have, at least in ordinary cases, said something positive about it; we have
evaluated it positively. While I would certainly agree that many parts and forms
of nature possess properties of the kind that these predicates are used to refer to,
I shall not base my defence of nature’s direct moral status on them, for several
reasons.
Let us begin by focusing on beauty. Firstly, not all forms or parts of nature are
beautiful, in a narrow, evaluative, sense.179 Some individual organisms, such as
certain worms, flies and weeds, and some nature areas – perhaps an almost
inaccessible swamp or a prickly shrubbery –, may not be beautiful at all.180 And
178

•

It should be emphasized that this view does not imply that there exist any valuerindependent aesthetic value-properties in things (i.e., properties whose reason-giving force is
altogether independent of aesthetic valuers). The explanation of why a property of a thing
provides a reason to aesthetically appreciate it plausibly involves the fact that aesthetic
valuers (cf. moral agents) are so constituted as to (under some relevant conditions) appreciate
things that possess this property. It should also be noted that it may be possible that one
person has a reason to aesthetically appreciate an object for its own sake even if other persons
do not have this reason.
179
This is the sense in which e.g. a natural scenery, an exotic butterfly, a certain human
being, a picturesque painting or a photograph may be beautiful. In a wider sense of ‘beauty’
one may of course say such things as “all nature is beautiful”. But then some explanation has
to be done (which is ordinarily not the case when one says that a butterfly is beautiful – even
if people may disagree). In what sense is a prickly shrubbery beautiful? A person suggesting
that all nature is beautiful will have to point to some (descriptive) aesthetic property that the
shrubbery shares with the rest of nature. The most plausible candidate for such a property, as
far as I can see, is complexity. So if ‘beauty’, understood in a wide sense, is used to claim that
nature is aesthetically valuable, I think that the beautiful coincides with the complex.
180
Not everyone agrees. Eugene C. Hargrove (1989: 177) writes: “According to positive
aesthetics, nature, to the degree that it is natural (that is, unaffected by human beings), is
beautiful and has no negative aesthetic qualities. [---] In accordance with this view, someone
who finds ugliness in nature has simply failed to perceive nature properly”. Either this view
tallies very badly with our intuitions regarding what is beautiful, or else ‘beauty’ has to be
used in a much wider sense than the one that I have intended here (cf. previous note). But
even so, the claim that nature “has no negative aesthetic qualities” is a bit too thick! A more
moderate characterization of positive aesthetics is found in Elliot’s writings: “Indeed I
endorse a view that Allen Carlson calls ‘positive aesthetics’; namely, the view that all natural
objects have [positive] aesthetic value” (Elliot 1997: 61). This characterization is compatible
with some natural objects having negative aesthetic value as well. In fact, if complexity is an
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some occurrences in nature, such as some instances of parasitism (or certain
results of parasitism), are downright ugly and repugnant. These parts and forms
of nature may still be parts and forms that we think we ought to preserve for
some reason or other, even for their own sake. But whatever the reason is, it
cannot be that they are beautiful (in the narrow sense). And even if it turns out
that these things are to some extent beautiful (in this sense), they are plausibly
not as beautiful as some other natural things that we at least may think that we
have much less reason to preserve (regardless of instrumental considerations).
Moreover, some parts of nature can reasonably be made more beautiful through
human interference. If we replace a prickly shrubbery with a well-arranged
garden, we have probably added beauty to the world.181
Secondly, beauty is in no way unique to nature. There are all kinds of things
that are beautiful – works of art, buildings, all sorts of other artefacts (such as
clothes, desserts, cars and musical instruments), other inanimate objects (such as
stones, waterfalls, clusters of stars and aurora borealis), individual organisms,
various events and occurrences, etc. We may have reason to admire, preserve or
create “objects” of all these kinds (at least partly) because of their beauty, but
nature does not seem to provide a special case in this respect.
What, then, about the other examples of evaluative aesthetic properties that I
listed above; magnificence, harmony and being fascinating? Well, a prickly
shrubbery is usually far from magnificent, and the same goes for most weeds
and swamps. And, beneath the surface at least, most ecosystems are not very
harmonious. But I do think that all forms and parts of nature are to some extent
fascinating, even prickly shrubberies, weeds and swamps. If we begin to analyse
them, we will see that they are quite amazing things (see also footnote 188). But
they are so in virtue of some other (descriptive) property (or set of properties)
that they all possess. And the most plausible candidate for such a property, as far
as I can see, is complexity (cf. footnote 179).182
Still, if evaluative aesthetic properties, such as beauty and magnificence, are
objective properties of things, then they are reasonably also universally reasonaesthetic property then I endorse this view myself (as it is characterized by Elliot). For a more
elaborate account of positive aesthetics, see Carlson 1984.
181
My claim here is not that we should never replace a prickly shrubbery with a wellarranged garden. To do so is probably often a good idea. But the nature-consideristic intuition
has it that there is at least some direct reason to appreciate the prickly shrubbery as well, a
reason that presumably goes against human intervention.
182
The same goes, I think, for at least one sense of being interesting, understood as an
aesthetic property. Nature is interesting in virtue of its (unique) complexity. It is also fantastic
and amazing in virtue of this property.
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giving. It seems to me that if X is beautiful or magnificent, then it is a mistake
not to appreciate X on account of its beauty or magnificence. It is just that these
properties are both too discriminatory and too encompassing (and some would
say too subjective) to be suitable as a basis for nature’s direct moral status.183

•

5.2.2.2 Descriptive aesthetic properties
Complexity (as I have characterized it) is not an evaluative property. To say that
nature possesses complexity is to give a literal description of it. But this does not
prevent complexity from being an aesthetic property (in the wide sense of
‘aesthetic property’ that is applied here). Unlike the properties that I dealt with
in the previous subsection, complexity may be (1) possessed by all nature, and
(2) specific, or unique, to nature and living organisms. However, there are other
candidates for reason-giving properties of nature that may be thought to have
these features as well. In the literature of environmental ethics there are several
suggestions to be found; intricacy, integrity, stability, diversity and naturalness.
Like complexity, these properties may be understood as aesthetic properties.184
I shall now deal with these alternative properties one by one, and explain why
none of them, by itself, is a reasonable candidate for a reason-giving property
(with the exception of intricacy, in case ‘intricacy’ is simply used as a synonym
for ‘complexity’). Rather, they should be understood either as aspects of
complexity, or as otherwise related to complexity.
5.2.3 The alternatives to complexity
After the exclusion of properties that are not purely descriptive, properties that
are clearly not reason-giving, properties that nature obviously lacks, properties
that are not present in all nature, properties to do directly with our relationship
with nature (which will be dealt with in section 5.3, and which are not so
plausibly construed as aesthetic properties), the property of possessing

interests (which was dealt with in the previous chapter, and which is not so
plausible construed as an aesthetic property), and properties that are
obviously identical to some of the other properties on the list, I have come up
183

However, citing as a reason the “fact” that a certain nature area is particularly beautiful
may sometimes be a powerful tool for gaining public sympathy for the view that the nature
area in question should be preserved. But in such cases, what is important is that many people
find the nature area beautiful, it does not really matter whether it actually is beautiful (in some
objective sense). Unless people find it beautiful, citing this reason will not be a powerful tool,
anyway.
184
And often they have been thus understood. See e.g. Sober 1986, Crisp 1994: 78 and Elliot
1997: 60-1.
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with the following (presumably not exhaustive) list of properties that may be
suggested as (universally) reason-giving properties of nature: intricacy, integrity,
stability, diversity, naturalness and complexity.185
5.2.3.1 Intricacy
When applied to nature, ‘intricacy’ may simply be used as a synonym for
‘complexity’. I have chosen to talk about nature’s complexity as a reason-giving
property, but which term one chooses is not too important (it is what the term
refers to that is important). My linguistic intuition in this case is that ‘complexity’ is more suitable than ‘intricacy’ as a term for denoting the several features
of living organisms and nature that I distinguished above. Therefore I also think
that it is more plausible to conceptualize intricacy as an aspect of complexity,
than the other way around. I also think that complexity sounds more plausible as
a reason-giving property than intricacy. For instance, I find it more plausible to
conceptualize complexity in such a way that it is unique to nature (and living
organisms).
If ‘intricacy’ is not used as a synonym for ‘complexity’, it is plausibly used to
refer to some aspect of the complexity of nature, as for instance the complicated
processes that characterize living organisms and the ecosystems in which they
reside (otherwise I cannot quite see what it could be meant to denote). This is
roughly how I used it in subsection 5.2.1. But unless we add to this feature the
other aspects of complexity that I identified there (integrity, being self-going and
being interacting), I do not think that we could be dealing with a reason-giving
property. As I wrote in that subsection, intricacy (or being complicated) must
mean something to us in order to be fascinating. Whether we have reason to
appreciate an intricate thing seems to depend on what kind of thing it is. If it is a
self-going, self-sustaining, interacting thing, I think that we may have such a
reason. But mere intricacy will not do the job.
5.2.3.2 Integrity
In the previous chapter I dismissed integrity as an analogical reason-giving
property of nature (see page 141). But perhaps it may instead play the role of a
non-analogical (aesthetic) reason-giving property of nature. That is to say,
perhaps the kind of integrity possessed by nature provides a reason to appreciate
it regardless of whether the same kind of integrity can be found in human beings
as well.
185

See e.g. Aldo Leopold (1949: 224-5) for integrity and stability, Richard and Val Routley
(1980: 170) for diversity, naturalness, integrity and stability, and Robert Elliot (1992: 151) for
naturalness, diversity, stability, complexity, and intricacy.
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The standard interpretation of the claim that nature possesses integrity (or has
the ability to possess integrity) is that it has the ability to manage itself: it is a
self-sustaining and self-regulating system; a system that adapts to changes and
copes with stress.186 As I wrote above, I consider this feature of nature to be an
aspect of its complexity, and as such it may play a part in making nature a
proper object of fascination and appreciation. But I doubt that integrity is an
independently reason-giving property. In order to see why, let us reconsider an
objection addressed in chapter four; what I there referred to as a reductio ad
absurdum argument against interest-based views (see section 4.3). A similar
objection may be raised against the view that the integrity of a thing gives rise to
a direct reason to act towards it. There are things that are self-sustaining and
self-regulating that plausibly do not count morally for their own sake. Examples
of such things are some high-tech machines and some complicated but nonliving chemical systems. If we do not want to reach the (absurd?) conclusion
that such things have direct moral status, we cannot regard integrity (in this
sense) as a reason-giving property.187
But, of course, natural systems (including living organisms) posses integrity
to a much higher degree than (most) other things. They are self-regulating and
self-sustaining in more ways than high-tech machines and chemical systems,
and they can normally sustain more stress, or at least more kinds of stress, than
such things. This fact is part of what I want to capture with the notion of
complexity. The counter examples that can be used to raise objections against
integrity as a reason-giving property are not very complex compared to natural
systems. This is why the suggestion that nature’s complexity is reason-giving is
not susceptible to a reductio argument.188
186

See e.g. Woodley et al. 1993, Westra 1994: 24-5, Lemons & Westra 1995 and Lemons et
al. 1998. Of course, different systems possess these abilities to different degrees. Some
systems are very sensitive, while others can sustain much stress. According to Westra (1994:
24ff.), an ecosystem may also have these abilities but yet lack integrity, if it is degraded by
human activity. But the kind of system that an ecosystem is still has the ability to possess
integrity.
187
But perhaps such a conclusion is not absurd now that we are dealing with reasons for
aesthetic appreciation (and not with reasons to take interests into consideration). Anyway, I
choose to focus on complexity. I think this property is more plausible as a reason-giving
property, and unlike integrity it is unique to nature and living organisms.
188
Janna Thompson’s major criticism of environmental ethics is based on a variant of this
argument. She claims that whatever criterion we use for determining which things count
morally for their own sake, we will include either more things or less things than we wish to
include: environmental ethics faces a demarcation problem. But complexity (as I have
characterized it) is unique to nature and living organisms, so this criterion should not be
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5.2.3.3 Stability
As for stability, the focus on this property may seem to be a remnant from an
obsolete view of ecology.189 Stability is not a characteristic feature of nature
according to most modern ecologists, and this fact has also been noticed recently
by several environmental ethicists.190 Rather than being stable, ecosystems are
fluctuating quite irregularly (I presume that ecosystems are the entities that
environmental ethicists who focus on stability primarily have in mind). But there
is a sense in which at least some ecosystems can still be said to be proportionately stable (presumably large ecosystems, which usually can manage more and
worse disruptions than small ecosystems). The fluctuations that go on within an
ecosystem may be compatible with the ecosystem being in a stable equilibrium
overall. That is to say, even if fluctuations (even irregular ones) take place
within an ecosystem, these fluctuations may not be of such a kind or magnitude
that they alter the overall form or structure of the system. And although
ecosystems change naturally, even with regard to their overall form or structure,
these changes are normally slow (in the case of large ecosystems, that is).
Furthermore, an ecosystem that is exposed to stress tends to come back to a
stable equilibrium (within which there is room for fluctuations); ecosystems
seem to strive towards stability. Unless they are exposed to very disruptive
stress (perhaps of a kind with which they are unfamiliar) they even tend to come
back to a state very similar to that in which they were before the stress; they tend
to restore themselves. Even in cases where an ecosystem does not restore itself,

susceptible to a demarcation problem. Thompson thinks that it is, however, and the reason for
this is that she thinks that we wish to exclude even some natural entities from counting
morally for their own sake. She writes: “For example, compost and dung heaps are little
environmental systems that can be evaluated according to the diversity of creatures or
processes which they contain, their naturalness, integrity, stability and harmony” (Thompson
1990: 157). Thompson seems to think that such an evaluation would be out of place, but she
does not explain why. And since most nature-considerists would probably disagree, she seems
to be merely begging the question. I for one think that a compost heap is quite an amazing
thing – it is a small ecosystem hosting a myriad of fascinating life forms that interact with
each other in very intricate ways. Suppose I find an abandoned compost heap full of life. Is it
odd to consider it wrong to wantonly destroy it? To me it seems perfectly reasonable (even if
a countervailing reason in favour of destroying it does not, perhaps, have to be very strong in
order for that action to be right).
189
I.e., the view of ecology that was prevailing when Aldo Leopold wrote his famous 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 otherwise.” (Leopold 1949: 224-5)
190
See e.g. Hettinger & Throop 1999: 7-8. On these pages there are also references to some
relevant ecological studies. See also Agar 2001: 142-3.
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the “new” system that replaces the old one will eventually become a stable
system (after a more or less long period of turbulence).
This ability of an ecosystem to restore itself (to answer to and adapt to
changes) is precisely the ability that I have chosen to refer to as ‘integrity’. So
either ‘integrity’ and ‘stability’ refer to the same property, or else stability is an
aspect of integrity.

•

5.2.3.4 Diversity
When environmental ethicists write about diversity they are often not referring
to one single property of one type of thing, but to several different properties of
several types of things. Sometimes they may be thinking of species diversity
(which is a property of an ecosystem or a nature area). Other times they may be
thinking both of species diversity and of diversity of nature-types (the latter
being a property of a larger nature area or of nature as a whole). But often they
also have so called ‘genetic diversity’ in mind (which is a property of a
population).191
Diversity – in its various forms – is commonly regarded a desirable feature in
nature. Variety of nature types and richness in life-forms are ordinarily things
which make nature more interesting, more beautiful and more fascinating. While
I think that there is a firm basis for the appreciation of nature’s diversity, I do
not think that diversity itself is a plausible candidate for a reason-giving
property.
Without further specification of the term ‘diversity’, to say that a thing
displays diversity is just to say something about its internal structure. Roughly, it
is to say that the thing in question is constituted by many parts of various kinds.
It is not to say anything about the substance of either the thing itself, or of its
parts. Such a property cannot give rise to a normative reason for action; it is, in a
sense, inane. If we know nothing else about a thing than that it possesses
diversity, then we cannot reasonably know whether or not we have any reason to
act towards it. Thus diversity needs to be supplied with a context in order to be
morally relevant. There must be something else about a thing than its diversity

191

According to a widely used dictionary of biological terms, “biodiversity, biological
diversity in different contexts may denote: the number of different species present in a given
environment (species diversity); the genetic diversity within a species (genetic diversity); the
number of different ecosystems present in a given environment (ecological diversity)”
(Lawrence 1995: 66).
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that makes it a proper object of appreciation.192 I think that complexity can
provide such a context.
Generally, biodiversity generates complexity. A large number of species in a
given area usually means much interaction and many (and intricate) forms of
interaction. In addition, a nature area of great diversity simply contains many
different complex things. And if a thing is good (which we here presume that
complex things are), it is normally a good thing if there is much of it and if there
are various kinds of it. A comparison with art may be useful. Now and then it
happens that a previously unknown work of art from a famous artist is found in
an attic somewhere. When this happens it is usually considered a good thing.
Likewise, it is a good thing when new (good) works of art are created and when
new forms of art are invented. But, on the other hand, if there are too many
works of art of the same kind (perhaps from the same artist), each individual
work tends to be trivialized. We attach extra value to that which is rare
(provided that it is good). However, if there is too much of something in nature,
this usually means that things of one kind have spread at the expense of things
of other kinds (which for instance may happen when a new species is introduced
in an ecosystem). Such a course of events typically results in less diversity. This
takes us to the next way in which diversity is related to complexity.
According to Laura Westra (1994: 24-5), “biodiversity contributes to
integrity” (which in its turn, as we have seen, is an aspect of complexity). As I
understand her, this is because a more diverse system is generally better than a
192

Cf. Lilly-Marlene Russow (1981: 109), who writes: “Some appeals to intrinsic value are
grounded in the intuition that diversity itself is a virtue. If so, it would seem incumbent upon
us to create new species wherever possible, even bizarre ones that would have no purpose
other than to be different. Something other than diversity must therefore be valued.”
Russow’s claim that it would be incumbent upon us to create new species seems too strong,
though. From the claim that a thing, state or feature is valuable, it does not follow that we
have any particular obligation with regard to that thing, state or feature (other than, perhaps,
to give it some consideration). There may for instance be countervailing values calling for
opposing obligations. On my account, that which itself is a “virtue” is nature’s unique
complexity. Even if it would be the case that the creation of a bizarre new species would
enhance some aspect of nature’s complexity, it would probably do so only temporarily, or at
the expense of other aspects of nature’s complexity (since human interference with nature
typically has that effect). But if it would not have that effect, then there would perhaps be
some weak reason to create new species. Why not? There is plausibly at least a weak reason
to create new (good) works of art, new (good) music, and so on. Be that as it may, if we could
create new species, then the complexity of nature (at least some aspects of it) would no longer
be inimitable. And, as I will develop below, the case for nature’s complexity as a reasongiving property would perhaps not be so strong unless this complexity was inimitable.
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less diverse system at adapting to changes and coping with stress. Of the two
systems, the more diverse one manifests the highest level of integrity. In
addition, an ecosystem that is subjected to stress often reacts by losing in
diversity. In fact, diversity is commonly used as a measure of the “health” of an
ecosystem. In ecology this measure is sometimes referred to as diversity index:
the ratio between number of species and number of individuals; a measure of the
biological diversity within an environment which can be used to detect stress on
an environment, e.g. pollution, and which is calculated in various ways from the
number of species present, sometimes in combination with their relative
abundances (Lawrence 1995: 156).

To the extent that we have reason to strive for complexity in nature, we also
have reason, at least in ordinary cases, to strive for diversity in nature. There
may be exceptions where more diversity does not imply more complexity, but if
complexity is a desirable feature in nature there is a least a prima facie case for
preserving biodiversity (i.e., for preserving species, for preserving a variety of
nature types, and presumably also for preserving genetic variety within
populations).193

•

5.2.3.5 Naturalness
Several environmental ethicists have suggested that nature counts morally for its
own sake simply in virtue of being natural (i.e., of not being created or
determined by intentional subjects).194 According to Andrew Brennan (1984: 414) and Eric Katz (1992: 234-7), what is morally special about natural entities is
that they lack intrinsic functions, which means that they “lack the kind of
purpose and function found in artifacts. […] [T]hey were not the result of
design. They were not created for a particular purpose; they have no set manner
of use.” (Katz 1992: 235) Robert Elliot holds a similar view. According to
Elliot, it is the fact that natural entities are autonomous, in the sense of not being
193

Sometimes environmental ethicists talk about richness and variety in nature. I take these
notions to be identical to, or aspects of, biodiversity. Another property that is related to
diversity is rarity. If biodiversity is desirable, this fact could be part of the explanation as to
why rarity makes a difference with regard to reasons: If a species disappears from a nature
area, this implies a decrease in diversity of that nature area. Thus we have special reason to
care for rare species. Regarding both diversity and rarity it may be the case that they are
conditionally reason-giving. That is, provided that a thing has some other reason-giving
property, its diversity or rarity may also be reason-giving (and add in some way to the reasons
that there already are for acting towards that thing). I will not elaborate this possibility in this
essay, but focus on such properties (or sets of properties) that can give rise to reasons by
themselves.
194
E.g. Brennan 1984, Elliot 1992; 1997 and Katz 1992.
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shaped and controlled by human purposes, that makes them morally special
(Elliot 1997: 68).
I think this idea – that there is something morally special about nature’s
feature of not being created or determined by human beings – has some intuitive
support. But like diversity, the property of naturalness makes a poor candidate
for a reason-giving property. If naturalness is reason-giving by itself, this would
mean that, at least ceteris paribus (see U*-p on page 84), we have direct
normative reason to act towards numerous individual “dead” things: small
stones (even grains of sand), branches and leaves that have fallen from trees,
snowflakes, celestial bodies, and so on. That seems quite unintuitive to me.
Plausibly, this is not what these authors intend. Brennan and Katz might claim
that natural objects must have some functions (whatever that means) in order to
count morally, albeit not intrinsic ones. But if so, the claim that having functions
is a morally relevant feature needs to be argued for. Perhaps this is the claim
discussed and dismissed above, that integrity is a reason-giving property. I
would of course say that the difference between natural unities (including living
organisms) and the “dead” things that I just listed, is that the former, but not the
latter, are complex (in the special sense that I am after).195 But then we no longer
need the idea of lacking intrinsic functions.
At some places Elliot seems to hold a view similar to mine. He writes:
The fact that nature’s organizational complexity arises in the absence of intention
and design itself contributes crucially to nature’s aesthetic value. Moreover, this
fact transforms the aesthetic value in question into the kind of aesthetic value that
gives rise to moral value. (Elliot 1997: 61)

Here it sounds as if the fact that nature has aesthetic value is a prerequisite of the
moral relevance of its naturalness. But in other places Elliot is open to the
possibility that everything that is natural has (final) value (Elliot 1992: 152).
Provided that nature has some other reason-giving property, its naturalness
may perhaps add to the reasons that there already are for acting towards it. It
may be the case that, simply because nature has come about without any
intention or purpose, its complexity is more fascinating than it would otherwise
have been (I for one tend to think so). Below I shall defend the related claim that
nature’s complexity is particularly fascinating because it is inimitable: not only
have natural entities come about without our intentions, we cannot even create
such things.
195

Is not a dead organism also uniquely complex? Yes it is, since it retains its intricacy (its
complicated structure) even after it is dead. But it does not retain the other features of
complexity which I think are needed in order for complexity to be reason-giving.
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Naturalness plays another part in the environmental ethical discussion as well.
It is generally agreed among environmental ethicists that we have reason to
preserve nature areas as natural as possible. Here ‘natural’ is used in a slightly
different (but related) sense, to denote, roughly, the feature of being unaffected
(or unmodified) by human beings (see section 2.6).196 The claim that we have
reason to preserve nature as natural as possible is often backed up by the view
that nature is valuable in virtue of being free from intentions and purposes.
When we begin to affect and modify nature, we impose our intentions and
purposes upon it. However, the claim that we have reason to preserve unaffected
and unmodified nature (and to refrain form interfering with nature) can be
defended also by reference to complexity as a reason-giving property of nature.
The reason which a reason-giving property of a thing gives rise to is not
necessarily a reason to preserve that very property. But in the case of complexity
I think it is reasonable to assume that this is the case, especially if complexity is
an aesthetic property. If we have reason to aesthetically appreciate nature on
account of its complexity, then it seems that we also have a reason to preserve
its complexity (in the same way as we have reason to preserve the beauty in a
work of art that we have reason to appreciate on account of its beauty). Now,
human interference in nature typically has the effect of decreasing its complexity (see the discussion of diversity above). This fact provides at least a prima
facie case for preserving nature natural.
But suppose that we managed to show that we can increase the complexity of
a nature area by interfering with it, would there not then be at least some reason
to do so? Perhaps there would.197 But I think that there is in fact an additional
case against human interference. An analogy with art will be helpful:
Suppose that we have reason to appreciate a work of art, say Mona Lisa.
Normally, it would not be appropriate to alter this object even if doing so would
196

Due to pollution of air and water there is really no nature that is completely unaffected by
human beings anymore. But perhaps we may still say that some nature areas are unmodified
by human beings.
197
Indeed, I think it would be presumptuous to exclude the possibility that we might make a
nature area more “valuable” by interfering with it (and even if our interference would make it
less complex, it could still make it more valuable in some other respect; more beautiful, for
instance). In connection with this point we may also note that, given that we already have
interfered with a nature area in certain ways, we may actually have to continue to do so in
order to maintain its complexity. This is the case with much of the European agricultural
landscape, for instance, where – among other things – the balance between predator and prey
has been disturbed. Unless we artificially mould these areas (by keeping animals, by hunting,
and so on) the diversity (and complexity) of these areas will drastically decrease.
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make it better, in some sense, than it already is.198 Even if I managed to show
that there is a way in which I can alter the Mona Lisa so that it becomes a better
painting than it is now, I think that this would be an inappropriate thing to do.
The reason is that such an action would fail to display an appropriate appreciation of the painting; it would display an instrumental attitude that seems out
of place in a case like this. Someone might object that I can alter a copy of the
Mona Lisa instead, so that there simply is no need to alter the original painting.
But this objection is beside the point. If altering the original Mona Lisa really
would make it better, then why should I refrain from doing that, if there is
nothing special with it as such (putting any instrumental reasons aside)? We can
make sure that we preserve perfect copies of the unaltered Mona Lisa instead,
for those who are interested.
The explanation of why my action of altering the Mona Lisa would be
inappropriate is that it is the original Mona Lisa that I have reason to appreciate,
and not any copies of it. Nor does it help to appeal to instrumental considerations in order to account for the intuition that it would be inappropriate to alter
the original Mona Lisa. Even if no one would be any worse off as a result of my
action of altering the original Mona Lisa, there would still be something
objectionable about this action, or so I take it that our intuitions have it. In a
similar way, if we have reason to appreciate a natural object for its own sake,
then altering it would display a lack of appropriate appreciation of it.
But there is an obvious disanalogy here. An artefact, such as a work of art,
has a special historical relation to an originator, while a natural thing by definition does not. This fact may be of some significance. The reason why it would
be inappropriate to alter the Mona Lisa, it might be claimed, is that doing so
would mean an (irrevocable) disruption in its historical relation to Leonardo da
Vinci; a sort of break in its history. This is probably an important aspect of the
reason not to alter the Mona Lisa, but I do not think that it provides the whole
story. We value many artefacts (historical buildings, for instance) whose
originators are unknown. And of these things it is often also true that (considerably) altering them would display an inappropriate appreciation. Here it
198

Exceptions to this are provided by cases where we have to alter a work of art in order to
save its existence, or where a work of art has been so damaged that we correctly judge (on
some grounds) that we should restore it. But restoring art is usually seen as a necessary evil. It
would be better if we did not have to do it. The same goes for nature, I think. It may be that
we should interfere with nature if doing so would save it from disaster (even naturally caused
disaster). Such disaster could considerably decrease nature’s complexity and other desirable
qualities that it has. We may also have reason to restore damaged nature. But, just like in the
art-case, it would be better if we did not have to do it.
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could be claimed that the reason why it would be inappropriate to alter the
things in question is that they have a continuous history that we value. But this is
certainly true in the case of unmodified nature as well (cf. Elliot 1982: 85ff.). An
aesthetically valuable thing that is free from human intentions, purposes and
interference is truly an amazing thing, and its history might be ever so
interesting and unique as the history of most art objects. And if we interfere with
nature, our interference is clearly irrevocable. By definition, nature can never
become natural (in the sense of being unaffected/unmodified) again (see Elliott
1982 and Katz 1992).
Regardless of its origin, interfering with a thing that we have reason to
appreciate for its own sake is, at least ceteris paribus, to display a sort of
disrespectful attitude towards it (whatever the reason for appreciation is – if it is
that the thing is inimitably complex, that the thing was created by Leonardo da
Vinci, or something else). If we have reason to appreciate a thing for its own
sake, then such a disrespectful attitude towards it is arguably inappropriate. And
when the reasons to interfere with it nevertheless outweigh the reasons not to do
so, then the attitude of appreciation plausibly calls for interfering with it as little
as possible, and for restoring it after the interference has taken place, if (and to
the extent that) doing so is possible.
5.2.4 The case for complexity as a reason-giving property
The following defence of complexity as a reason-giving property of nature is
distinctly indirect. As far as I can see, there is no straightforward argument to be
provided in favour of the view that nature’s complexity gives rise to a direct
reason to appreciate it. Nor is there any perfect analogy to be drawn, since
complexity is supposed to be unique to nature. What I will do in this subsection
is simply to state several claims and observations that I think (together, at least)
may be taken to indicate that nature’s unique complexity is a reason-giving
property. I can only hope that the reader shares some of my intuitions.
Unlike some of the properties dealt with above, the sort of complexity that
nature possesses is specific to nature (including living organisms); nothing else
has it. Thus we should not have to worry about a demarcation problem or a
reductio objection. But why would this property give rise to a reason for appreciation? I have already hinted at my answer to that question:
Because of their complexity, living organisms and systems of living organisms
are extremely amazing and fascinating things.
Of course, from the fact that something is amazing and fascinating, it does not
follow right away that we have reason to care for it, or to appreciate it for its
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own sake. I think the crucial question here is whether or not this amazing feature
calls for aesthetic appreciation. If nature should be considered (in a broad sense)
an aesthetic object, then there is plausibly a reason to appreciate it (and to care
for it) for its own sake.199 As I stated in my discussion about aesthetic properties,
this is how we typically appreciate (and arguably should appreciate) aesthetic
objects. For instance, we cannot fully compensate for a lost work of art by
simply replacing it with a new one that is equally valuable. We will still have
lost something (see also the Mona Lisa example above). We do not consider
works of art to be simply replaceable. The same seems to be the case with nature
areas. Even if nature area B is equally amazing as nature area A, B cannot fully
compensate for the loss of A (at least not unless they are almost identical).
Surely many people value nature aesthetically, and this evaluation cannot
always be accounted for by reference to nature’s beauty (in a narrow sense).
When one experiences a piece of nature, the experience often goes beyond
appreciating its beauty. Often one would not, I think, describe it as an
experience of beauty, but rather as an experience of wonder. One imbibes the
way in which the piece of nature in question is a functioning self-going and self199

There are numerous aesthetic objects. Do we have this reason with regard to all of them?
If we do, then nature does not come out as very special. However, what reasons we have with
regard to different aesthetic things depends on the nature of those things. Aesthetic objects
differ considerably from each other. Nature as a whole is a very huge, even all-embracing,
thing. It is something that we all experience in one way or another. It is also unique (and so
are many of its parts). Moreover, the property in virtue of which we might have reason to
appreciate natural things is multifaceted (it is constituted by a cluster of features). Things that
might be on a par, aesthetically, with natural things, are some special works of art, historical
buildings, and so on, which display some similar traits. An aesthetically attractive car does
not, usually, display such traits (as uniqueness, special historical significance, being
aesthetically multifaceted etc.). Even if all aesthetic objects call for some appreciation, the
level and kind of appreciation that is appropriate towards different objects may differ
considerably. As I will state below, I think that awe might be a suitable description for the
kind of appreciation that is appropriate towards nature. But we should not – I think – feel awe
for a car (unless something very special is going on). Another crucial question is of course to
whom the reason for appreciation applies. I find it likely that the reason provided by nature’s
complexity applies to any moral agent. But even if it does not, it plausibly applies to many
moral agents. This is not the case, I think, with most aesthetic objects (although plausibly with
some of them – the pyramids for instance). There may also be other interesting differences
between nature and all other aesthetic objects. As we saw above, Elliot (1997: 61) thinks that
the naturalness of nature contributes crucially to nature’s aesthetic value. He may well have a
point. The fact that something so complex (and often beautiful) has been brought about
without intention and purpose may well make the reason to care for it stronger. Below I will
defend the related view that the inimitability of nature’s complexity makes the reason to
appreciate it stronger.
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managing unit, possessing complexity to a degree that one cannot even fully
grasp. The appropriate appreciation towards such a thing is, perhaps, best
described as awe.
A similar appreciation is often shown living organisms. I think that we all
agree that life is one of the most fascinating things there are. Throughout human
history people have been fascinated with life, and with the idea of creating life
(see the notes below on inimitability).200 A common motive for believing in God
is the thought that something as amazing as life cannot possibly have been
brought about without the intentions of a subject of some sort. What, then, is so
fascinating about life? Plausibly, it is the ways of living organisms to manage
themselves, to interact, and to be self-going (to be able to do what “mere things”
cannot do). These features are all aspects of their unique complexity.
Perhaps it might be thought that the fascination with life should decline with a
scientific worldview. I think to the contrary. The theory of evolution and the
science of ecology only make living things and their systems appear even more
fascinating. The theory of evolution teaches us how life-forms of the utmost
complexity – including ourselves – have been brought about without the intention or purpose of anyone. And ecology teaches us how extremely interwoven
and interdependent the natural world – including ourselves – is. Indeed, acknowledging the latter fact seems to be almost a prerequisite for appreciating nature
on account of its complexity:
In order to properly appreciate nature’s complexity, one must have some
understanding of it, and perhaps also some experience of it (otherwise one does
not know what one is supposed to appreciate). This could explain why some
people do not appreciate nature, aesthetically or otherwise. The fascination with
nature may seem a mystery to people who never spend any time in it, or who
never contemplate upon it. But from the fact that they do not acknowledge any
reasons to appreciate nature, it does not follow that there are no such reasons (or
even that they do not have these reasons) (cf. subsection 3.2.4). Proper aesthetic
appreciation may often require knowledge of the kind of object that is being
perceived (and of other relevant objects), as well as development of a sensitivity
to all the nuances involved in the appreciation of the object in question. It
would, for instance, be presumptuous of me to claim that I possess the same
ability to understand and properly appreciate certain works of art, as people who
have spent a large part of their lives experiencing and educating themselves

200

Take the history of literature, for instance, where this theme recurs frequently; from the
earliest religious writings to today’s science fiction.
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about such works of art.201 But I find it very likely that if I were to undergo the
same education and have the same experiences as they, I would come to
appreciate these works of art in similar ways.202
Now, I definitely think that Næss is on to something when he writes that
“[o]rganisms, ways of life, and interactions in the biosphere in general, exhibit
complexity of such an astoundingly high level as to colour the general outlook
of ecologists” (Næss 1973: 97). Understanding the immense complexity of
nature may come to alter one’s way of looking upon the natural world. Several
environmental ethicists have expressed this point. For instance, Val Routley
(later Val Plumwood) writes:
[I]nformation is an important adjunct to appreciation [of nature], as much so as
with a quartet. The informed person – and few wilderness lovers are now content

201

But why would my appreciation be less appropriate? Is it not just that we appreciate these
things from two different perspectives? One might perhaps say that we do appreciate these
things from two different perspectives, but since mine is the perspective of ignorance, I think
it is fair to give it less credit. When we are interested in opinions on some matter, we turn to
those who have experience and knowledge of these matters. Even if questions as to how it is
appropriate to appreciate art of various kinds may be largely contingent on social factors, it
may nevertheless be the case that some appreciative responses towards art objects of a certain
kind are more appropriate than others (even if two or more incompatible attitudes towards the
same object may still be equally appropriate); part of the standards for what is appropriate
appreciation of objects of this kind may be built into the practice under which these objects
belong (e.g. experimental art, classical theatre, rock music and so on). Everyone who has
dedicated time and effort into some practice where evaluation plays an important part (music,
literature, art, wine etc.) knows how practice and experience help develop one’s relevant
sensitivities, and how more knowledge and experience may change one’s evaluations. The
usual way to conceive of such a change is not as a neutral shift from one perspective to
another, but as an improvement. One takes one’s new evaluations to be more appropriate, or
simply better, than one’s old evaluations were. In the case of nature, the question as to how it
is appropriate to appreciate it is plausibly not contingent on social factors to the same extent
as corresponding questions in the case of various kinds of art. To those who still think that the
appreciative attitude of the sensitive cannot be more appropriate than that of the ignorant, I
really do not have much more to say. I think it is a widespread basic intuition that X’s
appreciation of Y is inappropriate if X would not have had it if she had known the relevant
facts, reasoned correctly, and been more sensitive with regard to objects of the type to which
Y belongs.
202
This does not mean that we will necessarily come to like the same works of art, but we
will come to have similar views on what makes them interesting, trivial, fascinating, worthy
of appreciation and so on. Even if one does not personally like a thing, one can still find it
worthy of appreciation (and acknowledge reasons to appreciate it).
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to simply drink in pretty scenery – sees patterns and harmony when the less
informed may see a meaningless jumble (Routley 1975: 183).203
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There are also empirical studies that are relevant to this point. In chapter two
(footnote 12) I listed some empirical studies that indicate that many people value
nature for its own sake. One of these studies (involving more than 1000 Swedes)
also indicates that well-educated people are more inclined to value nature for its
own sake than less educated people.204 And when the interviewees in another
study (involving 500 randomly selected Swedes) were asked why they value
nature for its own sake, the most common answer had to do with the way that
living things, including human beings, are interrelated (which might be understood as an aspect of nature’s complexity).205
Given the plausible connection between relevant knowledge and the acknowledgement of normative reasons for appreciation (see footnote 201), the above
account may be taken to provide some support for the view that nature’s unique
complexity provides a reason to appreciate it for its own sake. The more we
learn about how natural systems work – how various life-forms are interwoven
and interdependent, how they interact with one another and their environment
and how they evolve as a result of these interactions – the more we seem to be
fascinated and amazed by them (and the more we seem to be inclined to
appreciate them for their own sake and care for them). (In section 5.4 I will
come back to the question of to whom this reason applies.)
A further source of fascination is the inimitability of nature’s complexity. We
cannot (presently) even come close to create things of such complexity. We
cannot create life. Nor can we imitate the processes by which natural ecosystems
are formed. We cannot, for instance, use natural entities to create a designed
ecosystem with a stable integrity. This fact has been noticed by Eugene C.
Hargrove:
As landscape gardeners learned when they first began trying to imitate wild
nature, they could not duplicate the inner processes, the inner reality. The methods
used to produce formal gardens were also required to produce informal ones.
Without careful attention, the gardens collapsed into chaos. (Hargrove 1989: 194)

Such appreciated things that one cannot create, do, perform, or achieve, are
often given extra appreciation. Thus, if I could paint like da Vinci, I would
probably not be as impressed by his work as I am, or regard it with the same
203

See also Rolston 1975, Callicott 1989 [1982], Callicott 1989 [1986c], Sagoff 1992: 61 and
Elliot 1997: 21 & 61.
204
See Pettersson 1992: 64-72 and Uddenberg 1995: Ch. 2.
205
See Jeffner 1988, Jeffner 1992 and Uddenberg 1995: Ch. 2.
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appreciation. Another case in point is athletic achievement. I would not be to the
same extent impressed and fascinated by athletic achievements if I could
perform them myself. There are exceptions to this, however. If I have acquired
an ability through long and careful training, I might appreciate the same ability
in other people – and the results of it – to the same extent as (or perhaps even
more than) I would have done if I had not possessed it, since I understand how
much work it requires to attain this ability.
How can we apply his line of thought to our reasons to appreciate nature? On
the one hand, if we could easily create objects possessing the same degree of
complexity as living organisms and their systems, we would perhaps not have an
equally strong reason to appreciate the latter things. This seems to be perfectly
in order. If we could easily create such things, then their complexity would
presumably not seem as fascinating to us as it does now (there is nothing to
exclude that the strength and existence of our reasons may depend on such
relational properties – see further section 5.3).206 On the other hand, if we only
learned to create objects that were on a par with very simple life-forms (with
regard to their complexity), through a process that was extremely difficult and
time-consuming, then it could well be that we retained (or even increased) our
appreciation of nature, since this might make us realize even more how
astoundingly complex it is.
As things actually are, however, nature’s complexity is (presently) inimitable
(for all human beings). This could be one of the facts that explain that there are
stronger and more universal aesthetic reasons to care for nature than to care for
other aesthetic things (if that is the case), another fact perhaps being the one
acknowledged by Elliott among others, that nature’s complexity has been
brought about without purpose and intentions.
5.2.5 Implications and intuitive support
I have tried to provide some defence of the claim that nature’s complexity gives
rise to a direct reason to appreciate it. To appreciate a thing is roughly to hold a
pro-attitude towards it. I shall not here get into the question of whether holding a
pro-attitude itself should count as an action. But if we have reason to hold a proattitude towards a thing, then we also have reason to act (in a more physical
way) in accordance with that pro-attitude (see also the end of the discussion of
Norton’s convergence hypothesis on pages 33-4). If this were not so, then the
206

We can imagine some alien visitors arriving to earth and noticing how ridiculously simple
life-forms it hosts – life-forms that they can create in no time. These aliens may have no
reason to appreciate earth’s nature on account of its complexity.
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idea of a pro-attitude would be quite incomprehensible. Thus I think it is clear
that if we have reason to appreciate nature for its own sake, then, if we have to
choose between destroying and not destroying a piece of nature, we have a
direct reason not to destroy it.
The claim that nature’s complexity is reason-giving has some implications
that I find desirable. I think that these implications have widespread intuitive
support among people who take nature to count morally for its own sake (or to
be valuable for its own sake). And some of these implications have much
intuitive support among environmental ethicists and environmentalists. To the
extent that one finds these implications intuitively plausible, that could be taken
to provide some support for the claim that nature’s complexity is reason-giving.
(1) There is a prima facie case for preserving naturalness (this claim was
argued in subsection 5.2.3.5). The views that we ought to preserve wilderness
(unaffected/unmodified nature) and that we ought to minimize our interference
in nature are common among environmental ethicists and environmentalists (and
I also think that they are common among people in general).
(2) There is a prima facie case for preserving diversity (this claim was argued
in subsection 5.2.3.4). The preservation of species is one of the most frequently
discussed and defended goals in environmental ethics. I also think that it is one
of the environmental goals that people in general are most inclined to acknowledge (and most willing to accept sacrifices in order to attain).
(3) Even affected nature is “valuable”. Every living thing and every system of
living things possesses some amount of complexity (be it an insect, a compost
heap, a garden, a streak of grass in a car park, or what have you). This
implication rhymes well with the thought that parks and laid out gardens also
contain something of value (but here beauty and recreational merits reasonably
play a large part). Even if we have modified a nature area it has not been devoid
of all of its value. There may still be reasons to care for it and perhaps to refrain
from interfering with it in a more severe way. We do not have to accept the
problematic idea that there is only reason to care for wild (or untouched) nature
if we focus on nature’s complexity. But we can still retain the idea that there is
something special with wild (untouched/natural) nature.
(4) In case of conflict, there is a prima facie case for giving priority to larger
nature areas over smaller nature areas (simply because larger nature areas
generally exhibit “more” complexity than smaller nature areas).
(5) In case of conflict, there is a prima facie case for giving priority to more
encompassing wholes over less encompassing wholes (e.g. to ecosystems over
organisms) (simply because more encompassing nature areas generally exhibit
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“more” complexity than less encompassing nature areas). This is an implication
that nature-considerists should be happy about, in particular those who consider
themselves holists.
(6) In case of conflict, there is a prima facie case for giving priority to less
affected nature over more affected nature (simply because less affected nature
areas generally exhibit “more” complexity than more affected nature areas; see
the discussion about diversity in subsection 5.2.3.4). This implication tallies well
with point (1).
(7) Both living organisms and nature are “valuable”. I think that the intuition
that there is “value” in the natural world often expresses this belief or
judgement. Most people who have such an intuition would find it equally bad
that the last man (see section 2.2) destroys numerous living organisms as that he
destroys ecosystems. This implication meets both life-consideristic (biocentric)
intuitions and nature-consideristic (ecocentric) intuitions.
Before I turn my attention to nature’s indispensability, there is one more
question that I want to address. One aspect of nature’s complexity, I have
written, is its integrity. This is roughly the ability to adapt to changes and cope
with stress. An effect of nature’s having this ability is that even largely affected
nature areas, if left alone to manage themselves, eventually transform into new
integrated complex ecosystems. Why, then – it might be asked –, does it matter
if we decrease the complexity of nature? It will eventually increase again,
anyway. The answer is that this question misses the point. It is not that – if we
interfere with nature – we cannot possibly have equally complex things in the
future, it is just that the action of interference is inappropriate towards a thing
which we have reason to appreciate for its own sake (note, though, that we may
still have reason to interfere, all things considered). Furthermore, the complex
ecosystem that will eventually replace the old one is not the same ecosystem as
the old one. And it was the old ecosystem that we acted inappropriately towards
(that we failed to show proper appreciation).207
207

I have chosen to largely by-pass the question of to what extent it is appropriate to replace
(in a sense where that which is replaced ceases to exist) one valuable thing with another
(partly because it does not really lie within the scope of my aim, and partly because I do not,
for the most part, write in terms of value). If one thinks, for instance, that the only reasons that
we have are reasons to maximize value, then one may also find much of what I have said in
this chapter about our reasons to show nature proper appreciation dubious. But that depends,
of course, on which states one takes to be valuable; perhaps one takes the state of there
existing complex nature to be a valuable state, and perhaps one even takes the state of
complex nature being shown a certain sort of appreciation to be a valuable state. In any case,
according to such a view it is appropriate to replace a valuable thing if doing so generates
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Nature is indispensable – to human beings as well as to all the other creatures
whose well-being moral agents have reason to care about (at least all creatures
that we know about). I take this claim to be self-evident, and not in need of any
defence. To be indispensable is to have instrumental value of a certain significance; it is to be a necessary means to something. Consequently, the property of
X of being indispensable (or the property or set of properties in virtue of which it
is indispensable) gives rise to some indirect reason for acting towards X – at
least a reason not to destroy it (applying to at least the agents who stand to
benefit from that for which X is a necessary means). I take this to be an
uncontroversial fact. The claim that I will make in this section is that nature’s
indispensability also gives rise to a direct reason to act towards it. This claim is
far from uncontroversial.
There is an ambiguity in the claim that X is indispensable to Y (an ambiguity
that has already shown itself). On the one hand, Y may be the thing or state that
X “leads to, causes, contributes to, partly constitutes, gives rise to, or otherwise
assists in bringing about” (Elliot 2005: 45) (let us refer to this usage as ‘A’). On
the other hand, Y may be the subject who needs X (let us refer to this usage as
‘B’). The same ambiguity is to be found in the claim that X is instrumentally
valuable to Y. On the one hand, Y may be the thing or state that X “leads to,
causes, contributes to, partly constitutes, gives rise to, or otherwise assists in
bringing about” (ibid.) (usage A).208 On the other hand, Y may be the subject

more value. Although according to such a view it is plausibly states of affairs, and not things,
that are valuable. I, for one, think (i) that some things are valuable (or worthy of appreciation)
and (ii) that the action of replacing one finally valuable thing with another is precisely the
kind of action that (at least prima facie) displays an inappropriate attitude towards a finally
valuable thing (again, we may still have reason to do it, all things considered). If we suppose
that the value of a human being consists in the value of some of her states, then we could get
more value in the world by replacing some human beings with others, e.g., with happier
clones. But if a human being herself is valuable, then the question of what to do towards her is
plausibly not fully reducible to questions concerning her states. Returning to nature, even if
one thinks that there is nothing inappropriate, as such, about replacing one valuable thing with
another, one still has to take into account the period when the nature area in question is less
valuable, i.e., the period between the interruption and the recovery (or the completion of the
new complex system).
208
There is another distinction to be made regarding usage A. An instrumentally valuable
thing may either be a thing that is useful for some purpose (regardless of whether or not the
purpose is good), or a thing that is a means to something good (cf. William Frankena’s
distinction between utility values and extrinsic values (Frankena 1973: 82)). This distinction
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who uses (or may use) X for some purpose (usage B). Thus I can say either that
a hammer is instrumentally valuable to building a shelf (usage A), or that a
hammer is instrumentally valuable to me; for my purpose of building a shelf
(usage B).
The first usage is the most common one. Yet, I will mainly adhere to the
second one, both in the case of ‘indispensability’ and in the case of ‘instrumental
value’. The view that I will defend in this section is that nature’s indispensability is universally reason-giving because all moral agents need nature for their
survival; without nature they cannot continue to exist (and would never have
existed). Thus, I am first and foremost concerned with the subjects who benefit
from nature, and not with the states and things that nature brings about. (Of
course, the fact that subjects benefit from nature has its explanation in the fact
that nature leads to, causes, contributes to, partly constitutes, gives rise to, or
otherwise assists in bringing about an abundance of things and states that these
subjects need.) A related point is that many more things are indispensable in
usage A than in usage B. A hammer (or hammer-like tool) may in fact be
indispensable to building a shelf, but it is not indispensable to me (since neither
the shelf nor the building of it is necessary to my survival).
A consequence of this way of using ‘indispensability’ and ‘instrumental
value’ is that these notions are relativized in a certain way: if a thing is
indispensable or instrumentally valuable there has to be some subject (or set of
subjects) who stands to benefit from it. This is not necessarily the case with the
other usage of these terms (usage A). Take the claim that nature is finally and
intrinsically valuable (in an objective sense), for example. This claim implies
that nature is valuable regardless of whether anyone stands to benefit from it; it
is valuable for its own sake in virtue of some intrinsic property (or set of
properties) that it possesses (see subsection 3.5.2). Now, imagine a possible
future where all subjects are gone from the earth, so that there is no one left who
may benefit from nature (presuming that nature and non-sentient organisms are
not subjects). Applying usage A, it is still true that the sun is instrumentally
valuable, since it assists in bringing about something that is finally valuable,
namely nature. Applying usage B, on the other hand, it is not true that the sun is
instrumentally valuable, since there is no subject who benefits, or may benefit,
from the sun.
The suggestion that nature has direct moral status in virtue of its
indispensability might seem a non-starter. After all, a thing is indispensable in
is not important to my purposes, however, since I am mainly interested in usage B (as I will
explain below).
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virtue of some effects that it has on some other party, and a thing that has direct
moral status is a thing that we have reason to appreciate regardless of effects on
other parties. Thus it might be thought that there is not even conceptual space
for this idea. But this thought is mistaken. In subsection 5.3.2 I will argue that
the view that indispensability is a universally reason-giving property is indeed
coherent. I will begin by showing that there is conceptual space for the related
claim that a thing may have final value in virtue of its instrumental value. This
claim has been defended by Shelly Kagan among others, and his discussion will
provide a useful starting point for a defence of the related claim that there is
conceptual space for the view that nature’s indispensability may provide the
basis for its direct moral status. In the subsequent subsections (5.3.3-5.3.4) I will
defend the substantial claim that nature’s indispensability indeed is (universally)
reason-giving. But before I get on with these tasks, I will shortly consider two
environmental ethical approaches that bear some resemblance to this view: the
one-ness with nature approach and the community approach. I think that both
these approaches face insuperable problems, but I also think that the view that
nature’s indispensability is universally reason-giving can be used to capture the
plausible intuitions behind them.
5.3.1 Similar or related ideas
The idea that nature has final value (although ‘intrinsic value’ is the prevalent
term in environmental ethics) partly in virtue of its instrumental value, or its
indispensability, is not altogether new; it has actually been hinted at by some
environmental ethicists.209 But very few have defended it explicitly.210 Perhaps
one explanation of this is the widespread view that the claim that a thing may
have final value in virtue of its instrumental value is conceptually incoherent.
This claim (that a thing may have final value in virtue of its instrumental value)
is a variant of the more general idea that a thing may have final value in virtue
of some of its relational properties. Even this idea has been considered concep209

See e.g. Rolston 1988: 197-8, Sagoff 1992: 70 and Elliot 2005.
The only really explicit defence of this claim that I know of has been provided by Robert
Elliot (2005). I will come back to his defence below. Holmes Rolston III has argued in several
places that nature’s productivity or creativity – i.e. its capacity for bringing about valuable
things – is one source of its non-instrumental value (Rolston refers to this aspect of nature’s
non-instrumental value as ‘systemic value’) (see e.g. Rolston 1975: 195-6; 1988: 197-8;
1994). However, Rolston has not really elaborated this account, as far as I can see. There are
several questions that are left unanswered. For instance, is anything that produces valuable
things thereby non-instrumentally valuable? And does nature have negative non-instrumental
value to the extent that it produces bad things?
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tually problematic, but that has mainly been due to a confusion of final value
with intrinsic value (see subsection 3.5.2). Actually, two of the most well-known
environmental ethical approaches build on the idea that nature’s final value, or
direct moral status, is dependent upon relational properties, in fact even upon
our relationship with nature. While I think that none of these approaches is
successful, some of the motivation behind them may be shared with the view
that I want to defend.
5.3.1.1 The one-ness with nature approach
According to what I call ‘the one-ness with nature approach’, we are one with
nature. This idea of one-ness is in particular associated with the views of so
called ‘deep-ecologists’.211 The idea (which I take to be ontological) is roughly
that there is no clear boundary between me and the rest of nature. In a sense we
are one and the same. When we realize this we also realize that we have reason
to appreciate and care for nature. (According to some deep-ecologists it is even
the case that if I do harm to nature, then I also (directly) do harm to myself.) The
view that we are one with nature is sometimes taken by its adherents to find
support in the science of ecology. But the truth is that it may find such support
only if it is understood in a metaphorical sense (if at all). Ecology teaches us that
the different parts of nature (humans included) depend on, and interact with,
each other in very intricate ways, but it teaches us nothing that implies that there
is some non-metaphorical sense in which we are one with nature. (And if the
idea is merely that we are one with nature in a metaphorical sense, then it does
not seem to have the normative implications that it is taken to have.)
No doubt, one of the strongest incitements for deep ecology is the fact that
natural entities are so interconnected, interwoven and interdependent as they
have turned out to be. And even if I do not think that this fact supports any idea
of one-ness with nature, I do think that it may be put in such a way as to have
normative implications. Indeed, this fact may be spelled out so as to underlie
both of my suggestions for universally reason-giving properties of nature: The
way in which nature is intricately interwoven is an aspect of its unique
inimitable complexity, and the fact that we literally depend on nature for our
own survival is correctly expressed as the fact that nature is indispensable to us.
The thought that this latter fact is normatively relevant – beyond any instrumental values – is, I believe, one of the main intuitions behind deep ecology.
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See e.g. Næss 1976 [1973]: 276ff. (in English: Næss 1989: 171ff.) and Mathews 1991:
147ff.
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This way of putting the matter is hence the best way, I think, to make sense of
the ideas that I believe underlie deep ecology. It is the best way to account for
the intuition – so frequently referred to in environmental ethics – that the fact
(acknowledged by ecology) that we constitute but one part of an interwoven,
interdependent whole, is normatively relevant, and thus for the idea – so
frequently expressed in environmental ethics – that the science of ecology has
normative implications.212

•

5.3.1.2 The community approach
What I call ‘the community approach’ is the idea that things get their moral
status through community relationships. J. Baird Callicott is the environmental
ethicist who has been most eager to defend such a view. According to Callicott,
it is not only the case that the biotic community has direct moral status in virtue
of our relation to it, the moral status of its parts (human beings included) is also
dependent on this relation (and on their relations to other communities and to
each other within those communities) (Callicott 1995 [1980]: 44; 1989 [1988]:
55-8). According to Callicott, we belong to many different communities; some
small and intimate, such as our family and our circle of friends, and some large
and remote, such as humanity as a whole and the whole biotic community.
Callicott uses a wide notion of community, to include families, neighbourhoods, towns, nation-states, ecosystems, etc. (Callicott 1989 [1987]: 93). He
suggests that
we graphically represent the expansion of our moral sensibilities from narrower to
wider circles […] like the annular growth rings of a tree […]. In such a figure the
inner rings remain visible and present and the outer are added on, each more
remote from the center, from the moral heartwood. (Callicott 1999 [1990]: 168)

Each community generates its particular moral obligations, where these obligations get stronger the closer to the centre one gets: “since they are closer to
home, they come first” (Callicott 1989 [1988]: 58). Hence, one’s strongest
obligations are to one’s family members, while one’s weakest obligations are to
such non-human creatures with which one only shares the biotic community as a
whole. (Callicott seems to regard this picture as both normatively and descriptively accurate.)
I find Callicott’s view problematic in several ways. For one thing, he has not,
as far as I can tell, really explained what it is about our relations to communities
that makes these relations morally relevant. His arguments take a more indirect
212

See e.g. Næss 1973, Rolston 1975, Routley, V. 1975, Callicott 1989 [1982], Callicott
1989 [1986c], Sagoff 1992: 61 and Elliot 1997: 21 & 61. See also Brennan 1986 on this topic.
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form. He summarizes the foundation of his view as follows: “most of us value
things intrinsically when we perceive them to be part of a community to which
we also belong, because we are evolved to do so” (Callicott 2002: 10).213 Both
parts of this claim seems very dubious to me. I do not think that people in
general value intrinsically the things which they perceive to belong to the same
community as them (I do not even think that people in general think morally in
terms of communities), but they do value things to which they stand in certain
relations, things that they find aesthetically attractive and things with which they
identify (in some respects).
The capacity to value, as such, must of course have an evolutionary
explanation, but why should we have been evolved so as to value members of
our communities, in particular? It might seem obvious that we have been thus
evolved; for sure, we must have been evolved so as to value our family
members, and the members of our group. So far we might agree with Callicott.
It is possible that what we now call ‘moral sentiment’ once started as a feeling
of concern for those closest to us; for our family members, and especially for
our children. But our family is very different from the biotic community, or even
our human society. Within our family we have very special personal relations,
which we certainly do not have to all members of the human community or the
biotic community. From an evolutionary point of view, a special concern for
one’s children (and for those, e.g. family members, who assist in protecting
one’s children) is surely to be expected. But there is no reason to think that this
concern should extend to all members of any abstract community to which we
could be said to belong.214
Callicott thinks that such an extension would be natural, and, more importantly, rational. When we realize that the biotic community is a community to
which we belong, just as our family or our society, then rationality demands
213

On Callicott’s view, the things that count morally for their own sake are the things that we
ought to value for their own sake, which, in Callicott’s terminology, is tantamount to value
them intrinsically (see Callicott 1989 [1986b]: 133-4 and Callicott 1989 [1982]: 121-7).
214
Regardless of how the origin of morality should be evolutionary explained, we should not
blindly let this explanation guide us in moral (normative) questions. How and why we have
acquired our ability for moral thinking is one thing, how to use this ability in order to pursue
good moral thinking is quite another. (Cf.: How and why we have acquired our ability for
mathematical thinking is one thing, how to use this ability in order to pursue good
mathematical thinking is quite another. There are no gains, from an evolutionary perspective,
in pursuing abstract mathematical thinking. The gains (at some point in our evolution) are to
be found in the abilities which we now have applied for pursuing abstract mathematical
thinking.)
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from us to value the members of this community as well. Callicott (1989 [1982]:
127) writes:
Leopold urges upon us the conclusion, (3) we ought to “preserve the integrity,
stability, and beauty of the biotic community.” [See footnote 189 in this essay.]
Why ought we? Because (1) we all generally have a positive attitude toward the
community or society to which we belong; and (2) science has now discovered
that the natural environment is a community or society to which we belong, no
less than to the human global village.

•

Leaving premise (1) aside, premise (2) is clearly misleading. Even if science has
discovered that the natural environment is – in some sense – a community to
which we belong, it has certainly not discovered that it is a community in the
same sense that our human societies are communities. Callicott’s argument
seems to me a clear case of equivocation: To the extent that premise (1) is
plausible at all, the terms ‘society’ and ‘community’ are not used in the same
sense as in premise (2). From the fact that I have a positive attitude towards
some human society to which I belong, it does not follow that I should (in order
to be consistent) have a similar positive attitude towards the biotic community,
since the relationships and interactions within my human society are very
different from those within the biotic community.215
As for the development and extension of morality, it is plausibly not the case
that we acknowledge a similarity between family and wider communities, but
between the individuals that we care for and other individuals. We see that other
individuals have similar feelings to the ones we have, that they stand in similar
relations to the ones in which we stand, and so on. The development towards a
more global ethics, a more all-encompassing ethics, does not, it seems to me, go
via the acknowledgement of memberships in wider and wider communities, but
via the acknowledgement that other beings are similar to us in morally relevant
respects. Ethical development rather involves the realization that belonging to
communities is not – as such – morally relevant. A person is not more important,
morally, just because she is from the same town, the same culture, or the same
country as I am. To deny the moral relevance of such arbitrary factors is
precisely what rational moral thinking demands from us, and a good development of morality is towards a morality which does not discriminate on the
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Returning to premise (1); whether I have, and should have, a positive attitude towards the
human societies to which I belong, seems to me to depend on the nature of those societies. If a
society to which I belong is unjust, then I do, and should, plausibly not have a positive
attitude towards it. If my society is indispensable to me, on the other hand, then such a
positive attitude may be in place.
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grounds of mere community-belongings.216 This point takes us to the most
important objection to Callicott’s view; it has unacceptable normative implications.
The community approach has the normative implication that we do not have
any reason to care for beings that do not belong to some of our communities. For
instance, if we were to encounter conscious sentient aliens on some other planet
(or if such extraterrestrials came to visit earth), we would have no direct reason
not to inflict pain upon them (cf. Mary Anne Warren’s E.T.-example (Warren
1997: 136)). This is clearly an unacceptable implication.217 Callicott deals with
this kind of objection by way of indirect reasons: “I can think of nothing so
positively transforming of human consciousness as the discovery, study, and
conservation of life somewhere off the Earth” (Callicott 1989 [1986a]: 265). But
that this could be our only normative reason not to inflict pain on a particular
conscious sentient creature seems very counterintuitive (and quite repugnant).
Moreover, the reply kind of misses the point of the alien-objection. As Warren
(1997: 136) puts it:
Friendly aliens are a metaphor for any group of persons with whom we have not
yet established amicable relationships, but with whom such relationships are
possible. Audiences’ sympathetic reactions to E.T. suggest that most people do

216

Community-belongings can still be indirectly morally relevant. It may be that, as a matter
of fact, I stand in some morally relevant relation to the members of some particular
community (e.g. my family). But it is not the community-belonging as such that is morally
relevant; it is the relations that follow with this community-belonging.
217
Callicott stresses the fact that his theory is monistic in the sense of only acknowledging
one basis for direct moral status or intrinsic value (namely community relationships) (e.g.
Callicott 1999 [1990]). He takes this feature to make his theory superior to pluralist theories
of direct moral status (such as the one that I defend). Thus he cannot claim that we have some
other direct reason to care for the aliens. As for Callicott’s arguments against pluralism, they
are not convincing. Callicott confuses various types of pluralism in ethics (ibid.: 147ff.;
Callicott 1989 [1986a]: 264). In particular, he bundles theories (such as the one that I defend)
according to which there is more than one feature that may provide the basis for a thing’s
direct moral status or intrinsic value, with theories holding that there is more than one
fundamental moral principle (an issue that I do not discuss in this essay) – but he does not
provide any convincing argument against either. A theory which recognizes several different
bases for direct moral status can still be, e.g., strictly consequentialist; it is just that it may
recognize a plurality of valuable states to be maximized (cf. Moore’s consequentialism, for
instance (Moore 1903)). Furthermore, it is a mistake to presume that an ethical theory has to
be able to formulate some fundamental moral principle. There are many kinds of ethical
theory that does not: virtue ethics, versions of feminist ethics, moral particularism, etc. In fact,
Callicott does not provide any such principle himself.
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not believe that the absence of prior relationships excuses ruthless aggression
against an alien being that has shown no signs of hostility.

Despite all these problems with the community approach, several environmental ethicists have found Callicott’s view (or something very similar to it)
attractive. Again, I think that the background to this is the intuition that there is
moral relevance in the claims that we constitute but one part of an interwoven,
interdependent whole, and that we literally depend on nature for our survival.
However, this moral relevance is captured by the idea that indispensability is a
universally reason-giving property of nature. One might even say, with Callicott,
that our relationship with the biotic community provides a reason to value it. But
it is not the relationship as such (qua community relationship) that provides this
reason; it is the special relation of being indispensable, in which the community
stands to us.
5.3.2 The conceptual claim

•

In chapter three (subsection 3.5.2) I distinguished between intrinsic value and
final value, and argued that of these two notions, final value is the one that is
most interesting to environmental ethics (and to normative ethics in general). I
also said that this is the notion of value that comes closest to the notion of direct
moral status. It might even be conceptualized so as to coincide with the latter
notion. In connection with these points it was established that there is nothing to
conceptually exclude the possibility of final value being based on relational
properties. For instance, a thing might be finally valuable in virtue of its relation
to a particular person or a particular historical event. To say that a thing is
finally valuable is simply to say that it is valuable for its own sake, or as an end
(in a certain sense of ‘end’; see subsection 3.5.2). It is not to say anything about
the basis of this value, e.g. whether it is an intrinsic or a non-intrinsic property.
To say that a thing has direct moral status is, in a similar way, to say that there
is some reason to act towards it for its own sake; it is not to say anything about
the basis of this reason, e.g., whether it is an intrinsic or a non-intrinsic property.
Thus there is nothing to conceptually exclude the possibility that a thing may
have direct moral status in virtue of non-intrinsic properties. But one nonintrinsic (or relational) property that might be thought to provide an exception in
this respect, is the property of being instrumentally valuable. Even if there is
conceptual space for the view that relational properties may provide the basis for
a thing’s final value, or for a thing’s direct moral status, it might be thought –
given the strict dichotomy traditionally assumed between instrumental value and
final value (the latter for which the term ‘intrinsic value’ is often used) – that
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there cannot be conceptual space for the view that the particular relational
property of being instrumentally valuable may provide the basis for a thing’s
final value, or for a thing’s direct moral status.
Here I am interested in the claim that a thing’s instrumental value may
provide a basis for its direct moral status, but since this claim is very similar to
the claim that a thing’s instrumental value may provide a basis for its final
value, and since the latter claim has been discussed (if only sparsely) in the
ethical literature, it may be useful to begin by looking at this latter claim. It
seems a prima facie plausible assumption that if there is conceptual space for the
view that a thing’s instrumental value may provide a basis for its final value,
then there is also conceptual space for the related view that a thing’s instrumental value may provide a basis for its direct moral status.
To establish that there is conceptual space for the view that the instrumental
value of a thing may provide a basis for its final value may be considered an
abortive project: If there is some property that cannot possibly provide a basis
for final value, the sceptic might insist, it should be the possession of instrumental value. That this is the case seems to follow from the very ideas of final value
and instrumental value. The following is Shelly Kagan’s suggestion of how this
sceptical argument might be formulated (an argument that he then refutes):
Insofar as X is instrumentally valuable, it is only valuable because it is a means to
something else, Y.218 To say that it is instrumentally valuable is just to say that it
is valuable (in that regard) merely as a means to something else. So it cannot, by
virtue of that very fact, be intrinsically [finally] valuable; it cannot thereby be
worth having for its own sake. (Kagan 1998: 286-7)219

Kagan’s objection to this argument is that it simply begs the question. The term
‘merely’ is introduced without any justification. To say that X is instrumentally
valuable is undeniably to say that it is a means to something else, but why would
it imply that X is valuable (in that regard) merely as a means to something else.
The argument does not give us any reason to think that X cannot also be worth
having for its own sake in virtue of the fact that it is valuable as a means to
something else. Another way of making this point is to say that from the fact
that the only reason for valuing X is that X is a means to something else, it does
not follow that X should only be valued as a means to something else, or for the
sake of something else. On a conceptual level there is nothing to exclude that the
218

X may of course also be finally valuable, but on other, independent, grounds. Therefore
the clauses: “insofar as…” and, later in the quotation, “in that regard”.
219
Note that Kagan uses ‘intrinsic value’ in exactly the same sense as I use ‘final value’, i.e.,
to denote the value a thing has for its own sake (Kagan 1998: 289-90).
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property of X of being a means to something else may also give rise to a reason
for valuing X as an end, or for its own sake. Consequently, the argument does
not show that it is conceptually impossible for a thing to have final value based
on its instrumental value.
A simple example may come in handy. A forest is instrumentally valuable to
human beings and other creatures in numerous ways: It provides food, shelter,
medicine and oxygen; it prevents erosion; it gives aesthetic and recreational
experiences and so on. This very fact – that the forest has such immense
instrumental value – may provide a basis for valuing it for its own sake, in
addition to valuing it for the sake of all the good things that it brings about (or
for the sake of the beings who benefit from these things). To only value the
forest instrumentally may be to fail to show it proper appreciation: given the
innumerable services that the forest provides, the appropriate attitude to take
towards it would be an attitude of final appreciation. If so, we may say that the
instrumental value of the forest spills over into a final value. This example does
not show that a forest has final value in virtue of its instrumental value – this
remains to be shown –, but the example should be intelligible enough for it to be
clear that there is conceptual space for this view. It is not an incoherent position.
It may, however, be thought that there is another problem for the view that
instrumental value may provide a basis for final value. Normally the relation
between instrumental value and final value goes the other way around, so to
speak; final value provides a basis for the instrumental value of things or states
of affairs, namely for those things or states of affairs that are means to that
which is finally valuable (this is usage A of ‘instrumental value’). Without final
value there would be no instrumental value (unless we accept an infinite regress
of instrumental value); final value comes first. In light of this fact one may think
that there is something incoherent about a view according to which instrumental
value – the value that is derived from final value – gives rise to even more final
value. There also seems to be a lurking risk that we end up with an infinite
amount of final value in the world, due to long and/or complex chains of means:
The final value of X gives rise to an instrumental value of Y (since Y is a means
to X), which in turn gives rise to a final value of Y, which in turn gives rise to an
instrumental value of Z (since Z is a means to Y), which in its turn gives rise to
a final value of Z, and so on.
The answer to these objections is that the anxiety they express is rash. Firstly,
that the existence of final value is necessary for the existence of instrumental
value does not imply that the latter cannot serve as a basis for the former, it only
implies that instrumental value cannot exist without there also existing final
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value. Secondly, the view need not lead to the absurd consequence that we end
up with an infinite amount of value. Just because instrumental value may
provide a basis for final value, this does not mean that it always provides such a
basis (cf. Kagan 1998: 287). For instance, I will only defend the claim that being
indispensable (usage B) may provide a direct reason.220 This reduces the number
of relevant instrumentally valuable things considerably. But also a view according to which other instrumentally valuable things have final value in virtue of
their instrumental value may be able to avoid absurd consequences. There may
be various conditions that have to be met in order for an instrumentally valuable
thing to be finally valuable in virtue of its instrumental value. For instance, its
instrumental value might have to be rather large. Perhaps we should also require
that the instrumentally valuable thing actually serves, or has served, as a means
to some end, in order to ascribe to it final value in virtue of its instrumental
value. That is, we should not allow for merely potentially instrumentally
valuable things to have final value in virtue of their potential instrumental value.
But even a view according to which all things that are instrumentally valuable
have final value in virtue of their instrumental value may be able to avoid the
conclusion that we get an infinite amount of final value. Robert Elliot, who
defends such a view, writes:
[T]he backwards transmissions of value could plausibly be of quanta, perhaps
fixed by the magnitude of the intrinsic [final] value in the terminal states of
affairs. These quanta might be smeared across all the stages of the means. The
effect, therefore, of choosing complicated means is not to increase value but to
spread a fixed quantum of value more thinly. (Elliot 2005: 52)221

220

I write ‘may’, since it may not even be sufficient for the appearance of a direct reason to
act towards a thing that the thing is indispensable. Perhaps it must be indispensable in more
than one way, or to more than one agent. Consider also this version of the evil-demonthought-experiment: An evil demon has purposely arranged the world in such a way that if he
dies, then I die. This means that the demon is indispensable to me. Thus I have a reason to act
towards the demon: I have a reason to see to it that he continues to live. But this reason is
clearly indirect (see section 3.3). While indispensability need not always give rise to a direct
reason, I am also open to the possibility that some things which are not indispensable, but
which have huge instrumental value (such as the forest in my example), may have direct
moral status in virtue of this instrumental value. (However, many such things – perhaps also
the forest – are not instrumentally valuable to all moral agents, but only to some. And perhaps
only those to whom a thing is instrumentally valuable have reason to appreciate it). But in this
essay I have chosen to restrict myself to the view that indispensability may provide the basis
for direct moral status.
221
While Elliott’s view is conceptually coherent, I find it unsatisfactory for other reasons.
Almost everything that human beings create is created in order to serve some purpose, and
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The points made so far about instrumental value as a basis for final value are
in general also applicable to the idea that instrumental value may provide a basis
for direct moral status. But there might be a further problem for this latter idea,
arising from the way that direct moral status is conceptualized. As established in
chapter three, a thing has direct moral status only if there is a normative reason
to act towards it that obtains regardless of the effects that this action has on
other parties. But the whole idea of instrumental value is centred on the effects
that something has on other parties. If nature is instrumentally valuable because
human beings may benefit from it, then the corresponding reasons that we have
to act towards nature are derivable from reasons that we have to act towards
humans, i.e., they are not reasons that obtain regardless of the action’s effects on
other parties. Thus it may seem as if instrumental value cannot provide the basis
for direct moral status. It may seem as if a view according to which nature’s
direct moral status is based on its instrumental value is inconsistent.
Again, the conclusion is mistaken. The idea is not that the indirect reasons
that give rise to nature’s instrumental value (such as the reason to take good care
of a lake for the sake of human beings because the lake provides humans with
fish) are also the reasons that give rise to its direct moral status, since such a
view would indeed be inconsistent; it is a conceptual truth that only direct
reasons can ground direct moral status. The idea is that nature’s having the
instrumental value that it has (i.e., that it is useful in the various ways that it is) –
or it’s having the properties that give rise to this instrumental value – provides
an additional reason to act towards it, one that goes beyond the purely
instrumental reasons noticed in the first place. It is this additional reason to act
towards nature that obtains regardless of the effects that the action has on other
parties, and that consequently is a direct reason.
There is nothing incoherent about this view. That a reason to care for nature is
ultimately based on nature’s utility (in a broad sense) is compatible with this
reason obtaining regardless of the effects that the action of caring has on other
parties than nature. Let me illustrate this fact by recalling the example provided
earlier in this subsection:
A forest is instrumentally valuable to human beings and other creatures in
numerous ways: It provides food, shelter, medicine and oxygen; it prevents
erosion; it gives aesthetic and recreational experiences, and so on. This very fact
– that the forest has such immense instrumental value – may provide a direct
quite often this purpose is also a good purpose. Every single brick in an ordinary house is
plausibly valuable as a means to something good. On Elliott’s view, then, every single brick
has its own final value (even if it is very small). I find this result rather unintuitive.
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normative reason to appreciate it, and to act towards it in accordance with that
appreciation (to care for it and to avoid actions of destruction and violation). If
so, this reason obtains even when the actions of appreciation themselves do not
have any effects on human beings or other creatures. That is, we have reason to
care for the forest even when the actions of caring do not have any good
consequences for anyone else than the forest – indeed, even when they have bad
consequences for human beings or other creatures (although then the reason to
care for the forest may well be outweighed by other, countervailing, reasons).
It is certainly possible to construct cases where more would be gained,
instrumentally, from exploiting a forest than from not doing so (even if we count
the instrumental value of leaving it intact for non-human conscious creatures as
well as for human beings). In such a case it may be that we ought to exploit the
forest, all things considered, but it may also be that the direct reasons based on
the forest’s instrumental value (or on the properties in virtue of which it has its
instrumental value) – together with its instrumental value – outweigh the
instrumental reasons to exploit it, so that, all things considered, we ought to keep
the forest intact. If the latter is the case then some of the reasons to care for the
forest obviously obtain regardless of the effects that the action of caring has on
other parties.
This example does not, of course, show that a forest has direct moral status in
virtue of its instrumental value – this remains to be shown –, but it should be
intelligible enough for it to be clear that there is conceptual space for such a
view. It is not an incoherent position. If there is conceptual space for the view
that a thing’s instrumental value may give rise to a direct normative reason to act
towards it, then there is also conceptual space for the view that a thing’s
indispensability may give rise to a direct normative reason to act towards it,
since to be indispensable simply is to have instrumental value of a certain
significance (it is to be a necessary means to something, or for someone).
We have now seen that the view that a thing’s instrumental value or indispensability may be reason-giving is conceptually consistent. The next step is to
consider whether people do in fact value things (or appreciate them, or care for
them) on account of their instrumental value, and, if they do, to what extent they
do so. This will be done in the next subsection. Then we should ask ourselves if
this basis of valuation or appreciation is reasonable (or if it is irrational or
otherwise inappropriate), and, lastly, if there are cases where a moral agent has a
reason to value a thing (or appreciate it, or care for it), for its own sake, on
account of its instrumental value or indispensability. These issues will be atten-
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ded to in subsection 5.3.4. For sake of convenience I will frame much of the
coming discussion in terms of value and valuation.222
5.3.3 The psychological claim

•

Do people value things for their own sake on account of their instrumental value
(or on account of the properties in virtue of which they have instrumental
value)? It seems to me quite clear that they do. I would even go so far as to
claim that this is one of the most common (if not the most common) bases of
final valuation (or appreciation). Let us begin by looking at an example.
Consider my first electric guitar. I would say that this guitar entirely lacks
intrinsic value (on a subjective understanding, that is: intrinsic value to me). The
guitar does not have any intrinsic properties in virtue of which I value it for its
own sake. If I thought that my guitar was beautiful, then I would probably value
it on account of its beauty. However, the guitar in question is downright ugly. It
has one of the most repulsive pink colours that I have ever seen, and its shape is
just wrong. In fact, as far as its intrinsic properties are concerned, it would
probably have been better had the guitar never existed. Yet, I value the guitar for
its own sake. How should we explain this fact? One possible explanation would
be that the guitar stands in a relation to someone that I care for, and therefore
has a sentimental value. Perhaps it was once owned by my grandmother, and
therefore means much to me. But as it happens, the guitar in question has never
been owned by any person but me. Its only relations to some person that might
make it finally valuable (to me), are its relations to me. What other sorts of
properties does the guitar have? It has causal properties. It has the ability to
bring about certain sounds, for instance. But this is plausibly an instrumental
property, at least in a broad sense. (This feature of the guitar could also be
construed as an intrinsic property; the ability to bring about certain sounds is
intrinsic to the guitar. However, this particular guitar is not special in that
respect; there is nothing extraordinary about the sounds that it can bring about.)

222

As I explained in subsection 3.5.2, one of the reasons why I am not focusing on value in
this essay is that opinions are divided as to whether things can be bearers of value. But here I
may seem to assume that they can. Actually, all that I am assuming here is that people often
value (in the sense of appreciating) things, and I do not think that this claim can be disputed.
But whether, on a philosophical understanding, things really are bearers of value, is another
question. The point that is important to me here is that if (all) moral agents have reason to
value (appreciate) a thing for its own sake (and to act in accordance with that appreciation),
then the thing in question has direct moral status (irrespective of whether it also has value).
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Could it perhaps be, then, that I am mistaken, that I do not actually value my
guitar finally at all, but only instrumentally? A sceptic might ask how we can
know that we value a certain thing for its own sake. Could it not be that we
simply mistake instrumental valuation for final valuation? Of course this might
be the case, but do we have any reason for believing that it always has to be the
case? I think not. There are actually several ways of knowing when we value a
thing for its own sake. If we take my guitar as an example, I can think of at least
three facts that indicate that I am not mistaken when I think that I value it for its
own sake. (1) These days I do not use this particular guitar. It stands in a corner
behind a door, without strings, and I hardly ever see it, not to mention play on it.
Despite this I would be very sad if one day I found that my guitar was gone
(note that the guitar does not have any economic value worth mentioning). (2) I
hope that someone who cares for me takes care of the guitar even after I am
dead. (3) I would not give up my guitar even if I were offered a price for it that
was much higher than its market value (of course, there is some limit). These
three facts would not be true of an object that was merely valued
instrumentally.223
In order to explain why I value my guitar for its own sake we have to turn to
its instrumental value; to the fact that it has been (in different ways, and to a
very high degree) instrumentally valuable to me.224 My guitar has given me
pleasure from playing on it, it has given me the means to develop a skill, it has
contributed to giving me friends, it has contributed to giving me the thrills of
performing in front of an audience, it has helped me develop my interest in
music, and it has probably given me much more. All these things taken together
provide a very strong basis for me to value my guitar for its own sake. There are,
in fact, few (non-conscious) things that have given me so much in life as this
guitar, and I am actually inclined to think that it would have been somewhat
peculiar had I not valued it for its own sake. This is an example of when the
223

Could it be that what I really value is my experience of the guitar, or of knowing that the
guitar exists and will continue to exist. I may value these things as well, but there is no reason
to think that I cannot also be valuing my guitar. It is a phenomenological truth that people
often value (appreciate) things, and not merely states of affairs (such as experiencing
pleasure). See also the discussion about aesthetic appreciation on pages 152-3.
224
There is an additional fact that may play some part in this explanation: It was my first
guitar. We tend to assign special value to the first of such things that we like and want. We
may think that there is something special about our first bicycle, out first car, our first sofa, or
what have you. But this fact can hardly explain the whole value that I ascribe to my guitar.
We may also value things for their own sake because they bring back memories. But this is an
instrumental feature (and no doubt one of the features in virtue of which I value my guitar).
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instrumental value of a thing spills over into a final (although completely subjective) value. There are many things that we may value on similar grounds: a toy
from our childhood, a particularly useful tool, a car that has served us well for a
very long time, or what have you.
The fact that we may value things for their own sake somehow on account of
their instrumental value (or that what is originally valued only as a means may
come to be valued also as an end) has actually been acknowledged by several
thinkers. In Charles L. Stevenson’s refutation of what he calls ‘the specialist’s
conception of ethical method’ he applies to this fact.225 He states a psychological
principle that he refers to as ‘Allport’s principle’:226 “X, first sought as a means
to Y, may later become an end” (Stevenson 1944: 195).227
There are many examples of this phenomenon stated in the philosophical (and
psychological) literature about values and valuation. Below I will shortly discuss
John Stuart Mill’s reflections on how money may become valued as an end. Mill
225
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According to the specialist’s conception of ethical method, “agreement on intrinsic [final]
value (1) is presupposed by, and (2) does not itself presuppose, any other type of ethical
agreement” (Stevenson 1944: 179). Thus, on this conception, moral philosophers may safely
focus their attention exclusively on questions concerning what is finally valuable. But if
things can be valued finally on account of their instrumental value, then the specialist’s
conception is clearly mistaken. This is one of Stevenson’s points.
226
After the psychologist G. W. Allport (Stevenson 1944: 195-6). Stevenson (ibid.: 195, n.
17) gives the following reference to Allport: “Personality, A Psychological Interpretation
(Henry Holt, 1937), chap. vii”. He also writes: “Allport makes clear, of course, that the theory
is an old one; it is only his name for it and defense of it that are new” (ibid.: 195).
227
It may be objected here that Allport’s principle only says that a thing’s instrumental value
may (causally) explain that people value it for its own sake; it does not say that people take
themselves to value it for its own sake on account of its instrumental value. I do not bother to
keep these two things apart here. I think that people very often are quite unaware of precisely
on which grounds they value certain things, even when these grounds are constituted by
intrinsic properties. (On account of which properties, precisely, do I value a certain painting,
for instance? That is often not so easy to say.) And I do not think that people in general are
more reluctant to admit that they value things for their own sake on account of what these
things have done (or do, or may do, or will do) for them, than they are to admit that they value
things on other grounds. In any case, in this subsection I am interested in the claim that people
do value things finally on account of their instrumental value; I am not interested in whether
they are aware of doing so, or whether they take themselves to do so. What would be
problematic, however, is if the following were always the case: The causal explanation of
why a person values a thing, t, for its own sake may be that t has instrumental value, but as
soon as the person begins to value t for its own sake, she identifies some previously unnoticed
non-instrumental property of t, in virtue of which she takes herself to value it. But I do not
find it likely that this is always the case. Rather, the fact that the thing in question “produces”
goods makes the person like it, on account of that very feature.
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also believed that virtue, power and fame are originally valued as means, and
then come to be valued as ends (Mill 1863: Ch. 4, paragraph 6). Among Kagan’s
examples of things that might be valued for their own sake (at least partly) on
account of their instrumental value, are culinary skill (which we would not value
unless we found it useful, but which we often value also for its own sake) and
the pen that Lincoln used to sign the Emancipation Proclamation, freeing the
slaves (Kagan 1998: 284-6). It is not the mere fact that this pen was owned by
Lincoln that makes us value it for its own sake (if we do), but plausibly also the
fact that it brought about something very good (but it may also be the fact that it
is related to an important historical event), since we would not assign the same
value to other pens once owned by Lincoln.
I think these examples show that we do value things for their own sake on
account of their instrumental value. Indeed, I would even go so far as to claim
that this is one of our most common (if not the most common) bases of final
valuation. Almost all things that we buy, or acquire in some other way, are
originally acquired because they are taken to be means to something else (or
because they are taken to be instrumentally valuable to us). This was true of my
first electric guitar, for instance, and it is usually true of cars and tools as well
(aesthetic objects, on the other hand, may typically provide exceptions (as may
pets), as they are often valued for their own sake even when we acquire them).
After some time, we may come to value these things for their own sake. I even
think that one of our most common motives for valuing pets, or even other
human beings, for their own sake, is that they are (in a broad sense) instrumentally valuable to us. The pets and humans that we become attached to are the
ones that give us something (we enjoy being with them) (cf. the discussion about
aesthetic appreciation on page 153).
Indeed, it is difficult to imagine a person who does not value at least some
entities for their own sake on account of their instrumental value. Such a person
would perhaps be a person who does not value anything for its own sake
(except, perhaps, for herself and/or her own experiences). But I doubt that there
really are such persons. People who claim that they do not value things for their
own sake, or who believe that they do not value things for their own sake, are
usually mistaken, I think, about their own evaluative attitudes (presumably often
because they read too much into the idea of valuing things for their own sake).
5.3.4 The normative claim
Of course, the fact that we are psychologically constituted so as to value things
for their own sake on account of their instrumental value does not imply that we
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are not in some sense mistaken when we do so. Consider, for instance, Mill’s
reflections on the love of money:
[W]e may remember that virtue is not the only thing, originally a means, and
which if it were not a means to anything else, would be and remain indifferent,
but which by association with what it is a means to, comes to be desired for itself,
and that too with the utmost intensity. What, for example, shall we say of the love
of money? There is nothing originally more desirable about money than about any
heap of glittering pebbles. Its worth is solely that of the things which it will buy;
the desires for other things than itself, which it is a means of gratifying. Yet the
love of money is not only one of the strongest moving forces of human life, but
money is, in many cases, desired in and for itself; the desire to possess it is often
stronger than the desire to use it, and goes on increasing when all the desires
which point to ends beyond it, to be compassed by it, are falling off. It may, then,
be said truly, that money is desired not for the sake of an end, but as part of the
end. From being a means to happiness, it has come to be itself a principal
ingredient of the individual’s conception of happiness. (Mill 1863: Ch. 4,
paragraph 6)
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The mechanism that Mill describes here does not appear to be very rational
(even if Mill himself does not make this claim). Someone who values money (or
the possession of money) for its own sake may be all too reluctant to use her
money. But a pile of money, as such, is no good. It is what you can do with the
money that might be good. If a person dies old, with a huge pile of money, but
without having spent almost anything on herself or others, we usually consider
that a sad thing. And the judgement that we are supposed to make concerning
such fictive characters as Ebenezer Scrooge and Scrooge McDuck is that they
are gravely mistaken as to what is important in life (or what is valuable for its
own sake); these characters (at least the first one) are not happy. Thus it
certainly seems inappropriate – even instrumentally irrational – to value money
for its own sake.
What makes it usually inappropriate to value money for its own sake, I think,
is (i) that money (typically) does us no good until we use it, and (ii) that once we
have used it we do not have it any more. If we value money for its own sake we
will experience a loss every time we use it to buy something good. My guitar, on
the other hand, may be used over and over again, and I can still keep it. This is
the case with many instrumentally valuable things, and there seems to be
nothing irrational or otherwise inappropriate about valuing such things for their
own sake on account of their instrumental value. In connection with this point
we may also note that it need not always be so strange to value money for its
own sake, either. Suppose I have a coffer full of money hidden at a safe place in
my home. Even if I never use the money it provides insurance and gives me
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security. When I think about the money I may feel safe and happy; I may feel
that even if some bad things should happen, the money can help to make things
good again. The difference in this case, is that the money actually does give me
something while I keep it, namely security, and a feeling of security (and
perhaps sometimes even happiness). This instrumental feature of the money may
well make it reasonable for me to value the money for its own sake.
Are there any reason, then, to consider it always irrational or otherwise
inappropriate to value things finally on account of their instrumental value? I
think not. The things in question are, as a matter of fact, particularly important
to us. They are not replaceable in the way that merely instrumentally valuable
things are replaceable. If I lose my pink guitar, this loss cannot be fully compensated for by means of some other guitar. Even if I come to value the new guitar
even more than I valued the old one, something will still have been lost with the
loss of my old guitar (cf. the discussions about aesthetic objects in section 5.2).
To value things for their own sake on account of their instrumental value seems
to be a justifiable psychological mechanism. There is usually nothing irrational
or otherwise inappropriate about it. It might provide part of the explanation as to
why people value nature for its own sake, and the basis of valuation that it
discloses should not be disqualified in decision-making.
What is more difficult to show, of course, is that we sometimes should (in a
contributory sense of ‘should’) value things for their own sake in virtue of their
instrumental value; that we have reason to do so. Yet, the facts (i) that we (all)
do value things for their own sake on account of their instrumental value, and
(ii) that there (usually) is nothing irrational or otherwise inappropriate about this
basis of valuation, may, I think, be taken to count in favour of the claim that we
all have reason to value nature for its own sake on account of its indispensability.228 In order to see why, let us briefly return to the example with my
guitar; what does this example have to do with the moral status of nature?
That I value my guitar for its own sake seems to be a purely empirical fact
about my psychology, and should have little, if anything, to do with the moral
status of nature, or so it might be thought. The reply to this thought is that what
is interesting here is not the fact that I happen to value my guitar finally because
of its instrumental value. What is interesting is the question of whether it is
228

But in what cases do we have reason to value a thing for its own sake on account of its
instrumental value? Can we identify some limit of instrumental value above which it provides
a direct reason? Probably not, since things can be instrumentally valuable to us in so many
different ways. But when something is indispensable to us, I venture to suggest that we often
have a reason to appreciate it for its own sake (see footnote 220).
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reasonable of me to do so. And, as indicated above, I think that it is. In fact, I
even think that it would be unreasonable of me not to value the guitar this way.
If I am correct about this – if it is reasonable to display this kind of evaluative
attitude towards certain things that have meant much to us – then it seems to me
that it is also reasonable to display this kind of attitude towards nature. Indeed, it
seems reasonable for all of us to ascribe to nature a much larger final value than
the final value that I ascribe to my guitar, given how much more instrumentally
valuable nature is (to everyone of us). There is something unsatisfactory about
valuing a guitar for its own sake on account of its instrumental value, but not
valuing (finally) a thing that is indispensable in numerous ways.
Here it might be objected that I stand in a certain personal relation to my
guitar, to which there is no corresponding relation in the case of nature. Of
course, if one does not value nature for its own sake, then one has probably not
acknowledged any such relation. But that does not imply that there is none. The
claim that I want to make is that one does, in fact, stand in a vitally important
relation to nature, even if one fails to see that. If one would fully grasp this
relation, then I think that one would also value nature on account of it (as well as
consider it a personal relation).
Today many people live in such a way that they do not realize the importance
of nature to their lives; their dependence on nature has become, in effect,
invisible to them. People who live in big cities may never have to contemplate
on the significance of the natural world. But the fact that the importance of
nature has become invisible to them does not mean that their relation to nature –
their dependence on it – has disappeared (or even been weakened). Nature still
gives them oxygen, water, food, fuels, building material, etc., and it still provides the necessary prerequisite for their very existence (and for the existence of
their ancestors). It is just that they may fail to see that.
People who do realize that nature is indispensable to them, on the other hand,
often also value it (and usually not only instrumentally); partly, I believe,
because of this relation (see the next section, subsection 3.2.4 and pages 16870). If I have the same vivid representation and understanding of the fact that
nature is indispensable to me, as I have with regard to facts concerning the
instrumental value of my guitar, then I will (or that is my conviction) appreciate
nature (for its own sake) even more than I appreciate my guitar. My claim is
hence that if we fully realize and comprehend the numerous ways in which
nature is indispensable to us, then we will come to value it for its own sake (see
further pages 168-70 and the next section). A person who lives in a big city may
value the city in which she lives more than she values nature. But the city is
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(normally) not indispensable to her (even if it may have great instrumental
value), while nature is. Consequently, she should (as far as the basis provided by
a thing’s instrumental value is concerned) value nature more than she values the
city.
In order to grasp the reason for appreciation that I am after here, we could
think of it as a virtue of gratitude. The idea is that we should be grateful to
nature and appreciate it on account of everything that it gives us (and has given
us). It provides a necessary condition for our whole existence. If we only realize
this fact to its full extent, then I think that we will also come to realize that we
have reason to value nature for its own sake (in a way similar to how we may
find reason to value a tool, a car or a guitar for its own sake on account of its
instrumental value).
Now, what is so special about nature is that it is indispensable to everyone; it
is indispensable to all moral agents (but also to all the creatures whose wellbeing moral agents have reason to care about; at least the ones that we know
about). Thus each moral agent has a reason to appreciate nature on account of
the fact that nature is indispensable to her (or so I believe). But this reason is
arguably strengthened (or more reasons are added) by the fact that nature is also
indispensable to everyone that the moral agent in question cares about (and to
everyone and every being that she has reason to care about). Even if I am wrong
about this reason applying to any moral agent, I cannot see how it could be the
case that moral agents who do acknowledge it are mistaken. There is, as I have
argued above, nothing irrational or misdirected about it. It is a most legitimate
reason, and as such it should not be disregarded in decision-making (at various
levels). In the next section I will come back to the question of to whom the
reasons to care for nature apply, and in the next chapter I will come back to the
practical relevance of acknowledging such reasons.
I shall end this subsection by briefly commenting on a possible problem for
the view that I have defended (a sort of demarcation problem; see footnote 188):
What about other indispensable things than nature? Are there indispensable
things that are not worthy of appreciation (for their own sake) because of their
indispensability? There may be such things (see footnote 220). Perhaps it does
not suffice that a thing is indispensable to me for there to be a reason for me to
value it. Perhaps it has to be indispensable to some other person as well. Or
perhaps it has to be indispensable in more than one way. Or perhaps it must even
have some other property, besides its indispensability, in virtue of which it is
worthy of appreciation. Or perhaps it may have some property that undermines
the reason that otherwise would have arisen in virtue of its indispensability. In
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any case, it seems to me that nature satisfies any such possible extra condition.
But maybe there are other indispensable things that also satisfy any such
condition, without therefore being worthy of appreciation for their own sake. In
his discussion of possible problems for deep ecology, Andrew Brennan raises
the issue of the sun:
[I]t is never clear that our dependence on other things [than nature] ever amounts
to a relationship carrying a moral burden. Thus all planetary life currently depends
on the sun. It is prudent – to say the least – that we therefore do nothing to
damage, let alone destroy, the sun. But, it might be said, our duties regarding the
sun are owed to other things – humans included – but not to the sun itself.
(Brennan 1986: 73)
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As explained in subsection 3.5.1, a thing may have direct moral status without
our having duties towards it. It suffices that we have some direct normative
reason to act towards it (grounded in some of its properties). And would it not be
wrong of the last man (see section 2.2) to destroy the sun (if he could), even
regardless of effects on other parties (e.g., life in earth)? I, for one, think so. It
may, however, be somewhat pointless to talk about reasons to act towards the
sun, since we cannot act towards it (other than adopting attitudes) (see subsection 3.2.4 and the comment on micro-organisms in footnote 174).229
5.3.5 What natural unities should we care for, then?
Indispensability would first and foremost give rise to a direct reason to
appreciate nature as a whole. And, as I have already discussed, if we have direct
reason to appreciate a thing, then we also have reason to act towards it in accordance with that appreciation; we have reason to act towards it in what might be
called “respectful” ways. Acting towards nature as a whole in a respectful way
reasonable entails acting towards its parts in a respectful way (at least if there is
no conflict between appreciating the whole and appreciating its parts). I do not
display appreciation towards a forest by cutting down its trees, for instance.
Nature as a whole manifests itself through its parts. It is its parts that we come in
contact with. I therefore think that nature’s indispensability gives rise to a reason
to appreciate and care for nature at all levels; a reason to care for the natural
229

One might raise similar questions about oxygen and water, for instance. These things are
also indispensable to all moral agents. Here I would say that these entities are not really things
that we can appreciate. In the sense that oxygen is indispensable, it is the existence of oxygen
(or the abstract entity consisting of all O2-molecules existing at this instant) that is
indispensable, not this or that O2-molecule (whereas it is this nature (as a whole) that is
indispensable). Moreover, by appreciating nature we appreciate water and oxygen as well,
since they belong to nature (and we appreciate that which gives us oxygen and water).
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world. It is difficult to see how a reason to care for nature as a whole could be
consistent with disappreciative attitudes towards its parts (as far as this reason is
concerned; there may be other reasons to hold disappreciative attitudes towards
some of its parts).230 When it comes to the goals and priorities that follow with
indispensability as a reason-giving property, I do not think that they differ much
from those based on complexity, spelled out in subsection 5.2.5.
5.4 Concluding remarks – to whom do the reasons apply?
In this chapter I have defended complexity and indispensability as reason-giving
properties of nature. I have tried to make plausible that we have reason to
appreciate nature and care for it on account of these properties. But who are we?
Are we really all moral agents, or are we merely a subset of all moral agents; a
subset, perhaps, consisting of moral agents who have chosen to take a special
interest in nature? Or could it be claimed that all moral agents should take a
special interest in nature? I shall conclude this chapter by briefly dealing with
these questions.
The last question is, I think, misdirected. Even if it is true that nature has
direct moral status, it is plausibly not the case that all moral agents should take a
special interest in it. A person may have reasons to be interested in all kinds of
things, and some of these reasons may outweigh any reasons that he has to take
a special interest in nature. But if nature has direct moral status, then even a
person who does not take an interest in nature has direct reason to act towards it.
However, this reason, or these reasons, may not come into play until the person
finds himself in a situation where his actions may noticeably affect nature in
some way. A comparison may be in place. Reptiles have direct moral status (we
presume), but I do not take a special interest in reptiles. Nor do I think that I
should. Very seldom do I find myself in a position where my actions may have
any foreseeable effects on a reptile, but when I do, I surely have direct reasons
to act towards it. In such a case I normally have a reason not to harm it, for
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In addition, I am open to the possibility that some things which are not indispensable, but
which have huge instrumental value, such as the forest in my above example, may also be
worthy of final appreciation. In any case, there is ordinarily nothing inappropriate about
appreciating a thing for its own sake in virtue of its instrumental value, and many people
certainly appreciate forests for their own sake (arguably partly because of their immense
instrumental value). As I will develop in the next chapter, even if a normative reason does not
apply to any moral agent, it should still have practical relevance (if it is a genuine normative
reason).
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instance. This reason has nothing to do with my interest in reptiles; it has to do
with the kind of thing that a reptile is (i.e., with the properties that it has).
Let us now turn to the first question. Do all moral agents have direct reason to
act towards nature? Suppose they do. This means that a moral agent who does
not acknowledge such reasons is mistaken. To some people, this claim may
seem very hard to digest, perhaps even patronizing. On the other hand, every
time two persons hold incompatible moral views, each of them holds that the
other is mistaken about (what she takes to be) her normative reasons. To a nonconsequentialist, a consequentialist’s claim that she is mistaken about her
assumed direct reason to respect human rights may seem equally hard to digest.
Here it may be useful to return to a point made in chapter three: we may be
wrong about what reasons we have, and when we are, this often depends on our
lack of relevant knowledge. To illustrate this point I used the following passage
from Bernard Williams: “The agent believes that this stuff is gin, when it is in
fact petrol. He wants a gin and tonic. Has he reason, or a reason, to mix this stuff
with tonic and drink it?” (Williams 1981: 102). The agent does not have a
normative reason to drink this stuff, and he would know that if he had full
information about the situation. This is a very simple case, but we should expect
more complicated cases to work in similar ways. How can I be expected to
know what reasons I have to act towards nature, if I do not know how nature
works – what properties it has, what processes it hosts and how it is related to
other things (such as me)? In order to know what reasons I have for acting
towards a certain thing, I must know what sort of thing it is (and this is the case
regardless of whether or not I take an interest in things of that kind). But even if
I have all the relevant knowledge about the thing in question, I may still fail to
see that its features are reason-giving. In order to see that, I may have to engage
in ethical reasoning of the kind undertaken in this essay.
In this chapter I have drawn on this feature of normative reasons. I have
exposed what I believe to be facts about nature, and I have tried to relate those
facts to widely held views (or intuitions) about reasons, attitudes and values.
Here we can discern a way in which taking a special interest in nature may bear
some relevance to questions concerning reasons to act towards it. Persons who
are interested in nature are more likely than others to possess knowledge that is
relevant for deciding whether or not we have any direct reasons to act towards
nature (cf. subsections 3.2.4 and 5.2.4). And it may actually be the case that
people who are well-informed on ecology are more inclined than others to value
nature for its own sake on account of properties such as the ones that I have
defended as reason-giving properties in this chapter. In subsection 5.2.4 I paid
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attention to the opinion of several environmental ethicists that knowledge of
nature and its processes is a key to appreciating it properly.231 I also addressed
two empirical studies that may be taken to point in that direction.232 Interestingly
enough, the first of these studies also indicates that young people are more
inclined than old people to value nature for its own sake233 (correlating, perhaps,
with the fact that people become more and more aware of our dependence on
nature, and of the intricate ways in which natural entities interact). Perhaps more
and more people (in western societies)234 also value nature for its own sake (see
also Preston 1998 and Callicott 2002). Together these indications might be taken
to provide at least some support for the universality of nature’s reason-giving
properties.
But what can I say to someone who admits that nature is inimitable complex
and indispensable, who claims to have the exact same understanding of these
notions as I do, but who maintains that these properties do not give rise to any
direct reason to appreciate nature? There is actually not much that I can say
(besides what I have already said in this essay). I can put into doubt that we
really share the same understanding of the notions of inimitable complexity and
indispensability. I can question whether he has seriously reflected upon and
made himself susceptible to these features of nature. I can also try to find out
what other reasons this person thinks that he has, in order to find some
incoherence in his set of assumed reasons. As a last resort I can question
whether he qualifies as a moral agent. Doing so would not be very pleasant,
though, and I would better have a very strong case if I choose this option (or else
my remark will come out as a mere insult which is hopelessly questionbegging). But then again, what are we to say to someone who admits that a dog
can feel pleasure and pain, who claims to have the exact same understanding of
these notions as we do, but who maintains that this property of the dog does not
give rise to any direct reason to care for it? The options seem to be exactly the
same (although in this case the remark that he may not qualify as a moral agent
might seem more at place).
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Næss 1973, Rolston 1975, Routley, V. 1975, Callicott 1989 [1982], Callicott 1989
[1986c], Sagoff 1992 and Elliot 1997: 21 & 61.
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See Jeffner 1988, Jeffner 1992, Pettersson 1992: 64-72 and Uddenberg 1995: Ch. 2.
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See Pettersson 1992: 64-72 and Uddenberg 1995: Ch. 2.
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The empirical studies that I have acquainted myself with concern people in Europe. While
people surely value nature in various ways in many cultures, the basis for their evaluation
may sometimes differ from the more scientifically oriented (ecological) valuing-base that is
widespread in the west.
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In what way, and to what extent, one thinks that it is possible for the sets of
normative reasons of different moral agents to diverge, may depend on which
view one takes on the nature of normative reasons. To a great extent it may
depend on how one wants to explain that a fact can provide a normative reason.
In this essay I have chosen not to discuss this meta-ethical question, since such a
discussion (as far as I can see) cannot help us to answer normative questions
about which facts provide reasons.235 Therefore I must also, for the present,
consider it an open question whether the direct reasons to care for nature apply
to any moral agent.236 Whether they do may also depend on the structure of the
overall normative ethical framework within which we deal with these reasons
(on whether it accepts agent-relative reasons, for instance). I have done my best
in this essay to defend the view that the reasons to care for nature apply to any
moral agent, but I have not provided any conclusive arguments to that effect. As
I made clear in section 3.6, I do not think that arguments of the kind mainly
applied in this essay can be conclusive; they should not be regarded as attempts
to provide proofs.237 I can only hope that people who read this essay will find
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Facts about nature may provide direct normative reasons almost regardless of how we
should explain that facts can provide reasons. See footnote 109.
236
Perhaps moral agents are just too different from each other to all share the reasons in
question. It may for instance be the case that one must stand in some special relation to nature
in order to have these reasons (in about the same way as one may have special reasons to act
towards some human beings to which one is personally related; for example, other people
may not have the same reasons that I have for acting towards my family members). Perhaps
the reasons to care for nature are of a kind whose presence requires a special interest from the
agent, after all (an interest that not every moral agent has a decisive reason to acquire). The
view of T. M. Scanlon can be used to illustrate this possibility. Scanlon distinguishes between
morality in a narrow sense and morality in a broad sense. While the former is concerned with
reasons applying to any moral agent, the latter is not. Morality in a broad sense is concerned
with a plurality of worthwhile ideals that moral agents may adopt (among Scanlon’s examples
are ideals of patriotism, ideals of honour and ideals of family life) (Scanlon 1998: 343-9).
Now, on Scanlon’s view (as I understand it), these ideals are really valuable; there are genuine
reasons to adopt them (one may of course also adopt, as “ideals”, standards that are not really
valuable (i.e., that are not really ideals); it cannot be the case that every possible standard
counts as a valuable ideal). A deep concern for the environment may be seen as such a
valuable ideal (this is in fact suggested by Scanlon himself (ibid.: 219-22)). This view is
consistent with what I have said in this section: it is not a mistake to acknowledge direct
reasons to care for nature, even if those reasons do not apply to any moral agent. I am still
optimistic, however, as to the possibility that those reasons do indeed apply to any moral
agent (and that it is a mistake not to acknowledge them).
237
Of the two suggestions for reason-giving properties that I have defended in this chapter, I
take indispensability to provide the strongest case for a universally reason-giving property.
While complexity is best seen as an aesthetic property – and at least some aesthetic reasons
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some of my reasoning convincing, and that the research regarding our reasons to
care about nature continues.
In any case, I hope that what I have said in this chapter shows that there is
nothing irrational or misdirected about considering complexity and indispensability as reason-giving properties of nature. The reasons that they give rise to
are really normative reasons (i.e., good reasons). Contrary to what some critics
(such as Thompson) have claimed, the view that nature counts morally for its
own sake need not be incoherent (e.g. subject to an insurmountable demarcation
problem). It is not a mistake to appreciate nature for its own sake and act (to a
reasonable degree) in accordance with that appreciation (on the basis of the
properties of complexity and indispensability). In addition (as we have seen), the
opinion that nature counts morally for its own sake is far from unusual among
(western) people in general (see the discussion above, footnote 12, subsection
3.2.4, subsection 5.2.4, Preston 1998 and Callicott 2002).
Let us end this chapter by briefly returning to the last-man-thought-experiment discussed in chapter two (section 2.2). What can we say about the last
man’s action of wantonly destroying nature, given my account of inimitable
complexity and indispensability as (universally) reason-giving properties of
nature? If these properties are universally reason-giving then the last man (LM)
does indeed act wrongly (unless there are sufficiently strong countervailing
reasons in favour of his behaviour). This is not because LM hurts anyone,
because he thwarts any interests, or because it will matter to someone what he
does (none of this is the case), but simply because LM, through his actions, fails
to show appreciation towards a thing that he has reason to appreciate (cf. Regan,
D. H. 1986: 205-6). He acts contrary to his all-things-considered normative
reason, and to do so is to act wrongly (at least in most cases). As Donald Regan
puts it: “The act is wrong because it manifests a wrong attitude” (ibid.: 206).
LM’s action manifests an attitude that he should not have – an attitude that he
has reason not to have (whatever he, himself, thinks about it).
This account is compatible with the fact that after LM is gone there is no one
to whom it matters what he did. He fails to show proper appreciation, but he
does not hurt anyone by behaving the way he does (since, by hypothesis, there is
no one, except for himself, that can get hurt). I think this is a very plausible way
to make sense of the intuition appealed to by the last-man-thought-experiment.
may be thought to depend on the subjective taste of agents – I find it peculiar not to (after
reflection) appreciate for its own sake that which is and has been indispensable to every moral
agent and to every creature whose well-being moral agents have (and ever have had) reason to
care for.
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The reluctance that people may have to accept the belief or judgement expressed
by this intuition often has to do with the fact that it seems strange that LM’s
action can matter if there is no one to whom it matters. But the account that I am
offering here lets us hold on to this latter intuition as well. We may say that
although LM acts wrongly, it does not really matter that he acts wrongly. And I
think that this is precisely what we should say. It is not puzzling that LM’s
action is wrong (indeed, I think it is). But what would be puzzling is if his action
mattered (but it doesn’t). LM acts contrary to reasons, and thus he acts wrongly;
if he knew better he would not do the things he does. But, since he is the only
conscious being left, it does not really matter what he does (i.e., it does not
really matter that he acts wrongly). End of story.
If, on the other hand, inimitable complexity and indispensability are not
universally reason-giving properties, then LM’s actions are not morally wrong
(provided that nature does not possess any other universally reason-giving
properties). But he may still act contrary to his own normative reasons. This is
because he may have reasons that he does not himself know that he has. It may
for instance be the case that if he understood the nature of that which he was
destroying, he would acknowledge reasons to leave it alone. But suppose that he
in fact has no reason to refrain from destroying nature. Can the intuition
appealed to by the last-man-thought-experiment still be accounted for in a fairly
plausible way? I think so. To the extent that there is nothing irrational, mistaken,
inappropriate or misdirected about acknowledging direct normative reasons to
care for nature, we can still make perfectly good sense of the intuition that LM
acts wrongly. From the perspective of those who share this intuition, he does act
contrary to reasons (i.e., wrongly). If they were in his position they would have
reason to refrain from doing what he does. But on this account, LM’s actions are
neither morally wrong nor necessarily wrong from his own perspective.
In the final chapter of this essay I will argue that even if the direct normative
reasons to care for nature do not apply to any moral agent, they should still have
practical implications.

CHAPTER 6

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

Many people value nature for its own sake, there can be no doubt about that.238
If what I said in the previous chapter is correct, then they also have reason to do
so (at least some of them). And if nature has direct moral status, then even
people who do not appreciate it for its own sake have reason to do so. In this
essay I have tried to make plausible two bases for reasons to care about nature
for its own sake; its inimitable complexity and its indispensability. Suppose we
accepted that these properties of nature are reason-giving; should that have any
actual consequences for our actions towards it? In this chapter I will try to show
that it should. I also want to make clear what practical relevance I think that we
should expect (nature-consideristic) environmental ethics to have.
6.1 Direct moral status and decision-making
The reason for introducing the notion of direct moral status in the first place was
to have a practically relevant notion of counting morally for one’s own sake to
work with (see chapter three). So if nature has direct moral status, this implies
that there are normative reasons to act towards it. The connection between direct
moral status and decision-making – private as well as political – is thus both
obvious and straightforward. The questions that decision-makers should be
concerned with are questions about normative reasons, since normative reasons
are what one should try, in a responsible way, to form beliefs about when
deciding what to do. Of course, political decision-making may often be much
more complicated than private decision-making, and there may be many more
reasons to take into consideration (although, arguably, politicians should not
take their own self-interested reasons into consideration when making political
decisions (if there are any self-interested normative reasons)).
However, in order to have practical relevance, a reason, r, must actually be
taken by a decision-maker to be a reason. This point was stressed in chapter
three. Unless I take r to be a reason (that is, unless I believe r to be a reason), it
238

See footnote 12 and subsection 3.2.4.
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will normally not play a part in my decisions.239 This is why I have put the
question of this chapter in terms of accepting that there are direct reasons to act
towards nature. Unless politicians accept that there are such reasons, the direct
moral status of nature will not have any implications for political decisionmaking (except, perhaps, indirectly; politicians may be affected by the fact that
others acknowledge direct reasons to act towards nature, even if they do not
acknowledge such reasons themselves).
Before we turn to the questions of (i) the significance of nature’s direct moral
status when it comes to practical questions, and (ii) the practical relevance that
we should expect theoretical (nature-consideristic) environmental ethics to have,
there is one other issue that I want to address. In the previous chapter (section
5.4) I raised the question of to whom the direct reasons to act towards nature
apply. I said that perhaps they do not apply to any moral agent, but only to some
group of moral agents (perhaps to those who have chosen to take a special
interest in nature). If so, nature does not, strictly speaking, have direct moral
status. But the properties that I have identified as reason-giving properties may
still (as I have argued) give rise to genuine direct normative reasons – albeit not
universal ones – to act towards nature.240 I think that if this is the case, then it
too should have some practical implications:
It is a very common view, I believe, that politicians, generally, should take
people’s interests into consideration when making their decisions. But there are
some interests that should arguably be disqualified. These are at least some of
the interests that are based on false reasons, as for instance nationalist and racist
interests. Correspondingly, it might be argued that interests based on true
reasons (or what one has good reason to believe to be interests based on true
reasons) should be given special weight. If the interests of nature-considerists
could be dismissed as irrational or based on a confused world view, then these
interests might arguably be given less weight in political decision-making. But
in this essay I have argued that they should not be thus dismissed: there is
nothing irrational or misdirected about acknowledging direct reasons to care for
the natural world. Thus the interests of nature-considerists should be taken
seriously in political decision-making.

239

It may do so if, for instance, I take into consideration the fact that you take r to be a
reason.
240
The same is plausibly true also in the case of some other properties that some parts of
nature possess, as for instance beauty in a narrow sense (although this property, of course, is
only possessed by beautiful nature).
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Even though the connection between direct moral status (or direct normative
reasons) and decision-making is obvious and straightforward, it is not clear that
nature’s direct moral status should have any actual practical implications.
Perhaps the direct reasons to care for nature are, in some sense, insignificant.
Their weight may for instance be so small that they never should have any actual
impact on decisions concerning how to act. I will now pay attention to this
possibility.
6.2 On the significance of nature’s direct moral status
I began this essay with some rather critical remarks concerning the current,
exclusively human-considerate, sustainability idea. I was not critical to the idea
as such, but to its almost monopolistic status as environmental guideline. This
status of the sustainability idea is challenged by the view that there are direct
reasons to care for nature. If there are such reasons, then sustainability (for
human beings) can only provide part of the answer as to how we ought to treat
the natural world. Or so it would seem. There is also the possibility that the
sustainability goal is sufficient even if there are direct normative reasons to act
towards nature; namely, if these reasons are, in some way, too insignificant for
having any relevance to actual decisions about how to act with regard to nature.
6.2.1 The convergence-hypothesis revisited
To begin with, it might be claimed that even if nature has direct moral status it is
sufficient as a prerequisite for adequately nature-friendly decisions that decision-makers cherish a carefully considered sustainability idea. This claim is a
version of the convergence-hypothesis discussed and dismissed in chapter three
(pages 32-4). According to this hypothesis, direct reasons to care for nature
would not add anything of importance to the many indirect reasons that there are
for doing so. That is to say, the reasons to care for nature that have their origin
in human welfare (broadly construed) yield as much protection for nature as any
plausible direct reasons to act towards nature would do.
In chapter three I came to the conclusion that, at least in many cases, the
acceptance of direct reasons to care for nature would make a difference with
regard to questions concerning how to act towards it (with a reservation
concerning the weight of these direct reasons – I will come back to this point
below). But in some cases – in particular large-scale cases where the “health” of
nature is a prerequisite for the health of human beings –, the acceptance of such
reasons would presumably not make any significant difference. Global warming
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is a case in point. The question as to whether nature counts morally for its own
sake is plausibly not important to the question of whether we should do
everything we can in order to minimize global warming. Still, I think that people
who hold nature to count morally for its own sake are generally more willing to
realize and accept the enormous changes (political, economic and personal) that
seem to be necessary in order to avoid disaster (cf. subsection 3.3.1).
If we instead look at a more limited case, such as the question of whether or
not to turn a particular mountain into a ski resort, it seems much more plausible
that direct reasons to care for nature should make a difference. But whether they
should make a difference depends on what weight these reasons have compared
to other reasons.
6.2.2 On the weight of the direct reasons to care for nature

•

One may agree that there are direct reasons to care for nature, but maintain that
these reasons are so weak that they hardly ever should have any impact on our
decisions concerning how to act. Roger Crisp (who regards the reasons in
question as aesthetic reasons) expresses such a view:
In the present state of the world, purely aesthetic value can safely be ignored for
most practical purposes […]. This is because of competition from other, primarily
welfare, values at the agent-neutral level. Individually and collectively, we have
the power to improve the world dramatically over the next few decades. The
reason we need not allow pure aesthetic value to feature in our decision making
arises out of the special weight that welfare values […] have. This can be
illustrated by a thought experiment similar to Moore’s [see footnote 15 in this
essay], with the added feature that the beautiful world contains one or more
people living lives of terrible suffering. Intuition suggests that the beautiful world
is then much worse than the ugly world, and, more importantly, that given the sort
of choice Moore presents us with we would have a stronger reason to bring about
the ugly world. Since we can act to decrease the terrible suffering in the world,
this provides us with a dominant aim. Deep ecological [nature-consideristic]
views are philosophically correct, but of little practical importance. (Crisp 1994:
86-7)

In this essay I have chosen to leave the question about weight aside for the
most part, but here it cannot be entirely bypassed. If it turns out that the direct
reasons to care for nature hardly ever have any practical implications, then the
result that nature has direct moral status is – as Crisp says – of little practical
importance. I think that while Crisp is in principle correct about the relative
weight that he assigns to our reasons to care about nature for its own sake, he is
too hasty to dismiss them as practically unimportant. In order to see this, let us
consider an actual example:
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6.2.2.1 An example from the Swedish mountain region
In Mars 2007 the Swedish Government refused an application from The Idre
Fjäll Foundation (Stiftelsen Idre Fjäll) for permission to carry out a project with
the purpose of building a ski resort on Mount Städjan (which would connect the
already existing ski resorts on the mountains Idre Fjäll and Fjätervålen). The
proposed extension would involve a comprehensive construction of hotels, skilifts and slopes on Mount Städjan with surroundings (hereafter simply referred
to as ‘Städjan’), which, in turn, would have significant effects on its nature (even
if the top of the mountain would be left alone). The principal argument put
forward by The Idre Fjäll Foundation in favour of this project was that it would
supply many new jobs and provide the basis for an economically sustainable
development in the area. (Miljödepartementet 2007)
The nature in this area is unique in various respects. It holds several more or
less rare species and nature-types, it is relatively unexploited, and it provides
quite magnificent sites (in particular, Mount Städjan with its characteristic and
unique shape, is widely regarded as a valuable symbol). Because of such facts,
Städjan has been given the status of a nature reserve and been classified as a
Natura 2000 area.241 This is the background to the Government’s decision to
refuse the application from The Idre Fjäll Foundation. (Ibid.)
Now, it would certainly be presumptuous to assert that this decision has been
influenced by the acknowledgement of direct reasons to care for nature, but, on
the other hand, there was no need to invoke such reasons. As in most similar
cases, the decision was based on already existing environmental legislation. In
this case it was based on Swedish environmental legislation relevant to areas
such as Städjan, and in particular on legislation relevant to Natura 2000 areas
(ibid.). If direct reasons to act towards nature have played any important part in
this decision, they have done so at some of the earlier stages of establishing the
241

“Natura 2000 is the centrepiece of EU nature & biodiversity policy. It is an EUwide
network of nature protection areas established under the 1992 Habitats Directive. The aim of
the network is to assure the long-term survival of Europe’s most valuable and threatened
species and habitats. It is comprised of Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) designated by
Member States under the Habitats Directive, and also incorporates Special Protection Areas
(SPAs) which they designate under the 1979 Birds Directive. Natura 2000 is not a system of
strict nature reserves where all human activities are excluded. Whereas the network will
certainly include nature reserves most of the land is likely to continue to be privately owned
and the emphasis will be on ensuring that future management is sustainable, both ecologically
and economically. The establishment of this network of protected areas also fulfils a
Community obligation under the UN Convention on Biological Diversity.” (Passage quoted
on January 3, 2008, from the European Union web, EUROPA (portal site: http://europa.eu),
URL = <http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/index_en.htm>.
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environmental legislation in question, or of deciding that Städjan should be
comprised by it (i.e., of giving it the status of a nature reserve and a natura 2000
area). I do not find it altogether unlikely that the acknowledgement of such
reasons may have played some part at some of these stages,242 but whether it has
is not important to the points that I want to make here. My purpose of
introducing this example is merely to show that there are cases where the
acceptance of direct reasons to care for nature should make a difference with
regard to our actions towards it. For this purpose it may be illuminating to
consider the role of legislation in the case at hand.
Suppose that the Swedish government had not had any environmental
legislation to rely upon when making the decision to refuse the application from
The Idre Fjäll Foundation. Then how might they have motivated that decision?
Perhaps they could have invoked welfare-claims. However, I do not think that
doing so would have been especially efficient. Indeed, I think that it is in effect
impossible to decide which of the two alternatives that is the best from a longterm welfare perspective. To start with, it is very uncertain (in fact practically
impossible to decide) which precise consequences with regard to welfare any of
the two alternatives would have. Moreover, there is no established procedure for
weighing the various types of welfare involved (e.g. numerous positive
experiences of an unexploited magnificent piece of nature against the welfare
gains of a certain number of new jobs). But if we should venture on making a
qualified guess concerning the welfare gains and losses of turning Städjan into a
ski resort, it may very well be that an elaborate welfare-calculus would yield the
result that building a ski resort is the alternative that has the highest probability
of resulting in the largest amount of welfare in the long run:
Building a ski resort would supply new jobs and give pleasure to many
people.243 Even if the loss of the unexploited Städjan would indisputably result
in a considerable loss of welfare, it is likely that much of this loss would be
merely temporary. The future generations that would never get the chance to
experience the unexploited Städjan would probably not feel the loss of it either –

242

See Callicott 2002: 17ff. and Preston 1998: 411. In any case, as I will argue below, naturefriendly decisions are much more likely if decision-makers do acknowledge such reasons.
243
Although, as the Swedish Society for Nature Conservation (SNF) has pointed out, future
climate changes may, rather soon, come to have negative effects on the profitability of ski
resorts. Perhaps the welfare gains of turning Städjan into a ski resort would be merely
temporary. As the snow season is shortened, there will be fewer ski-resort-related jobs. (SNF
2006: 6 & 10)
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they would not know what they have missed (cf. Elliot 1980: 11).244 (How many
of us feel grief, to a significant degree, at the fact that a mountain that has hosted
a ski resort for as long as we can tell is no longer an unexploited nature area?)
Still, I definitely think that the decision not to build the ski resort was the
right one. The direct reasons to care for Städjan make the case for preserving it
stronger than the case for turning it into a ski resort (see below). In the absence
of environmental legislation, the most plausible way to defend a decision to
preserve Städjan would be to invoke direct reasons to care for nature. Such
reasons may have an effect similar to that of environmental legislation in a case
like this, namely to supersede welfare considerations (see the following subsection).245 Perhaps the environmental legislation in question can be given some
convincing (possibly indirect) human-consideristic defence, but I think that the
most straight-forward defence of it is nature-consideristic.
6.2.2.2 Why direct reasons to act towards nature may have practical relevance
The example with Städjan displays three important features which I think are
present (at least some of them) in most cases where a decision about how to act
towards a limited nature area (such as Städjan) has to be made (at least in
proportionately rich parts of the world where the wealth is tolerably justly
distributed246):

244

Turning Städjan into a ski resort would of course carry with it other welfare losses than
those connected with people’s experiences of unexploited nature. It would, for instance, have
considerable effects on reindeer husbandry in the area. In particular, it would cut off the
reindeer’s migration routes between summer and winter pastures (Sametinget &
Regeringskansliet 2007: 30; see also Miljödepartementet 2007: 3). Reindeer husbandry is an
essential element in the culture of the Sami people, who use Städjan with surroundings as
grazing land for reindeer (Sametinget & Regeringskansliet 2007: 30). Thus it is also a
constituent of the welfare of members of this people (not only of those who are directly
involved in reindeer husbandry).
245
Even if there are loopholes in the environmental legislation relevant to the Städjan-case,
leaving room for the possibility of urgent public interests to overtrump environmental
considerations, these interests have to be of such a special, pressing, nature, that they hardly
ever come into play (Miljödepartementet 2007). Thus, in effect, this legislation has the
consequences of making welfare-considerations superfluous.
246
This point is important. Cf. Sober (1986: 191), who writes: “it is the material comforts of
civilization that make possible a serious concern for both aesthetic and environmental values.
These are concerns that can become pressing in developed nations in part because the
populations of those countries now enjoy a certain substantial level of prosperity. It would be
the height of condescension to expect a nation experiencing hunger and chronic disease to be
inordinately concerned with the autonomous value of ecosystems or with creating and
preserving works of art. [One can but agree with Sober on this point.] Such values are not
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(1) The number of available actions to choose between is very limited. Most
importantly, none of the available actions would make a considerable difference
with regard to the amount and distribution of welfare in the world. One may of
course, on grounds of principle, think that instead of investing money in
anything that has to do with the nature area in question, one should invest them
in some project aimed at decreasing the suffering in the world. But this is not an
actual option. In the Städjan-case, for instance, The Idre Fjäll Foundation is
willing to invest money in a project that will affect a certain nature area. Elected
politicians can (luckily) decide whether or not to let the foundation do so. This is
what the present decision is about: allow project or forbid project.247 These
politicians can of course not decide that The Idre Fjäll Foundation invests its
money in some particular other project (e.g., one that is aimed at decreasing the
suffering in the world).
(2) It is, perhaps even in principle, impossible to determine which of the
available options is the best alternative from a welfare-perspective (see the
discussion above). The direct reasons to care for nature may then provide the
additional weight on the scales that decides what ought to be done. I think this
should be regarded a rational procedure. If we have two kinds of reasons to deal
with, say welfare-reasons and aesthetic reasons, and we do not know (and
cannot know) which of two options, A and B, that is likely to be the best
alternative with respect to welfare-reasons, but we do know (or have very good
reasons to believe) that A is the best alternative with respect to aesthetic reasons,
then it seems rational to choose A. (It clearly seems irrational to choose B.)
(3) The welfare-values or welfare-considerations at stake are not of the kind
that always trumps other values or considerations. In the Städjan-case, the
welfare-question is not a question of life or death, or of avoiding severe
suffering, but a question concerning aesthetic enjoyment, job opportunities,
recreation, pleasurable experiences, not having to move, and so on. It does not
seem implausible that reasons grounded in such welfare-considerations can
sometimes be outweighed by direct reasons to care for nature (even Crisp
himself seems to admit this (Crisp 1994: 83)). It should be noted that the
problem of weighing reasons of different kinds against each other is in no way
unique to nature-considerism. For instance, how do we weigh reasons related to
frivolous, but they can become important to us only after certain fundamental human needs
are satisfied.”
247
There may arise other alternatives to decide upon in the future, but they are not
alternatives in the present decision-situation (although, if they are known, they may affect the
outcome of the present decision).
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just distribution of goods against reasons related to maximizing welfare? Indeed,
as noted above, it even seems extremely difficult (perhaps even impossible) to
find a general procedure for weighing different kinds of welfare claims against
each other (e.g. numerous positive experiences of an unexploited magnificent
piece of nature against the welfare gains of a certain number of new jobs).
Somehow we will have to judge from situation to situation.
Let us now return to Crisp, whose view motivated the introduction of the
Städjan-example. Crisp seems to think exclusively of cases in which these three
features are absent:
At the agent-neutral level, what matter are primarily fairness and improving
welfare by creating permanent conditions in which human and non-human beings
can flourish. And in fact advancing these values will anyway turn out to advance
the aesthetic value of the environment.248
There is a strong case for linking development and the environment (see World
Bank, 1992, p. 2 and passim).249 In particular, what are required are so called
‘win-win’ policies such as the removal of subsidies on fossil fuels, the
clarification of property rights over land, forests and fisheries, the provision of
sanitation and water, education (especially for girls), population control, and the
empowerment of local communities. Of course, these policies will have to run in
tandem with other policies targeted at particular environmental problems,
designed, for example, to decrease the influence of vested interests and to develop
partnerships between industrial and developing countries.
These policies can be achieved only at the international political level. But
politicians can be influenced by individual and group action. Because of the
importance of what is at stake – the amount and distribution of human suffering,
and the conditions and even the possibility of life for future generations – most of
us have a strong reason to sacrifice a great deal of time and money to this cause.
(Ibid.: 87)

The problems that Crisp is concerned with here are problems where the
condition of the environment is closely connected to the welfare of human
beings. These are often large-scale, sometimes global, environmental problems.
The points stressed by Crisp in this passage are of the utmost importance, and I
would certainly agree that, generally, they are of greater importance than
questions actualized in cases concerning more limited nature areas (such as the
Städjan-case). But I maintain that in such cases (which display some of the
248

This seems to be yet another statement of the convergence-hypothesis. As already argued,
I do not agree with this hypothesis. In Crisp’s terms, I think that permanent conditions in
which human and non-human beings can flourish are compatible with a significant decrease
of aesthetic value of the environment. Cf. Sober 1986: 176.
249
The book referred to as ‘World Bank, 1992’ is the same book that is referred to as ‘World
Bank 1992’ in this essay.
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features 1-3) direct reasons to care for nature should make a difference with
regard to questions about how to act. The example with Städjan is a case in
point. While the problems that Crisp addresses doubtlessly do require decisions
at the international political level (some of which Crisp lists), not all
environmental problems are of this kind. And more limited problems must also
be approached. While I agree with Crisp regarding the strong reason that he
claims that most of us have, there are cases which have to be addressed where
this reason does not come into play (see (1) above).

•

6.2.2.3 Concluding note
Returning to sustainability, I cannot quite see how the sustainability idea could
help us reach the conclusion that we ought to preserve Städjan unexploited.
Even if this mountain area provides an environment that is unique in several
respects, it does not hold any species, essential to human welfare, which cannot
be found somewhere else. And there is no other way in which present or future
generations of human beings need Städjan in order to survive and flourish.
To conclude, then, even if the decisions opted for by a decision-maker who
cherishes a well thought out sustainability idea are probably much more naturefriendly than the decisions opted for by a decision-maker who does not cherish
such an idea, there is a limit as to how far this idea can take us. There is a
difference between valuing, appreciating or caring for nature as such, and only
valuing, appreciating or caring for those who may benefit from it. Two
alternatives that are equally sustainable may still differ with regard to the extent
to which they display appreciation of nature.
6.3 On the practical relevance of theoretical environmental ethics
In this concluding section of the essay I want to address two issues. The first
issue concerns what practical guidance a theoretical study in environmental
ethics, such as this one, could give (and should give) in particular cases. The
second issue concerns the practical relevance of the whole field of (natureconsideristic) environmental ethics.
6.3.1 Practical guidance in particular cases
So far we have seen that the acceptance of direct normative reasons to act
towards nature really should have some practical implications. But can theoretical (nature-consideristic) studies in environmental ethics provide any practical
guidance to be used in particular cases? In this essay I have made several claims
about how we should act towards nature, but these claims have all been quite
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general. I have said that we have reason to appreciate nature, and to care for it; I
have said that there is a prima facie case for keeping nature areas as unaffected
as possible and for preserving species (i.e., preserving diversity); I have also
said that in case of conflict, there is a prima facie case for giving priority to
large areas over small areas, to more complex areas over less complex areas, and
to less affected nature over more affected nature.
It might be asserted that these claims are too general and vague to provide any
guidance in particular cases. I think that this assertion is too hasty. In fact, I
think that a case such as that concerning Städjan can be used to show that it is
wrong (see below). But while these claims can indeed be helpful in particular
cases, none of them is such that it can simply be applied in order to settle a
specific practical question. But this is only how it should be, as I regard the
matter. A theoretical study about the moral status of nature should not be
expected to settle specific questions. We may have reason to do very different
things with different nature areas, depending on many factors: How do the
different available actions affect other things that possess direct moral status? Is
the type of nature represented by the nature area in question rare? Is the nature
area especially complex or rich in variation? Is it otherwise particularly
aesthetically valuable? And so on.
However, often the available alternatives are already definitively given when
a decision has to be made. In the Städjan-case, the choice stood between two
alternatives: to exploit the mountain area in order to turn it into a ski resort, and
to preserve the mountain area in its present state (that is, open to visitors but free
from commercial exploitation). I think this is the typical scenario in cases where
a decision has to be made concerning what to do with a limited nature area.
Simplified, the need for a decision about how to act towards such a nature area
arises when (1) some agent or agents want to do something that affects it
(positively or negatively), and (2) some agent or agents recognize that the action
in question will (or may) have effects that are undesirable from some
perspective. Environmental decisions may also be more general and cover
several cases, as when environmental laws are instituted. But in such cases the
decision made must be vague enough to be able to handle different cases. That
is, it has to be as vague as the morals behind it.
What, then, may we have direct reason to do towards Städjan? All the claims
above point in the same direction: we have direct reason not to exploit it. Indeed,
this is the result that we get even if we only consider the vague recommendation
to appreciate nature for its own sake. If we have reason to appreciate nature for
its own sake, then, in a choice between exploiting and not exploiting a piece of

214

The Moral Status of Nature

nature, we clearly have a direct reason not to exploit it. Of the two alternatives,
this is the only one that expresses the pro-attitude of appreciation that we have
reason to have (it is also the alternative that best preserves the aesthetic
properties in virtue of which we have this reason for appreciation).250 Thus,
given the two alternatives available in the Städjan-case, it seems quite clear to
me that we have direct reason not to turn Städjan into a ski resort.251 But
whether this is also what we should do, all things considered, is not a question
that a theoretical study in environmental ethics, such as this one, should provide
a conclusive answer to.
6.3.2 On the actual practical impact of theoretical environmental ethics

•

So far in this chapter I have dealt with various aspects of the question as to what
the practical implications of the results of this investigation should be, provided
that decision-makers accept these results. But a question that is even more
interesting from a practical perspective is whether we should expect environmental ethical studies to have any actual practical impact at all, and if so, what
we should expect their practical role to be.
When it comes to the actual practical impact of theoretical environmental
ethics, I think that we should put our faith in the whole field of (natureconsideristic) environmental ethics, rather than in particular environmental
250

Suppose we have reason to appreciate a work of art. In a choice between altering this
work of art and not altering it, the action that would express appreciation of it is clearly the
action of not altering it (at least in normal cases) (cf. the discussion of the Mona Lisa on pages
164-5).
251
Perhaps someone may want to object to me here by referring to what I wrote in a footnote
in chapter four (footnote 148). There I addressed the problem of deciding what is good for
nature. I quoted Sagoff: “Why wouldn’t Mineral King want to host a ski resort, after doing
nothing for a billion years? In another few millennia it will be back to original condition just
the same.” (Sagoff 1974: 222) So, one may ask, how do we know that it is good for Städjan to
be left unexploited? The answer is that we do not need to know that (if it is even an
intelligible question) (see my discussions in chapter four). Things are not good or bad for
Städjan in a morally relevant sense. The direct reason why we should not turn Städjan into a
ski resort is not that doing so would be bad for Städjan, but that it would be an inappropriate
thing to do towards a thing possessing the properties that Städjan possesses (regardless of
whether or not it would be good for us). Städjan has reason-giving properties that call for
handling it with care, appreciating it for its own sake, and preserving it in its present state (in
pretty much the same way as the Mona Lisa may have reason-giving properties that call for
handling it with care, appreciating it for its own sake, and preserving it in its present state; but
we should not preserve the Mona Lisa because doing so is good (in a morally relevant sense)
for the painting). See also the end of subsection 5.2.5, page 173.
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ethical studies (cf. Callicott 2002: 17-8). Nature-consideristic environmental
ethics can be seen as one of several parts of what we may call ‘the
environmental movement’ (a very important part, I would say, since it aims at
bringing with it the theoretical underpinning of (much of) this movement) –
other parts being provided by environmental organizations, environmental
activists, environmentally engaged politicians, writers and artists, etc. The aim
of this movement is to influence decision-makers, and, for that matter, to
become part of the decision-makers. In a reply to those who claim that natureconsideristic environmental ethics lacks pragmatic power, J. Baird Callicott
(2002: 17ff.) has provided several examples of how theoretical (natureconsideristic) environmental ethics has influences other parts of the environmental movement.252 It is not a bold guess that this movement as a whole has
considerable impact on political decision-making.
The belief or judgement that there are direct reasons to care for nature (or that
nature counts morally for its own sake) may eventually reach those whose
responsibility it is to make decisions concerning how to act with regard to
nature. According to Christopher Preston (1998) and J. Baird Callicott (2002) it
has already done that in several cases (see also Sagoff 1992: 69), and to tell from
the empirical investigations listed in footnote 12, this judgement is already
widespread among western people in general (but whether environmental ethics
has played any part in this is not clear). Of course, it is one thing to acknowledge
that there is a reason to do something, and another thing to actually be inclined
to act upon that reason (cf. footnote 58). But it is almost a dogma in moral
philosophy that these two things are connected to some extent.253 So I think that
a belief or judgement that there are direct reasons to care for nature will almost
certainly be accompanied by a pro-attitude towards nature that is likely to affect
one’s decisions about how to treat it (at least if the belief or judgement is not a
particularly weak one).
The key to nature-consideristic decisions is thus nature-consideristic decisionmakers. Unless decision-makers think and feel in a nature-consideristic way, it
is not likely that they will make nature-consideristic decisions (unless they are
forced to do so by already existing legislation, policy, or public opinion). To
conclude, then, if decision-makers believe (or judge) that there are direct reasons
to care for nature, then the decisions that they opt for will presumably mirror
that belief (or judgement). Such decision-makers will be more inclined to opt for
252

See also Preston 1998: 409ff.
It is a widespread view that a theory about moral motivation must be able to convincingly
explain what goes on in such cases where they go apart.
253
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decisions to preserve nature-areas, to refuse decisions to exploit nature areas,
and to choose alternatives that are compatible with a rich and flourishing
environment. When they see themselves forced to recommend decisions that go
against the preservation of nature, they are likely to recommend alternatives that
do as little damage to it as possible. And they will probably be inclined to
compensate for environmental losses and to accept some economic sacrifices in
order to minimize environmental damage. An important practical role of
(nature-consideristic) environmental ethics is thus to spread its message all the
way up to those whose decisions may considerably affect the natural world. A
good way to contribute to this, I think, is to continue to pursue theoretical
studies in environmental ethics, thus expanding the field.

•
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