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ABSTRACT 

TWO RATIONALIST-DEONTOLOGKAL APPROACHES IN ENVIRONMENTAL 

ETHICS: A CRITICAL COMPARISON OF ROLSTON AND TAYLOR 

Aryne Lynne Sheppard 
University of Guelph. 2000 

Advisor: 
Professor Michael Ruse 

This thesis is an investigation of the rationalist-deontologicül approach in 

environmental ethics that relies on the concept of intrinsic value. It critically compares 

the environmentül ethics of Holmes Rolston il! and Paul Taylor. finding that both share 

fundamental assumptions which render them untenable. Rolston and Taylor both argue 

thüt  intrinsic value is objectively present in the environment and that hurnûns have a 

responsibility to protect such value. Each theory is criticized in three general wüys. The 

tirst criticism deals with the method of value ascription and the move from values to 

mord duties found in both Rolston's and Taylor's ethics. The second highlights the 

seemingly contradictory usage of human teleology in determining moral considerability. 

The last criticism indicrites where both ethics are inconsistent. The conclusion of this 

thesis is that the rationdisi-deontological approach in environmental ethics. as 

exemplified by Rolston and Taylor, must be rejected. 
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Two htionalist-Dcontological Approaches in Environmntal Ethics: 
A Critical Cornparison of Rolston and Taylor 

Introduction 

A survey of environrnentd philosophy will show that one of its central objectives 

has been to find and establish the existence of objective inthsic value in nature (Weston, 

1985; Callicott. 1992; Preston, 1998). The goal has ken  to discover a kind of value that 

is not merely anthropocrntric, the reflection of human needs, and that is not merely 

anthropogrnic, the projection of human consciousness. It is argued that anthropocentric 

value and anthropogenic value are insufficient to ground an environmental ethic. An 

ünthropocentric approach is argued to be unsuitable because it only values the naturd 

world to the extent it satisfies human needs and desires. According to this view. unless a 

natural entity is useful as a resource for hiiman beings, it does not possess value, and so 

human duties to the environment end with our interests in it. The fear is that under an 

anthropocentric environmental ethic, the environment will be viewed as a resource that 

humans can use any way they see fit. This is believed not to capture the respect humans 

owe to the environment and the creatures within it. 

Proponents of the anthropogenic approiich to environmentai value claim that 

naturd entities become valuable when they are the objects of human experience. The 

wildflower becomes valuable when a human appreciates its smell and the lion becomes 

valuable when humans admire its strength. According to this view, the world is 

completely devoid of vdue until humans are present to experience it. It is for this reason 

that anthropogenic value has k e n  dismissed by some environmental philosophers (for 



exarnple, Rolston, 1988, 1994). Thus. some philosophen are committed to establishing 

the existence of intrinsic value in the environment that is independent of human needs 

and human consciousness. Norton ( 1992) offers an explmation for this philosophical 

commi tmen t: 

Only if they are working to save nature for its own sûke. according to this line of 
reasoning, will environmentdists be pursuing objectively wonhy goals. The 
implication. then, is thüt if gods sought by environrnentalists are supponed only 
by their subjective. personal or culture-bound tastes, environmentalists will be no 
better than their opponcnts who block actions to redress environmental h m s  
because of their preferences for rapid development and monetvy profits. (p. 2 13) 

In certain cases. the search for objective intrinsic value in the environment is coupled 

with a deontological theory of ethics. 

A deontological ethic is a type of ethiciil theory which centea on duties. It locütes 

the rightness or wrongness of actions in the nature of actions themselves. For example, 

consider the moral judgement. 'Lying is wrong'. The deontologist would daim that the 

wrongness is inherent in the act of lying iiself, despite the consequences of the act. A 

deontological ethic can be contrasted with a consequentialist iheory of ethics which holds 

that the wrongness of lying is concemed with nonmord values. such as happiness and 

unhappiness. that result from actions. Rationalist deontology is one type of deontological 

theory which holds that ethics is based on reason rather thm intuition or feeling. Kant's 

ethicnl theory is the clüssic example of a rationalist deontological ethic. 

For Kant, moral actions are those that conform to the universal moral law. 

Further, Kant only considers actions done for the sake of moral faw to be of moral wonh. 

in the preface to his Grounding for the Metnphysics of Momls, he States. "For in the case 



of what is to be morally good, that it conforms to the moral law is not enough; it must 

ülso be done for the sake of the mord hw." ( 1993, p. 3) An action taken solely out of 

inclination or for its expected consequences had no mord wonh for Kant. He argues that 

personal interests, feelings, and inclinations are unsuitable guides for moral action and 

even detrimental to the purity of mords. Mord duties are for him übsolute and 

nonconditiond (ciltegori~d). Kant klirves thal mord iüws are ü priori and must be 

discovered through reason, not experience. and hence üpply universally to al1 rational 

ügents. The following is one formulation of his mord law (the categorical imperative): 

"Act as if the maxim of your action were io become through your will a universal law of 

nature." ( 1993.30) As rational agents. we are to determine whether our actions are moral 

by imügining ü world where al1 other rational agents tûke the sarne actions. For Kmt. 

moral actions are those actions which can be universiilized. 

Kant argues that rational nature is of absolute value: it "exists as an end in itself' 

( 1993, p. 36). As rational beings. humans also exist 3s ends and have ü value that is 

intrinsic to their nature. For Künt, this rneilns that rationiil beings deserve respect and 

should not be used merely to s~iisfy other ends. Another formulation of his categoricai 

imperative is referred to as the formula of the end in itself: "Act in such a way that you 

treüt humanity, whether in your own penon or in the penon of another. always at the 

same time as an end and never simply as a means ( 1993, p. 36)." To claim that m eniity 

is an end in itself is to daim that it should never be used merely as a means to some other 

end. In other words. thrt entity is to be considered intrinsically valuable and deserves 

respect from ail moral agents. Because Kant places so much value on rationality, he 



believes that the two formulations of the categoricai imperative listed above are 

equivalent. For the purposes of this study, the important points to remember are the 

rational and abstract nature of Kant's ethic and the concept of the end in itself. 

Rationd nature is the critenon used by Kant to determine the class of 'ends'. and 

he includes humans, but not other animüls or plants, in this class. More recent rationalist 

deoniologicai throries q u e  for different criteria ihus broadening the class of ends. For 

example. Regün (1989) argues thüt the criterion for intrinsic value is ün entity's k ing  the 

"subject of a life", thus including sentient rinimals as well as humans. Goodpaster (1998) 

argues that life itself is the criterion with which to determine the class of ends. Whatever 

the criterion. once the class of ends or intrinsically valuable entities has been determined, 

mord duties are owed to [hem in iight of their value. In order to establish why mon1 

agents have duties to these entities, Regnn and Goodpaster use the same strategy ris Kant. 

Kant clüims that rationai agents are ends in themselves because. "in this way mm 

necessarily thinks of his own existence." ( 1993, p. 36) The rational agent conceives of 

himherself as an end deserving of respect from others. At the same time. helshe sees that 

other humüns possess the sarne rational nature, so logically, we must also conceive of 

them as ends deserving respect. Thus. a sense of duty begins with our own personal sense 

of vdue which is then extended to various other entities based on characteristics they 

share with us. Our duties stem from ntional knowledge, and we must fulfill them despite 

any inclinations to the conirary. Personal likes, sentiments, and desires are irrelevant in 

determining duties because reason is the way to moral knowledge. 

Environmentid ethicists comrnitted to the semh for intrinsic value also need to 



determine the biological levels at which value exists. Can intrinsic value exist ai  the 

species or ecosystem level, or is it restricted to individuai orgmisms? Buege (1997) 

clüims that. "Since the inception of their subject as a distinct uea of study in philosophy. 

environmental ethicists have qumeled over the choice of entities with which an 

environmental ethics should be concemed." (p. 1) Environmental philosophers remain 

divided on ihis question. One strem of philosophers argues that an environmental ethic 

should be mainly concerned with entities like species and ecosystems. Another stream 

argues that our concern should always be directed at individual organisms. Thus a debate 

hüs arisen within environmentül ethics between the 'holists' and the 'individualists'. 

Environmental holisis gencrülly claim that individuül (nonhurnün) organisms cm 

justifiably be sacri tïced for the good (for exmple. stübility and integrity) of ecosystems 

and species. Conversel y. individual ists claim t hat duties to individuai organisms tÿke 

priority over protection of wholes. A greüt deal of energy has k e n  directed üt bringing 

these two streams together in order to reconcile some of the theoretical and practical 

differences (Finsen, 1988: Midgley. 1992; Rothenberg. 1992; Sterbü, 1995; Buege, 1997; 

O'Neil, 1997). 

This study is concemed with rationdist deontological ethics which seek to locate 

intnnsic value objectively in the environment. More specifically. the focus centers on the 

debate between holists and individudists within this approach. The theoretical and 

practical differences between the holist and individualist positions have been 

chuacterized as dilemmas requiring some kind of resolution. My contention is that the 

differences between the holist position and the individualist position within the rationalist 



deontologicd frmework are superficial. Using representative theories from each 

position, 1 will argue that both the holist ethic and individualist ethic are burdened with 

the same basic problems as a result of their rÿtionülist deontological nature. rather than 

the level at which they posit value. The decision to protect ecosystems over individuals, 

or individuds over ecosystems. is one requiring mord deliberaiion in practice. However, 

determining the appmprinte level of value and moral concem will not solve the deeper 

problems with this kind of ethic. The work of Holmes Rolston UI will be used as the 

representative example of ü holist theory of environmentd ethics. while that of Paul W. 

Taylor will represent the individualist position. 1 will now offer some reaïons for 

çhoosing Rolston and Taylor as the representative theorists. 

As stated above, the seuch for objective intrinsic value in the nuturd  world has 

been given central importance by certain philosophers in current environmental 

philosophy. Rols ton and Taylor are recognized üs p hilosophers cornrnitted to this search 

(Callicoit, 1992). Rolston is cited as one of the most well-known and respected 

environmentd philosophers holding a theory of objective natural value (Norton, 1992, p. 

2 14; Vaughan Thomas. 1997. p. 355). Preston ( 1998) maintains that of "those that have 

ÿrgued in fwor of intrinsic value, few have been more persistent. more eloquent, or more 

influential than Rolston." (p. 410) Taylor is also a well-known theorist within 

environmental philosophy and is recognized for both his cornmitment to intrinsic value 

and for his individualist position (Anderson, 1993; Buege, 1997). Sterba ( 1995) daims 

that "Taylor's work has corne almost to define the perspective of biocentric 

individualism." (p. 19 1)  Along with their prominence, a second reason for choosing these 



philosophers is that they acknowledge their mutuai philosophical differences. Taylor 

criticizes the holist approach to environmental ethics in his work Respect for Nature and 

cites Rolston as ü theorist who tiikes such an approach. Likewise. in his work 

Environmental Ethicî. Rolston criticizes Taylor's position of biocentric egalitarianism 

where al1 organisrns (and only organisms) possess qua1 intrinsic vülue. To some degree. 

ihey virw e x h  othrr as philosophiclil rivais. 

A numbcr of serious criiicisms have been leveled against the kind of rationalist 

deontological ethic to which Rolston and Taylor subscribe. It has been widely argued 

that, in prüctice, consequences seem to be very important in müking moral decisions. 

Fulfilling a duty ai al1 costs cün sometimes be contrüry to reason and moral intuition. A 

deeper theoretical problem is the move deontologists müke from value to duty. The 

question. 'Why should I protect something 1 do not penonally value'?' is troublesome. 

This study will begin with an exposition of Rolston's environmental ethic in order to 

show its rat ionalist deontological nature and examine its particulür value and mord 

daims. The second chapter will offer a critique of Rolston's ethic; it will focus on three 

general problems that aise due to Rolston's rationalist deontological approach rather than 

his holism. The fini is theoretical. ceniering on his method of value ascripiion and the 

relationship between values and dulies. The second criticism dcals with the problem of 

humm interests and values which are deemed irrelevant in deontological ethics of a 

rationülist kind. Then 1 will show that Rolston's theory. like many rationalist 

deontological theories, cannot be applied consistently because of its consequences. 

Chapters 3 and 4 will deal with Taylor's environmental ethic in the siune manner. 



Chapter 3 will be an exposition of Taylor's work and chapter 4 will be a critique of his 

theory pariillehg the übove three general cnticisms of Rolston's theory. The final 

chapter will then draw attention to the crucial similarities between Rolston's holist ethic 

and Taylor's individudist ethic. lt will show thnt both theories shue a rationdist 

deontological approach to ethics where duties are directed toward objective intrinsic 

value. i argue that both theories are fundümentally ineffective due to this shared 

approüch. rather than the problems thût result from a strictly holist or individualist stance. 

Briefly. ülthough this study is critical of the environmental ethics offered by 

Rolston and Taylor, 1 sympathize with their objective. Both philosophers attempt to 

convince us thüt the environment and the nonhuman beings within it are wonh proteciing 

and should be included in Our moral world. It is because I ülso believe that human beings 

should protect the environment that 1 criticize the pxticular approach tiiken by Rolsioii 

and Taylor. Broüdly. criticism can illuminate whüt needs to be rejected in environmental 

ethics so that our ethical theories are better able to guide us in respecting the natuml 

environment. 



Chapter 1 

E wposltion of Rolston's Environmental Ethic 

Holmes Rolston III has developed a holist theory of environmental ethics which 

locates value objectively in the natural world. As explained in the introduction, hoiist 

theories give moral priority to ecosysîems and species. Before we consider Rolston's 

substantive daims about dut). and valuc, WC nccd to first cxaminc his approach to 

environmental ethics. His goal is to cstablish a biologically and ecologically infonned 

ethic. For Rolston, an environmental ethic is not simply an ethic of resource use and 

distribution. "Environmental ethics in the primary, naturalistic sense is reached only 

when humans ask questions not merely of prudential use but of appropriate respect and 

duty." (Rolston, 1988, p. 1) Rolston repudiates the view that the environment is simply 

there to be used by humans as needed. Instead, he seeks a deeper appreciation and 

respect for the environment which is independent of particular human interests. He 

proposes that nature is a community, not a commodity. Rolston claims that the real job 

of environmental ethics is to determine an appropriate attitude towards the natural world 

by discovering what has value within it. In developing his theory, Rolston takes his 

central task to be locating value objectively in the natural world. Three main claims, 

explicit in Rolston's work, evidence his rationalist deontological approach. The first is 

that value is objectively present in the natural world and is intrinsic to natural entities. 

Rolston defines intrinsic value as that value "found worthwhile in itself without necessary 

contributory reference" (1988, p. 186). This is to be distinguished fiom instrumental 

value which an object possesses as a means to some further end. His second claim is that 

moral duties denve fiom value. The third claim is that humans have a capacity to 'judge' 

9 



the value of the environment in an objective sense. 

Taking his first claim, Rolston (1988) argues that value does not depend on the 

valuations of humans for its existence; rather, it is located in the natural objects 

themsclves. 

Nature is an evolutionary ecosystem, with humans a late add-on; the central goods 
of the biosystemic Earth were in place before humans an-ived. Nature is an 
objective value carrier (p. 1) 

Rolston rejects the anthropocentric claim that al1 value is somehow related to human 

needs and desires. This is a claim about the objects of value; value need not be human- 

regarding or instrumental to human interests. But his claim that value is objectively 

present in the world deals instead with the source of value. Rolston (1988) posits a 

theory of autonomous intrinsic vaiuc where values in nature are "discovered" rather than 

generated by human consciousness. This is distinguished from an anthropogenic theory 

of value where value is conferred on natural entities by human awareness. Rolston calls 

ihis latter kind of value "cxtrinsic" because the value is not intrinsic to the entity itself, 

but rather is 'ignited* or projected ont0 the entity by humans ( 1994, pp. 14- 15). He 

considen this theory of value inadequate for an environmental ethic. "The anthropogenic 

account of intrinsic value is a strained saving of what is really an inadequate paradigm, 

that of subjectivity of value conferrai." (Rolston, 1988, p. 1 16) Rolston's rejection of this 

theory appears to stem from the concem that only human experiences will be valued and 

that the actual entities we value will be forgotten. He uses human appreciation of the 

wildflower as an example. He tells us that we do not admire wildflowers for the pleasure 

they bring us; it is the existence per se of wildflowen and their characteristics that we 

admire. The wildflowen are objectively there in the eiivironment, he daims, and we 

10 



admire them directly. Rolston proposes that humans are sensitive enough to be aware of 

the value wildflowers possess because, "Why take a wildflower into account unless there 

is something there to take into account?" (1 988, p. 1 1 8) 

Rolston's second main claim surrounds the relationsbip between objective value 

and moral duty. He focuses on value in his environmental ethic because hc daims that "it 

will be out of value that we will derive duty." (1988, p. 2) Rolston contends that value 

exists objectively in the natural world, and once that value is recognized, it commands 

moral respect; this is the key to Rolston's environmental ethic. The human ability to 

judge value objectively i s  what makes humans moral agents. He calls upon science to 

illustrate the value located in nature. He States that "ecological description generates this 

valuing of nature, endorsing the systemic rightness. The transition from is to good and 

thence to ought occurs here" ( 1988, p. 23 1). Rolston is claiming that the scientific 

knowledge of ecology leads to the moral knowledge of how things ought to be. He goes 

on to explain that moral duties are not really 'derived' €rom facts. 

... in the mamage and mutual transformation of ecological description and 
evaluation ... an oughf is not so mucb derived from an is as discovered 
simultaneously with it. As we progress fiom descriptions of fauna and flora, of 
cycles and pynmids, of autotrophs coordinated with heterotrophs, ... amving at 
length at beauty and goodness, it is difficult to Say where the natural facts leave 
off and where the natural values appear. For some, ai least, the sharp is/ouglit 
dichotomy is gone; the values seem to be there as soon as the facts are fully in and 
both alike seem properties of the system. (1988, p. 232) 

The move from is to ought is openly affirmed in Rolston's work and together with the 

third main claim, it explains why human beings are moral agents. Duties are entailed by 

objective value and Rolston argues that humans, as we will see, are the only organisms 

capable of judging this value. Therefore humans, in light of their knowledge of natural 



value, have moral duties to the environment. 

Rolston's third main claim deals with his conception of human nature. In the 

Kantian tradition, Rolston believes that moral knowledge is a product of reason. He says, 

"humans are in the world critically, as nothing else is. Only humans çan consider, reflect 

upon, be nght or wrong about the way they are in the world." (1988, p. 7 1) Only humans 

are moral agents because only we clin make mistakes of rcason. 1-k bclicvcs that humans 

have a special ability to discover a yreater range of values in the world. Humans can 

appreciate nature beyond their biological uses for it (Rolston, 1988). Rolston States 

repeatedly that it is our capacity for a "transcending overview of the whole" of nature 

which makes us unique and which imposes moral duties to the environment (1988, p. 72). 

Because we are capable of seeing beyond our own lirnited interests, so Rolston argues, 

we ought to be protectors of natural value. As moral agents, Rolston claims that humans 

ought to be as objective as possible in developing an environmental ethic. We must put 

our persona1 preferences aside and 'see' what is really there. 

What the ethical subject is trying to do, especially in environmental ethics, is to 
make an objective appraisal of values rnanifest in the natural world, of what is at 
stake there, and to place human experiences on that scene as one kind ... of value 
that counts monlly. In that sense we sometimes have to evaluate (appraise the 
value of) what we do not personally value (have any preference for, any attraction 
to) (Rolston, 1988, p. 124). 

Motally, humans must abstract from their own likes, dislikes, values, and sentiments in 

order to accurately judge the value of natural entities. Our duties now become "those of 

transcending human interests and linking them up with those of the whole natural Earth." 

(Rolston, 1988, p. 72) He wams humans that although these duties may require a 

sacrifice of personal values, we will be winners in the end for doing what is right. At the 



end of his book Environmental Ethics, Rolston calls upon humans to be "ideal 

obrewers"; he compels us to use our "excellent rationality and rnorality" to defend the 

ideals of al1 life fons ,  rather than simply use them as tools for human survival (1988, p. 

338). 

Clearly, Rolston is a deontologist in the Kantian tradition. What is valuable does 

not have to bc in accord with what a subject MIUCS ~CCPUSC YPIUCS arc objcctivcly prcscnt 

in the world. Morally right actions do not necessarily have good consequences for the 

actor. How does Rolston justiS, this position? The intnnsic values that Rolston is 

endorsing are autonomous and self-sufficient. He does not attempt to ground them in a 

religious perspective, but instead, calls upon human rationality. Rolston asks us to 

consider our own nature as humans and then to look upon the natural world. By 

inference, he is confident that we will rationally conclude that natunl entities are valuable 

in the same way as ourselves. From the introduction, we have seen that deontologists in 

the Kantian tradition extend a sense of personal worth to other entities which share 

similar charactetistics. In the same vein, Rolston states, 

Al1 ethicists say that in Homo supiens one species has appeared that not only 
exists but ought to exist. But why Say this exclusively of a latecoming, highly 
developed forrn? Why not extend this duty more broadly to the other species ... ? 
( 1  988, p. 143) 

Rolston admits that there is an a priori assumption running through his work, namely, that 

we ought to protect values wherever these are found. He states that this assumption is so 

high level, like the injunction to keep promises, that it is virtually inarguable (Rolston, 

1988). Rolston argues for the value of ecosystems, species and nonhuman organisms by 

first appealing to our own penonal sense of value. To see how he does this, we will now 



look at Rolston's substantive claims about value in the natural environment. From there, 

we can move ont0 his moral claims. 

Although Rolston takes a holist position, he first argues that al1 individual 

organisms have intrinsic value. To begin his argument, Rolston starts with the fact that 

humans are able to value as evidenced by the interest they take in things around them. He 

takes this to be "well-mapped pround" claiming that humans cannot doubt they value 

(Rolston, 1994, p. 13). Certainly there is a great deal of evidence; humans defend their 

lives and the lives of othen, they enjoy food and sex, and they seek out meaningful 

activities in their lives. Next, Rolston considers nonhuman animals. "Anirnals hunt and 

howl, find shelter, seek out their habitats and mates, care for their Young, flee from 

threats" etc., and so also value things in their environment (Rolston, 1994, p. 15). 

Further, these activities also evidence the fact that animals value their own lives, just Iike 

humans. Rolston argues that, although pemaps less obviously. plants too can be 

considered valuen. "Plants make themselves; they repair injuries; thcy move water, 

nutrients, and photosynthate from ceIl to ce11 ... they emit allelopathic agents to suppress 

invaders" (Rolston, 1994, p. 1 6). He concludes that plants are also valuing creatures. 

To summarize, Rolston defines organisms as evaluative, normative systems that 

seek certain ends. 

Organisms are self-maintaining systems; they grow and are imtable in response to 
stimuli. They reproduce, and the developing embryo is especially impressive. 
They resist dying. They post a carefùl if also semipermeable boundary between 
themselves and the rest of natwe; they assimilate environmental materials to their 
own needs (1988, p. 97). 

Rolston proposes that organisms have a telos, or end, which they seek to fil fill. These 

ends are not always consciously known by the organism, but are contained in the DNA 

14 



which in tum directs the organism. The genetic set of the organism gives it its 

teleological or normative nature bccause it allows the organism to distinguish between 

what is and what ought to be (Rolston, 1988). Both plants and animals take advantage of 

their environments, claiming it as "source and sink, fiom which to abstract energy and 

materials and into which to excrete them." (Rolston, 1988, p. 99) He claims that 

organisms seek to defend and maintain their identities; each has a "good-of-its-kind" 

which it defends as a good kind (1988, 1994). For Rolston, the characteristic of having a 

good-of-its-kind is sufficient for the existence of intrinsic value. AH organisms, plants 

and animals, have a good they seek out, so therefore al\ organisms possess intrinsic value. 

Organisrns are very different from machines argues Rolston. Machines do not 

exist by nature and have no self-defending tendencies (Rolston, 1988). Any value 

humans may attach to machines derives from the instrumental uses they have for us. 

Machines do not have a telos or purpose (nor do they exist) before humans amve. 

Rolston claims that the values that attach to organisms result fiom "their nonderivative, 

genuine autonomy ... as spontaneous natural systems." (1988, p. 105) Organisms have 

built-in teloi unlike machines which are given their purposes by humûns. Rolston 

concludes that al1 life possesses intrinsic value but he is carefùl to point out that this does 

not mean that al1 forms of life possess the same amount of value. He focuses first on 

establishing what has value and leaves the former question until later. 

Because Rolston is a holist, we might predict that he also attributes intrinsic value 

to species. Species seem io be different kinds of entities compared to organisms, so how 

does Rolston attribute intrinsic value to them? He cxtends intrinsic value to species in the 

same way he extended it fiom humans to organisms; he argues that species, like 

15 



organisrns, are valuers. In order to understand how Rolston makes this argument, we 

need to undentand his conception of species. He argues that species are individuals 

rather than groups or classes of organisms. 

An insistent individualist can claim that species-level phenomena (vitality in a 
population, danger to a species, reproduction of a life fom, tracking a changing 
environment) are only epiphenomena .... But our more comprehensive account, 
interpreting the species itself as a kind of individual, historic lineage over time, is 
just ûs plausible. We want individuality, too, but also at thc spccics lcvcl(1959. 
p. 149). 

Rolston explains that species are not centered individuals like organisms, but are instead 

organized systems. He argues that organized systems, like economic markets, do not 

need a controlling center in order to have an identity. "Having a biological identity 

reasserted genetically over time", Rolston States, "is as tme of the species as of the 

individual." (1988, p. 15 1)  A species* identity exists as a discrete pattern over time. 

Rolston describes species as specific fonns of life; each is an evolving, but recognizablr. 

historic process. 

As funher evidence for species individuality, Rolston (1 988) distinguishes species 

goods and organism goods. He argues that the former are not reducible to the latter. 

Some events, for instance, can be good for a species' well-being but at the same time, can 

be harmhil to the individual organisms within the species. Rolston offers the example of 

predation. When an individual animal is being eaten, it is in distress, but the species is 

not. The prey species, he daims, is being improved via predation because it is forced to 

adapt. Rolston offers a second example: "A forest fire harms individual aspen trees, but 

it helps Populus rremuloides by restarting forest succession, without which the species 

would go extinct." (Rolston, 1988, p. 147) The good of the species is not reducible to the 



goods of its member organisms. 

If species are to be conceived of as individuals, how are individual organisms to 

be contrasted? Rolston ( 1988; 1994) claims that individual organisms are the essential 

parts of species, the species being the whole. Thus the species-organism relationship is a 

whole-part relationship. However, the species-organism relationship cannot adequately 

be compared to the rdationship bchvccn an organism and its parts. A rnarnmal, for 

example, is  made up of vanous organs each of which has a distinct function in the 

maintenance of its owner's existence. The heart pumps blood around the body, the skin 

maintains physical integrity, and the lungs take in oxygen. Each part of the animal has a 

separate function. It is not clear that organisms have such separate and distinct functions 

in species as organs do in organisms. The whole-part relationship seems di fferent. 

Rolston hiinself affirms this difference and admits that the members of species do not 

report to a 'center' in the way organs do. 

Yet, Rolston argues that organisms do in fact have functions as parts of species. 

He claims that organisms are representatives of the species; they act as "receptacles" of 

the species pattern or form (1 988, p. 148). Organisms are "tokens" which exemplify their 

"type" ( 1 988, p. 143). lndividual organisms are conceived as holders of bioiogical 

information and form and are instmtnentcrl to the species. They are the means to the 

continuation of the species lineage. Rolston has also accorded organisms intrinsic value 

and he maintains this position. However, within his system of environmental ethics, 

species are the more valuable entities. Rolston describes species as the more fundamental 

living systems; individuals are subordinate. He does not explain what he means by 'more 

fundamental', but does state that the biological identity of species remains much longer 
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than the identities of its memben. Perhaps Roslton takes the longevity of species as 

evidence for their fundamental status. 

The ontological status of species is controversial among evolutionary theorists. 

Species-level individuality is not universally accepted. Michael Ghiselin and David Hull 

argue for the species-as-individuals thesis. Both theorists argue that species function in 

the evolutionary process as individuals. Hu11 (1992) defines individuals as 

"spatiotemporally localized cohesive and continuous entities (historical processes)" (p. 

294). Species, in contrast are unrestricted in space and time. Hull argues that species 

must be individual lineages because in order for gene frequencies to change and build up 

over time, there must be temporal continuity. He also proposes parallels between 

organisms and species, for example both cm only corne into existence once. Ghiselin 

(1992) claims that the word 'individual' is not a synonym for organism. He distinguishes 

the kind of competition found within species (intraspecific) and that found among species 

(interspecific). Ghiselin States that species are "the rnost extensive units in the natural 

economy such that reproductive competition occun among their parts." (p. 28 1 )  The 

struggle for mates, as distinguished from the struggle for existence as such. only occurs 

within species. 

The species-as-individuai thesis faces a number of challenges. Mic hael Ruse 

(1992) argues that the individuality thesis runs counter to current biological thinking. He 

claims that a human is an individual not just because al1 its parts are sptiotemporally 

localized, but because hisher parts work together causally. Ruse further argues that 

"individual selection and the [species-as-individual] thesis simply do not go together" (p. 

35 1). He claims that selection occurs primarily, maybe exclusively, at the organism 
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level; species do not adapt. Hull's position that species can only corne into existence 

once is also challenged by Ruse. Ruse points out that recombinant DNA technology can 

allow biologists to create new life forms, perhaps the same kind of life form, at different 

times. The organisms created in this way would presumably belong to the same species 

but the species would not be spatiotemporally localized. Philip Kitcher ( 1992) offers a 

funher counterexample. He describes a hybridization event between two species where a 

third is produced. If the third species were to be destroyed, it could theoretically be 

produced at a later date through another hybridization event. Kitcher states "it is not 

necessary, and it may not even be tme, that al1 species are historically connected" (p. 

322). He maintains that species are sets of organisms related to one another by 

phylogenetic relationships and by structural similaritirs. Overall, the ontological status of 

species has implications for evolutionary theory and taxonomie classification. The thesis 

tliat species are individuals is controversial, and so Rolston's position on the subject will 

not be criticized directly. Howevcr, the qualities that Rolston ascnbes to species as 

individuals will be examined in the next chapter. 

In order for Rolston to extend hie notion of intrinsic value to species, he has to do 

more than simply argue for their individuality; he must also offer evidence of their status 

as valuen. To do this, Rolston argues that although species lack sentience and self- 

awareness, each "defends" its own form of life. He states, "the species too runs a telic 

course through the environment, using individuals resourcefully to maintain its course 

over much longer periods of time" (1988, p. 149). The species, as a genetic lineage, only 

exists via the lives of organisms. According to Rolston, a species 'defends' its existence 

by 'using' individual organisms. Rolston interprets reproduction as a fom of "canng" at 
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the species level. He states that a species in reproduction is defending itself fiom other 

species. Rolston uses an analogy to explain this claim: "It is as logical to say that the 

individual is the species' way of propagaiing itself as to Say that the embryo or egg is the 

individual's way of propagating itself." (1988, p. 143) The end result of reproduction is 

that the species lineage is rnaintained. Rolston therefore takes hirnself to be justified in 

concluding that reproduction 1s a way that species defend themselves. 

A species also "leams" Rolston tells us by tracking its environment and Iearning 

new pathways. 'There is a specific groping for a valued ought-tu-be beyond what now is 

in any individual." (Rolston, 1988, p. 143) He proposes that species reform themselves 

genetically over time resulting in "improvement" of the species form (1988, p. 147). In 

order to justify his assertion that species are valuers, Rolston argues that species learn, 

defend and care for themselves, and use individual organisms to maintain their existence. 

To surnmarize, he states; 

Again and again, processes of value found first in an organic individual reappear 
at the specific level: defending a particular form of life, punuing a pathway 
through the world, resisting death (extinction), regeneration maintaining a 
normative identity ovcr time, stoned achievements, creative resilience Ieaming 
survival skills (1988. p. 15 1) 

Rolston concludes that, like organisms, species are valuen and therefore possess intrinsic 

value. 

Having located value in organisms and species, Rolston considers the value of 

ecosystems. He does not make an analogy between species and ecosystems as he did 

between organisms and species in order to illustrate how ecosystems are valuable. 

Ecosystems, Rolston (1988) states, are different kinds of entities in that they are not 

teleological or irritable. Because they are not unified entities defending their existence 
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like species and organisms, ecosystems cannot be considered valuers. Instead, Rolston 

changes tactics and argues that ecosystems have objective value as producers of value. 

He claims that evolutionary ecosysterns are the creators of al1 the richness and diversity 

of life on earth. They have objective value which he ternis "systemic value" (1988, p. 

This cardinal value, Me ... history, is not al! encapsulated in indiuiduals; it too is 
smeared out into the system. The value in the system is not just the sum of the 
part-values ... Systemic value is the productive process. (Rolston, 1988, p. 1 88) 

and also, 

Ecosystems are in some respects more to be admired than any of their cornponent 
organisms because they have generated, continue to support, and integrate tens of 
thousands of member organisms. The ecosystem is as wonderhl as anything it 
contains ...A takes a great world to breed great lives, great minds. (Rolston, 1988, 
p. 174) 

Rolston anributes systemic value to ecosystems in light of their status as creative natural 

processes. Note that ecosystems are not vûluers like species or organisms. They are not 

defending any set of values. However, perhaps in an (unsuccessful) attempt to simplim 

things, Rolston expands the meaning of the term 'valuer'. He states, "any x is a valuer if 

x is value-able, able to produce values." (1994, p. 19) Ecosystems are valuers in this new 

sense because they create valuable products. An ecosystem is the goose that lays the 

golden cggs, to borrow Rolston's metaphor. 

Rolston claims ecosystems select for species diversification, support and richness; 

they increase kinds ( 1988; 1994). At length, he describes how, throughout the earth's 

history, mass extinctions were followed by species regeneration. Rolston claims that 

nature's constructiveness is its most striking feature and it must therefore be of value. 



"There is value wherever there is positive creativity." (Rolston, 1988, p. 199) Further, we 

are told that ecosystems spontaneously generate order and stability. They are places of 

"value capture" (Rolston, 1988, p. 175). Organisms at the top of ecological pyramids 

(food webs) depend on organisrns lower down. "Falcons feed on warblers, which feed on 

insects, which feed on plants" (Rolston, 1988, p. 175). These are examples of what 

Rolston means by 'value capture'; when a falcon eats a warbler, it 'captures' the 

warbler's value. Values are being shunted through the ecological pyramid, the end result 

of which is stability and order. 

What survives is never mere individuals or species but the system containing 
them. ... Each is against the others, but each locus of value is tied into a corporation 
where values are preserved even as they are exchanged. From that point of view, 
we see conversions of resources from one life Stream to another-the anastomosing 
of life threads that weaves an ecosystem. Now it becomes difficult to Say whether 
anything of value is lost at al1 (Rolston, 1988, p. 2 19). 

Ecosystems. Rolston argues, are places where values are equilibnted. 

Ultimately, Rolston (1988; 1994) proposes that the Nature itself is the most 

vsluable thing of all. By nature, he is referring to the cosmic energy system which began 

1 5-20 bi Ilion yean ago. Nature has produced the planet we live on, with its landscapes 

and species. Rolston ( 1988) claims that life was an "accident waiting to happen." He 

States, 

We confront a projective nature, one restlessly full of projects - stars, cornets, 
planets, moons, and also rocks, crystals, rivers, canyons, seas. The life in which 
these astronomical and geological processes culminate is still more impressive, 
but it is of a piece with the whole projective system .... Nature is a fountain of life, 
and the whole fountain - not just the life that issues fiom it - is of value ( 1988, p. 
197). 

Inanimate objects and the abiotic processes of nature also possess objective value under 

Rolston's ethic. From the organisms level, he has moved al1 the way up to Nature itself, 



finding value on every level. 

Until this point, Rolston has only established what possesses objective intrinsic 

value. He then attempts to explain why some entities are more valuable than others. We 

can now begin to discuss how Rolston deals with the question of value differentials. 

Because Rolston derives moral duties from intrinsic value, the amount of value an entity 

possesses hecomes moral l y relevant. Rolston states that, 

it is foolish to protest that there ought to be valuational equality in nature when 
there plainly is not ... only a sentimental egalitarian seeks to be nondiscriminating 
in environmental ethics. An ethic needs a grasp of reality. The way the world is 
has a bearing on the way it ougirt io be (1988, pp. 73-74). 

Intrinsic value varies among life forms, he claims, and so moral agents will have a greater 

obligation to protect entities of higher value relative to entities of lower value. Rolston's 

position on value differentials relates to his conception of ecosystems as genentors of 

value. He states that, "the story from microbes to persons is not just a randorn walk"; 

rather, he argues that ecosystems have a heading (1988, p. 207). 

Rolston claims that ecosystems have a kind of rationality and select for certain 

qualities in life forms. He states that the "quality of individual lives in the upper trophic 

rungs of ecological pyramids has riseC(1994, p. 24) Most notably, life has evolved to 

support locomotion, sentience, and self-consciousness. Rolston calls these qualities 

"libenting developments" in nature, because they "free individuals" (1988, p. 184). He 

asks that we compare the falcon and the grass below it, and concludes that the falcon is 

more 'liberated' than the grass. Hurnans are ai the top of the ecological pyramid. 

Rolston states that, 

in our deliberative and rational powers, in Our moral and spiritual sensitivities, we 
do not seem to mn with the same mechanisms with which the coyotes and the 



chimpanzees so naturally run. These faculties seem to "fiee" us from natural 
determinisms; we transcend nature and escape her clutches (1988, p. 33). 

Rolston claims that humans have a distinct metaphysical status relative to other 

organisms, and so posits a humadnature dualism. He separates interhuman ethics from 

environmental ethics; "environmental ethics is not social ethics" (1988, p. 57). He 

proposes that humans are the most valuable and most sophisticated evolutionary 

achievement. The valuational capacities of humans are the most highly developed, 

Rolston claims. We can consider our relation to the world, we can do metaphysics, and 

we can love the 'other'. Rolston contends that evolution is progressive, leading to higher 

and higher values. Subjectivity is the highest value attained in the systern, he argues, and 

so humans are its most valuable products. He statcs that "[humans] are where this track 

has beeii heading" (1988. p. 204). The products of ecosystems concentrate systemic 

value in this way io varying degrecs and so Rolston adopts a hienrchy of value within the 

natural world. Non-living things have the lowest amount of intrinsic value followed by 

plants, sentient animals, d l  the way up to humans in culture, the most valuable products 

of the system. 

In his discussion of value differentials, Rolston has moved into a second argument 

for intnnsic value in nature. He has proposed that ecosystems are valuable as creators of 

value, and that they are producing higher and higher values. Rather than ascribe intrinsic 

value to organisms and species as teleological beings, Rolston argues that they are 

valuable as products of nature. He States that "the inventiveness of systemic nature i s  the 

root of al1 value, and al1 nature's created products have value so far as they are inventive 

achievements" (1988, p. 198). Rolston has switched directions. His first argument for 



intrinsic value in nature began with the teleological nature of humans, which was then 

extended out to nonhuman organisms, species, and ecosystems. His second argument 

begins with the process of nature itself, ascribing value to nahiral entities as products of 

nature. 

As a holist, Rolston gives species and ecosystems moral priority over organisms. 

The protection of species is more than simply protecting the lives of individual 

organisms; it is a preservation of a form. 

What humans ought to respect are dynamic life foms preserved in histoncal lines, 
vital informational processes that persist genetically over millions of years, 
overleaping short-lived individuals ( 1  988, p. 137). 

Even as the rnost valuable products of nature, Rolston argues that the obligation to protect 

humans does not trump the obligation to protect whole species. He argues that human- 

caused extinction inhibits the nstural creative process. Each species is a unique life forrn, 

and as such, it is a "bigger event" than individual lives. Rolston (1988) concludes thût if 

"it makes any sense to claim that one ought not to kill individuals without justification, it 

makes more sense to claim that one ought not to superkill the species without 

supe justification" (p. 146). Duties to species ovemde duties to organisms, the latter 

being merely tokens of the species form. 

Rolston argues that humans have duties to ecosystems and ultimately, nature as 

the source of organisms and species. He argues that "the appropriate unit for moral 

concern is the fundamental unit of development and survival" (1988, p. 176). 

Ecosystems are the places where organisms live and survive. Rolston States that "the 

community is the relevant survival unit; its beauty, integrity, and stability corne first" 

( 1988, p. 182). He concludes by proposing that humans respect the "heading" of nature 
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which is selecting for highcr qualities in individual lives. Human duties to organisms and 

species are really duties to nature's products and headings. 

Rolston (unlike Taylor) is not systematic in outlining the specific duties humans 

have to the environment. Despite this fact, two main themes are apparent in his work. 1 

will cal1 these ' following nature' and 'the nonloss of goods' respectively. In his book, 

Environmenfol Ethics, Rolston proposes a nurnber of ways in which hi~mans can follow 

nature. In a trivial sense, humans follow nature because they are subject to natural Iaws 

such as gravity; we cannot help but follow nature in this absolute sense. Rolston argues 

that humans should not follow nature in an "imitative ethical sense" (1988, p. 38). We 

should not use nature as a guide for social or interhuman ethics because nature is amoral; 

moral maxims such as 'Tell the truth' cannot be derived from Our observations of nature. 

Moreover, nature can often be harsh. Rolston argues that we should not follow nature in 

the ethical sense because "there are elements in nature which, if we were to transfer them 

to interhuman conduct in culture, would be immoral" (1988, p. 39). However, he argues 

that we should follow nature in an "axiological sense". To follow nature axiologically is 

to "make its value one among Our goals" (1988, p. 4 1). As was discussed previously, 

Rolston holds that natural entities possess objective value and he daims that every person 

ought to be concemed with protecting it. He also proposes that humans can learn lessons 

from nature by following it in a ''tutorial sense". Nature teaches us who we are and how 

we are to fit into the world. Rolston wants humans to see that life is not only 

charactenzed by stniggle, but also by a proliferation and maintenance of life. Evils to 

individual organisrns are tributary to goods in the system. 

For sevenl billion years the ongoing development and persistence of that life, 
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culminating in human Me, have been the principal features of eco-nature behind 
which the element of struggle must be contained as a subtheme. Our conduct 
ought to fit this natural life story. (1988, p. 43) 

Ultimately, Rolston wants humans to 'fit* into the natural scheme of things harmoniously. 

Following nature means that humans have no universal duty of benevolence. 

Suffering and death are processes of nature which are necessacy for the continuation of 

life. Rolston clairns that humans are "wrongheaded to meddle" in the srifferings of 

creation (1988, p. 56). Our duty is to affirm ecology, rather than deny it; "what is in 

nature is taken as a criterion for what ought to be when culture overtakes nature" ( 1988, 

p. 60). For example, Rolston proposes that because suffering is a necessary evil in 

nature, humans may also cause suffering in their actions in the environment. However, 

following nature demands that we "do not cause inordinate suffering, beyond those orders 

of nature from which the animals were taken" (1988, p. 6 1). The suffering we impose on 

animals must be comparable to ecologically functional suffering. Another example of 

following nature concems human eating habits. Rolston argues that humans have no duty 

to become vegetarian in order to reduce the pain of sentient animals. Histoncally, humans 

were omnivores. He claims that humans can and ought to follow nature in their eating 

habits. Rolston argues that Our moral judgments regarding the environment should not be 

made with the principle of non-addition of suffering. Instead, our actions should be 

guided by the principle of "the nonloss of guods" (1988, p. 120). This latter principle is 

the second main moral therne in Rolston's ethic, 

As we have seen, Rolston describes ecosystems as places of 'value capture'. 

Organisrns higher up in the ecological pyramid eat the organisms lower down. Values (or 

resources) are preserved as they are shunted through the ecological pyramid. The 



principle of 'nonloss of goods' demands that the values humans in culture take fiom 

organisms outweigh the destruction of values in the natural world. In taking values from 

the natural world, Rolston States that humans are under moral constraints: 

[Value capture] is both permissible and required, but it requires justification 
proportionately to value loss in the nahiml world as this is traded for value gain in 
culture (1988, p. 224). 

Rolston offers an example: "[Tlo be justified in picking flowen for a bouquet one would 

have to judge correctly that the aesthetic appreciation of the bouquet outweighed the 

goods of the flowers destroyed" (1988, p. 120). The claim that humans can judge value 

objectively is essential to this principle. Humans in culture constitute the highest level of 

the pyramid, and thus, they are allowed to capture natunl values lower down. Rolston 

affirms this value capture as a case of humans following nature because "higher trophic 

levels always 'eat up' the lower ones" (1988, p. 229). Following nature means that 

hurnans have a prima facie duty of non-maleticence towards species. Nature has and 

continues to create new life foms and moral agents owe respect to this process. Rolston 

daims that exceptions to this duty exist, as in the case of pests or disease organisms 

(1988, p. 145). Presumably, the principle of nonloss of goods would require that the 

benefits (values) gained by humans in destroying a Pest or disease species, outweigh the 

destruction of the life form's natural value. Together, Rolston posits the principles of 

following nature and the nonloss of goods as the central guides to ethical action in the 

environment. 



Chapter 2 

Critique of Rolston's Environmental Ethic 

Theoretical Problems 

The move from value claims to moral claims is very evident in Rolston's work. 

He systematically descnbes what is valuable in the environment and then proceeds to 

clairn that moral agents ought to protect that value. Rolston openly rtffirms the move 

fiom is to ought despite its problematic nature. 

G.E. Moore lamented the 'naturalistic fallacy,' by which we mistakenly move 
from a naniral is to an ethical oirgltr, but even he finds that appreciation of the 
existence of natural beauty is a good. As soon as we move from a natural is to a 
natural is good, our relations with nature become moral. (Rolston, 1988, p. 4 1 )  

Frorn chapter one, recall that Rolston's main strategy is to show that al1 organisms share a 

particular characteristic with humans, namely, that we are valuing entities. He then 

extends the value and respect we give to ourselves to nonhuman organisms. As Rolston 

makes this logical leap, he does so cleverly through subtle changes in language, appeds 

to ecology, and the use of examples that evoke our sympathy. He asks us to consider the 

nature of wild animals; they search for food and feed their Young. Rolston States that 

animals have a 'valued self-identity'. 'There is somebody there behind the fur or 

feathers. Our gaze is renimed by an animal that itsel f has a concerned outlook." (Rolston, 

1994. p. 16) The implicit question is, 'How can we doubt that animais are valuers?' 1t is 

difficult to disagree with Rolston on this point; many animals have interests, they can 

suffer, they can be satisfied, etc. It is here that Rolston makes a subtle move. "Here is 

value right before our eyes, right behind those eyes."(1994, p. 16) His daim is no longer 

that animals are valuers, but that animals are valuable. 



Valuing, for Rolston, is an activity tied to defending life. Rolston argues that 

plants are also valuing beings whose goods can be either furthered or harmed. He appeals 

to science as justification: "Biologists regularly speak of the 'survival value' of plant 

activities; thoms have survival value." (Rolston. 1994, p. 18) Again, Rolston makes a 

subtle move when he claims that a "valuer is an entity able to defend value." (1 994, p. 18) 

He assumes that the move from claiming that organisms are valuers to the clairn that 

organisms are valuable is unproblematic. Rolston asserts that observations of value in 

nature are just as certain as biological facts but al1 he has aqued i s  that organisrns can 

accuntely be called valuen. Humans and nonhumans together are entities capable of 

valuing activity but the daim that humans and nonhumûns possess objective value has 

not been proven. 

lntrinsic values have the statu of autonomous and self-sufticient values, and as 

such thei r existence requires justification without refereiice to other values. The fact that 

they are not aiereiy tributary to othcr goods is what makes them intrinsic. Rolston 

attempts to ground the existence of intrinsic values using rational inference and humans 

as paradigm cases of valuable entities. To say that an entity is intrinsically valuable is to 

Say that it should never be used merely as a means to other ends. Intrinsic value is moral 

value and thus cornes with obligations attached. Rolston fails to justiQ the move from 

values to duties. That an organism has goods that can be fùrthered or harmed is not an 

argument for the position that moral agents ought to protect those goods. O'Neill (1992) 

explains this point: 

It is standard at this juncture of the argument to assume that possession of goods 
entails moral considerability: 'moral standing or considerability belongs to 
whatever has a good of its own'. This is mistaken. It is possible to talk in an 



objective sense of what constitutes the goods of entities, without making any 
claims that these ought to be realised. @. 13 1) 

1 can recognize that a mosquito has a good that it seeks, as when it seeks to make a meal 

of my blood, but 1 might still choose not to let it realize that good. 1 might choose instead 

to swat it and feel justified for doing so. There is no logical connection between a being's 

having a good and the moral duty to protect that good. Value does not necessitate duty. 

Rolston runs into further problems in his justification for intrinsic value in nature. 

From the exposition, we have seen that Rolston uses two arguments to justify his claim 

that intrinsic value exists in the na~ra l  word. His main strategy was to extend value from 

humans as paradigm cases of self-valuing entities. His second argument proposes that 

organisms, species, ecosystems, and even abiotic elements possess intnnsic value as 

products of nature. Nature, he asserts, has value in itself for its consmictiveness and 

creativity. Organisms and species are not valuable simpiy because they are entities with 

goods of their own, they are valuable as creative products of nature. Rolston has told us 

that as moral agents, we ought to follow nature and that Our dutics to its products are 

really duties to nature's rational headings. 

As these two arguments corne together, Rolston's reasoning becomes circular. 

Within bis first argument, he begins with the value of humans and then extends it 

outward to organisms, species and ecosystems. Rolston then uses the existence of 

' valuable' organisms, species, and ecosystems to justi fy  his claim that the systemic 

processes of nature are valuable. He asks us to consider what nature has produced, and 

then uses these achievements as evidence that nature itself is valuable. Rolston uses the 

metaphor of the goose and her golden eggs to descnbe nature and its prûducts: 



It would be foolish to value the golden eggs and disvalue the goose that lays them. 
It would be a mistake to value the goose only instrumentally. A goose that lays 
golden eggs is systemically valuable (1 994, p. 25). 

The creative processes of nature, he claims, have produced al1 the myriads of life on 

earth. Moreover, nature has produced humans who, according to Rolston, possess the 

highest degree of intrinsic value relative to other life forms. He also contends that 

humans ought to exist. He concludes that the system that produccd thc cxisting divcrsity 

of life, most notably humans, must be rational and good. Rolston's reasoning becomes 

circular when he turns around and argues that nanital entities are valuable because they 

are creations of nature. The only reasons he has offered to justi@ the value of nature are 

the creations of nature themselves. The value of the system and the value of its products 

are justified in ternis of each other, so there can be no ultimate grounding for the value of 

either. Rolston's second argument for intrinsic value in nature fails. 

1 

Callicott (1  992) criticizes Rolston for not considering contemporary biological 

theory despite Rolston's reiteration that his is a biologically informed ethic. Callicott 

states that "we look in vain for support from classical and contemporary biological theory 

about the nature, origin, and evolution of morality." (p. 1 38) He proposes that the reason 

we do not find reference to such theory in Rolston's work is because current biological 

thinking would support a subjective understanding of value. Rolston insists that humans 

are the only moral beings in the world, but as Callicott states, biological theory affirms 

the existence of social instincts and sympathies among human beings and other 

marnmals. Callicott laments that Rolston's "present thesis demands that we respect 

nature for the values that are there; it does not draw us into a love affair with it." (p. 
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His criticism touches on a central criticism of rationalist deontological ethics, namely, the 

dismissal of human values and interests. One of the main claims in an ethic of this kind 

is that moral knowledge is arrived at via rationality. Moral agents are expected to 

abstract from their personal interests, values, and sentiments when making moral 

decisions. Rolston's rational conception of duty results in a number of problems for his 

cthic. 

The first problem to arise, is seemingly a contradiction with one of the 

foundations of Rolston's environmental ethic. Rolston ( 1988; 1994) begins his argument 

by illustrating the 'valuing' nature of humans. Humans have values, purposes, and ends 

they seek out; they are teleological beings. This is the foundation for Rolston's 

attribution of intrinsic value to non-human organisms and species. He argues that 

nonhuman organisms and species are also teleological beings (beings with valued ends), 

and so therefore possess intrinsic value. Rolston's rational conception of duty denies the 

importance of the teleological nature of hurnans by asking them to leave aside personal 

values and interests when determining actions in the environment. Persona1 ends and 

values are irrelevant to moral decisions even though the possession of ends and values is 

what makes humans valuable in the first place. Perhaps Rolston's dismissal of human 

values does not logically contradict his position on intrinsic value, but it does seem 

counter-intuitive. Humans have duties to various natural entities in light of their 

teleological nature; we are obligated to protect and promote their interests and ends. 

When it cornes time to balance the interests and ends of humans and nonhumans (as when 

interests conflict), humans are expected to abstract fiom their own in order to make 

rational decisions. 
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A second problem stems from Rolston's rationalist deontology. Rolston argues 

that humans have the highest degree of intrinsic value because thcy have the broadest 

valuational range. Humans, he argues, have a range of being that far exceeds that of other 

organisms; they can value aesthetic pleasures, scientific pursuits, and even nature as a 

whole. Nevenheless, human valuing is restriçted under Rolston's environmental ethic. 

Weston (1  985) argues that environmentiil ethics is forced into a rcstrictivc sct of 

distinctions and problems by the concept of intnnsic value. He claims that, traditionally, 

intrinsic values have a special and abstract status as 'ends*. The distinction between ends 

and means, he argues, leads to a slippery slope. 

Everyday values are integrated as means under fewer and somewhat more genenl 
ends. On the next tier these still proximate ends become means themselves, to be 
unified in mm under still fewer and more general ends .... The supercession of each 
proximate end seems to deprive it of any independent value at all: now they are 
only means to the ends on a still higher tier (Weston, 1985, p. 325). 

This slide can be seen in Rolston's work. He first claims that al1 individual organisms are 

intrinsically valuable ends. Then, he argues that species are the greater ends to which 

organisms are instrumental. Rolston next tells us that ecosysterns are even more 

fundamental entities. His final position is that nature itself, as the creator of organisms, 

species, and ecosystems is the highest end. Our duties as moral agents are ultimately to 

nature. Organisms and species are still "point experiences" of intrinsic value, but their 

value is derived from their status as nahiral mations. Despite the human capacity for a 

broad range of values, Rolston proposes that al1 environmental values are subsumed 

under one fundamental end. 

The restrictiveness of Rolston's deontological theory becomes apparent wben the 

moral implications of his conception of organisms as parts of species are examined. 
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Rolston claims that "individuals are ephemeral and dispensable role playen" in the 

ecosystem (1988, p. 18 1). By giving species moral priority, individuals are viewed as 

replaceable and primarily instrumental. A theory which gives moral priority to specics in 

practice tends not to treat individual animals as morally relevant wholes because their 

instrumentality to species i s  given priority. 

The goods of species and individuals oflen corne inio conflici. For example, 

predation is a disvalue for the individual organisms being consumed. For the species as a 

whole, predation can be inierpreted as valuable in keeping it strong. Rolston states that 

humans do not have an obligation of universal benevolence to organisms. He claims that 

this duty fails to respect natunl processes which often involve suffering and premature 

death. Although Roiston admits cases where benevolence should constrain what humans 

do, individual organisms are often undervalued when species are given a more 

fundamental value. A striking instance of ham to organisms ignored under an ethic 

which gives species moral pnority is the practice of culling. Animals are routinely culled 

for the sake of species preservation or for protection of ecosystems. Culling is justified 

because it is believed to be good for species. For Rolston, the duty to protect the species 

form trumps any concem for organisms. Under this kind of ethic, culling easily becornes 

a duty given that our first duties are to protect species. 

Aitken (1997) claims that it is the "wonder of lived lives", meaning the lives of 

individual organisms, that motivates the conservation movement. If the focus of our 

moral duties is at the species level, the lives and experiences of individual organisms are 

ignored. He points out that culling is a euphemism for killing and argues that it 

dehumanizes us. Aitken illustrates the effect of cu lhg  on humans by citing a particular 
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red deer cul1 in Scotland: 

Only those who have done it, who have followed up an unmothered calf, hanging 
round its suddenly-deceased parent, yet some awkwud to get a sure shot at, will 
understand the stress 1 am talking about ... A large estate cul1 in east Sutherland had 
to be interrupted for a week while the stalkers recharged their psychological 
batteries before continuing (p. 446). 

1 am not arguing that the psychological effects of culling make culling wrong in al1 cases, 

but it does show chat humans have values that cxtcnd bcyond thc mere desire to protect a 

species. Rolston's deontological ethic gives moral priority to species over organisms, 

and so can overlook other human values. 

Another instance where harm to organisms is ignored is in the case of wildlife 

rehabilitation. Under Rolston's ethic, we ought to "follow nature" and not inhibit 

nature's creative processes. Exceptions to this mle of non-interference would rnost likely 

occur in cases of endangered spccies. Thus, we ought to Save injured percgrine falcons 

but ought not to save injured turkey vultures. The experience of the animals is equally 

distressing, but the experience is irrelevant when defining duties. Duties are restricted to 

certain ends; primary duties are at the species level and so the experiences of animals are 

not adequately considered. There seems to be the presumption that by helping injured 

wildlife or preventing injury, we are inhibiting natural selection by deploying human 

ethics in the natural arena. However, wildlife can succumb to injury through misfortune 

which is not related to evolutionary fitness (Aitken, 1997). Saving a beached whale or 

rescuing a drowning animal does not weaken the genetic lines of those species. 

Regardless, to ignore the experiences of individual organisms denies the moral values of 

many humans. Rolston (1 992) goes to great lengths to explain away seeming disvalues at 

the individual level by translating them into 'systemic' values. The negative expenence 
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of pain at the level of the organism is not duly registered. 1 agree with Rolston that there 

is no human duty to prevent al1 suffenng in the wild, but in many cases, humans ought to 

interfere in order to help injured wildlife. It allows humans to realize their own moral 

values, for example compassion, and it allows for a reduction in animal suffering and for 

animals to continue their lives. 

Apart From ignoring cascs of harm to organisrns, viewing organisms as prirnarily 

instrumental denies still more values as it overlooks the interests of individual organisms. 

Rulston (1988) claims, for example, that if the panther species were to be removed from 

its wetland ecosystem, the system would be less integral and beautiful; it would have 

"less luster with the loss of the lithe, handsome cat" (p. 229). Note that the focus here is 

the value of the form exemplified by the panther and so our duty is to preserve this form. 

This seems to be tme aesthetically, but it does not fblly capture the sense of loss nor the 

reason for moral concem. Individual organisms in the ecosystem will be affected when 

species are removed. Organisrns in the natunl environment exist in interdependent 

relationships with one another. When a species is extinguished, various symbiotic, 

identity, and cornpetitive relationships are disturbed. The removal of a species rnight 

mean the loss of food or shelter for other kinds of organisms. In the above examplc, the 

panthers themselves would also be negatively affected by the slow decrease in their 

population numbers because, for instance, the likelihood of finding a suitable mate would 

decrease. Concem for the lives of individual orgûnisms is an important part of human 

concem for the environment. A deontological theory that gives species moral priority 

tends to overlook the interests of organisms and thereby restricts the range of human 

values to certain abstract ends. 



As well as restricting the range of human values, Rolston's rational conception of 

duty does not adequately describe the reasons for human action. Consider a case where a 

grizzly bear captures a fawn as prey, and a similar case where the bear captures a human 

child. In the first case, humans have no duty to rescue the fawn because, Rolston argues, 

predation is a 'good* in wild nature. In the second case, humans are morally obliged to 

rescue the child because "the child also !ives in culture." (1988, p. 57) The difference in 

treatment appean to derive fiom a difference in value between the fawn and the child. 

Humans are justified in denying the bear a meal in the second case because the human is 

more valuable. Wowever, if the child was one's son, for instance, it is doubtful that the 

motivation to rescue the child came from the parent's rational understanding of value 

differentials. Similarly, Rolston daims that humans are entitled to eat wild plants and 

animals because "higher trophic levels always 'eat up' the lower ones." This explanation 

does not describe why humans feel (and are) justified in eating. Arne Naess (1989) States 

that it is against his intuition to Say '"1 can kill you because I am more valuable* but not 

against [his] intuition to say '1 will kill you because 1 am hungry'." (p. 168) 

Rolston's environmental ethic mns into the above problems because it denies the 

significance of human teleology in making moral decisions. In the next section of this 

chapter, we will see that Rolston does in fact cal1 upon human values and interests despite 

his rationalist deontological approach, thus falling into inconsistency. 

As a holist, Rolston faces a different kind of problem related to human teleology. 

The teleological nature of humans is his starting point for extending intrinsic value to 

other entities. He argues for intrinsic value at the level of species and ecosystems, and by 

charactenzing species as teleological, Rolston creates conceptual confusion. Rolston 
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defends a theory of species value in which species are understood as individuals with 

intrinsic value. This value in nim generates human duties of species preservation. The 

view that species are individuals is not held unanimously among evolutionary theorists. 

But if we accept Rolston's position on species-level individuality, it can still be argued 

that he has wrongly attributed qualities to species that belong only to individual 

orsanisms. Implicit throuehout his writing is the notion of intentionality or 

purposiveness at the species level. Species 'defend' their own form of life. Rolston 

claims, among other things, that species leam, piopagate themselves. and improve their 

fom by tracking their environments. 

It is  not clear what Rolston means by the capacity of species to 'leam'. As we 

have seen, species leam genetically in the sense that information is preserved within the 

gene pool of a panicular species. A species does not leam in the samr sense as individual 

organisms do. Leaming for a species is more than just adapting to the environment. It is 

interesting to note that as a species leams, it improves according to Rolston. The notion 

of improvement would seem to require a point of reference from which progress can be 

measured. When we Say that sornething has 'improved', we are making a comparison of 

a particular thing at two points in time. We measure the quality(ies) of the item in the 

prcsent and compare this wiih measurements of the same quality(ies) at a previous time. 

For example, consider a penon who is attempting to hit a taqet using a bow and arrow. 

We say that af?er practicing for a year, the person's accuracy has improved. The claim 

that her ability has improved is made in refereence to the time when she began one year 

ago. A comparison between two points in time is implicit in claims of improvernent. 

However, it is dif'fïcult to compare the level of adaptation or well-suitedness of a 
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species to its environment at two different points in time. The environment is made up of 

species which together fonn an interconnected system. Each individual species is 

chaiiging and evolving and thus, the environment is also dynamic and in a constant state 

of change. The environrnent cannot serve as a constant reference fiom which to make 

rneasurements of adaptation. What would it rnean to Say a species is perfectly adapted? 

If we were to compare the environments of 3 species 3t the prescnt day and at a point in 

time 1000 years ago, the environments would be different. There is no way to compare 

objectively the level of adaptation of a species in its environment at these two points in 

tirne because the environrnent has changed. There is no bull's eye at which to aim, so to 

spcak. Thus, in terms of adaptedness, the notion of species improvement through time 

seems meaningless. In this regard, Rolston's claim that species leam and thus improve 

by tracking their environments seems untenable. 

At this point, however, we have to remember Rolston's hieraschal view of natural 

value. He has argued that nature is a creative process which is producing life foms of 

higher and higher value; he claims evolution is progressive. These life foms  are 

conceived as being more valuable because they possess 'higher' qualities. Improvement 

must then be related to the degree to which the species exemplifies these higher qualities. 

Rolston is arguing for specific targets to which evolution is headed. For example, he 

would claim that a species which has evolved to possess sentience has 'improved' 

relative to the time when it was non-sentient. Leaming then, takes on a very different 

meaning than environmental adaptation. A species 'learns' as it realizes what Rolston 

claims to be higher qualities. 

Rolston's choice of higher qualities is arbitrary. He is committed to locating 

40 



objective values in the environment, but as was argued in the first section, he has failed to 

ground them. It is clear that the capacities for culture, sel f-consciousness, and sentience 

are deemed most valuable because they are hurnan capacities. Rolston holds that entities 

with goods of their own, namely, entities that can value, are possessors of intrinsic value. 

Here, he argues that the above qualities allow humans a greater range of valuational 

clipabilities, so therefore, humsns possrss a greater degree of intrinsic value. As a 

deontologist in the Kantian tradition, Rolston expects that moral agents can and ought to 

abstract from their personal values, interests, and sentiments w hen making value 

judgements. Yet, it is hard to imagine how culture and self-consciousness can be deemed 

the qualities of highest value without some appeal to human values and interests. 

Rolston's claim that certain human qualities are more objectively valuable than othcrs is 

biased. 

Rolston uses his argument that a species lems as evidence that species defend 

their own fom of Iife. The species form changes over time, but it is not a case of active 

defending on the part of the species. The species changes as a consequence of the fitness 

of its rnember organisms. Each organism expresses its unique set of genetic material and 

in its expressed, living fonn, the individual organism actively defends its life. In general, 

those organisms that are well-suited to their environment are the ones who tend to survive 

and pass on their genes. Thus, the species pattern reflects the characteristics of those 

individuals that survived and lef? offspring. The species pattern does change over time 

but not in a goal-otiented way. That the species adapts does not seem so much a process 

of active leaming as it does a consequence of the struggles and interactions of organisms. 

It is difficult to conceive of it as an active process of defense on the pact of species. 
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As a second piece of evidence, Rolston interprets reproduction as a method for the 

species to defend its kind through generations of individuals. The species is maintained 

through its replacements. Rolston (1988) takes the production oforganisms or 

replacements to be a case of the species actively defending its existence. He daims that 

the view that reproduction is a need of species is just as logical as arguing that 

reproduction is a need of individuals. In fact, Rolston States that organisms cm flounsh 

without reproducing and moreover, that they can be better off because reproducing often 

involves risk and duress for them. The hidden assumption Rolston makes is that 

existence and longevity are the main or only values that animals have. He offers an 

example: 

In this sense a female grizzly does not bear cubs to be healthy herself, any more 
than a woman needs children to be healthy. Rather, her cubs are Ursus arctos, 
threatened by nonbeing, recreating itself by continuous performance ... individuals 
arc genetically impelled to sacrifice thernselves in the interests of reproducing 
their kind (1988, p. 148). 

He further claims that animals do not possess genitalia in order to preserve their lives but 

instead, that the purpose of these organs is to defend the species form of life (Rolston, 

1992). This seems to be a mistake from an evolutionary point of view. Individual 

organisms do not act and reproduce merely for the good of the species. Each produces its 

own unique descendants, regardless of whether or not its offspring will 'improve' the 

species. One can easily argue that seeking mates and reproducing is an interest that exists 

at the level of the individual organism. Animais compete with members of their own 

species for mates. The very fact that they expend energy in courtship rituals and rearing 

offspring is evidence that individuals value reproduction. Rolston himsel f seems. to 

acknowledge this point when he describes how a female bat hunts for insects and nurses 
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her own pup. He states that this "gives evidence of bat-valuing; she values the insects 

and the pup." (1994, p. 15) The bat nurses the pup because precisely because it is hem, 

not simply because it belongs to the same species she does. 

Can we attribute purpose and intentionality to species qua species? We can 

observe animais actively defending their lives when they mn fiom predators and guard 

food sources. They are self-consciously motivated to search for food and mates. These 

activities, when fnistrated. can generate negative experiences or reactions in the 

organisms involved. A species is not the sort of thing that can experience in any way, 

therefore it cannot purposively seek or avoid certain experiences. The species as a 

genetic lineage is maintained over time and its pattern changes, but this is not evidence of 

the species "defending" its life. The fact that a species lineage evolves and carries on 

through generations is the result of the relations between organisms defending their lives 

and reproducing in a changing environment. Rolston's goal was to justify the existence of 

moral duties at the species level using an analogy between species and individual 

organisms. He states that we have moral obligations to organisms in light of their 

intrinsic value and so, if species have intrinsic value, we also have moral duties to them. 

Rolston's analogy breaks down because he has not shown that species have goods of their 

own which they actively defend. His attempt to justiQ organismic qualities at the species 

level fails. Therefore, Rolston has not justified his daim that species possess inainsic 

value, nor that humans have duties to protect them. 

In his attempt to extend intrinsic value to species, Rolston creates conceptual 

confusion. Activities such as learning and reproducing, as they are normally conceived, 

do not tnnsfer well to species even when species are considered individuals. He changes 

43 



the meaning of ordinary words to serve his purpose of extending the class of intrinsically 

valuable entities. The confusion increases when Rolston attributes objective value to 

ecosystems and nature itself. The meaning of the terms 'valuable' and 'valuer' are 

adjusted as necessary. At first, Rolston (1994) defines a valuer as an entity able to defend 

value. We have seen that, as a deontologist, he defines intrinsically valuable entities as 

entities with goods of their own. He argues thlit organisrns and species c m  be callcd 

valuers because they defend their identity. He then goes on to equate the words 'valuer' 

and 'valuable'. 'The species line too is value-able, able to conserve a biologicai identity. 

Indeed it is more real, more value-able than the individual" (Rolston, 1994, p. 2 1). 

'Valuable', or at least Rolston's play on this word, has become synonymous with the 

ability to value. 

Rolston next asks the question, 'Cm ecosystems be valuable al1 by themselves?' 

He admits that ecosystems are not teleological entities and that they do not defend their 

lives. But to judge an ecosystem using the same critena one uses to judge organisms, he 

daims, would be a mistake. lntrinsic value cannot be cxtrapolated from organisms to 

ecosystems as it was fiom organisms to species. Still, as a deontologist and a holist, 

Rolston is determined to justify the existence of objective intrinsic value at the ecosystem 

level. 'The products [of nature] are valuable, able to be valued ....[ W]hy not Say that the 

process is what is really value-able, able to produce these values?" (Rolston, 1994, p. 24) 

lntrinsic value is no longer synonymous with the ability to value; intrinsically valuable 

entities need not be valuers. An entity can also be valuable if itproduces values. Thus, 

the ecosystem is valuable because it creates valuable products. Perhaps in an attempt to 

sirnplify things, and maintain his original position that entities capable of valuing possess 
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intrinsic value, Rolston redefines the terni 'valuer'. "If you like, that is anotber meaning 

of value-er; any x is a valuer if x is value-able, able to produce values." (Rolston, 1994, p. 

19) 

The reader quickly becomes lost in the multiple meanings of 'valuable', 'value- 

able' and 'valuer'. In his hopes of extending the notion of intrinsic value from humans to 

organisms, species, and ecosystems, Rolston has created so much concepnia! confusion 

that it is hard to keep tnck of his real aim. Rolston's hope is to establish objective value 

in the environment which is independent of subjective experience. Scoville ( 1  995) 

rightly notes that he attempts to do this using the essentially subjective concept of self- 

valuing. As was seen in the above discussion, this attempt becomes problematic when 

Rolston tries to attribute intrinsic value beyond the organism level. He tries to extend 

value to the species level by interpreting species as teleological and valuing individuals. 

Rolston's analogy between organisms and species is unconvincing. The extension 

becomes more troublesome when he tries to establish the intrinsic value of ecosystems 

and nature itself. Rolston admits that he cannot cal1 these entities self-valuing, so he 

redefines his concept of intrinsic value. Scoville (1995) sees Rolston's attribution of 

objective value at the level of ecosystems (what Rolston calls systemic value), as 

evidence of the inadequacy of the concept of intrinsic value. 

Doesn't this description of systemic value move from a theory of value as 
objectively present in nature to one that objectifies value? Can value be a 
process? Can it have projects? (Scoville, 1995, p. 124) 

Rolston realizes that the ability to value can only be extended so far. Rather than leaving 

the notion of intrinsic value behind, he chooses instead to manipulate his definitions. 

Problems of Consistencv 



One of the main problerns with a deontological approach to ethics is its rigidity. 

The rightness or wrongness of an action is determined, not by an appeal to consequences, 

but by the nature of the action itself. If an action is wrong, it is wrong in ail cases. For 

Kant, lying was wrong in al1 cases regardless of the consequences of telling the truth. 

The question one might ask is, '1s it always best to follow the principle, no matter what 

the consequences?' If the consequence of telling the tmth was someone's being killed, 1 

think most people would be willing to lie. 1 also would argue that lying is the morally 

right action in such a case. Failure to consider consequences can end in morally 

objectionable results. For this reason, Rolston's ethic has dangerous implications when 

applied consistently. Rolston's is a holist theory of environmental ethics which gives 

higher value and hence. moral priority to species and ecosysterns. Giving species moral 

priority mrans that our primary moral duties are directly to species. We must act for the 

good of the species as a form or lineage. When this kind of ethic is applied consistently, 

every species is given moral priority over its members. Human beings are members of 

the species Homo sapiens and so it follows that moral duties to Homo sapiens have 

priority over duties to individual human beings. Because of the implications of his 

deontology, 1 suggest that Rolston takes consequences into consideration, thus falling 

into inconsistency. 

Let us first consider the implications of this ethic when it is applied consistently to 

the human species. The increasing interest in environmental philosophy within the last 

two decades has been driven largely by the fact that humans are causing environmental 

destruction and species extinction at an alarming rate. Under a holist ethic, species have 

moral priority, so moral agents must act in a way that protects the good of species. Under 
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this ethic, individual lives can and should be sacrificed if it will be good for species. If a 

non-native group of animals threaten the existence of an endangered but indigenous plant 

species, the species-centered ethic would cal1 for the animals to be relocated or culled. 

Under an ethic that gives pnority to species this is not simply a justifiable action, it is a 

nrord duty. Suffering and death are justi fied as means of protecting the good of species. 

Given the extent to which humans are destroying ecosystems and extinguishing 

species, there would be ai least some cases where human populations should be moved, 

somehow limited, or even culled. Many ways in which human beings act in the 

environment are destructive in themselves, and reforming our actions would go a long 

way in protecting species and habitats. However, the sheer number of human beings is 

also a problem. The earth cannot support a massive and growing human population while 

at the same time supporting species diversity. 

Rolston has told us that specics are the mure fundamental units of life. Organisms 

are merely the parts of species, and they fùnction as representatives so that the species 

hrm is maintained. Therefore, under this ethic individual humans are also mere 

receptacles or tokens expressing Homo sapiens whose value is subordinate to the species. 

(Recalling one of Rolston's claims from the previous section, we may wonder what 

humans would do with the knowledge that Our genitalia exist solely for the reproduction 

of the human species.) Individual humans, if Rolston were to be consistent, are always 

replaceable. We could drastically reduce the size of the human population, and the 

human species would continue to exist. If species are given moral priority, a decrease in 

the number of humans is called for given the extent to which they extinguish other 

species. The pain and suffenng surrounding the loss of human life would simply be a 
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cost in preserving species. 

Consider also the notion of species improvement. Rolston argues that the good of 

the species is ofien served by h m  to individual members. For instance, he claims that 

the elk species is impmved as an individual elk is being eaten (Rolston, 1988). The 

improvernent is argued to be derived €tom the fact tliat the elk will be more difficult for 

wolves to catch. The distress of the individual elk is instrumentally valuable to the elk 

species so the distress of the elk is deemed a "painfùl good (Rolston, 1988, p. 59). 

Human beings do not bave any natural predaton. Thus, predation cannot be a source of 

pressure on the human species to improve. Moreover, we have been told by Rolston that 

we are now outside of evolutionary forces. We do, however, have the ability and 

technology to change our own species in various ways. Duties to species can include 

their improvement; we would be following nature. The Holocaust is a grursome example 

of what can happen when ideas çonceming the duty to 'improve' the human race take 

priority over individual human lives. Today, reproductive and genctic technology have 

becorne more sophisticated means of ' improving ' the human species. Certain qualities in 

rmbryos can already be selected for and 'undesirable' traits can be detected prior to 

implantation. Agaiii, any concems that individual humans may have about the 

consequcnces of these technologies may be trumped by the duty to improve Homo 

sapiens . 

Because of iis deontological nature, Rolston's holist theory gives species moral 

priority in a rigid way. This rigidiry leads to morally troubling consequences and to 

compensate, Rolston falls into inconsistency in dealing with duties to the human species. 

Rolston (1988) readily admits that humans are typically harmful to the ecosystems. Yet, 
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at the same time he claims that duties to organisms may sometimes ovemde duties to 

ecosystems except in the case of humans in culture. "Perhaps on some occasions duties 

to the products will ovemde duties to the system that produced them, but - apart from 

humans who live in culture as well as in nature - this will seldom be mie." (Rolston, 

1988, p. 188) This is clearly inconsistent with a theory that gives species moral priority 

as a nile. Rolston anempts to escape the impliciitions of his theory, when i t  is applied 

consistently, by ascribing humans a higher value. But Rolston has already rejected this 

appeal. Based on his claims of human superiority, he agrees that the duty to protect 

humans will almost always trump the duty to protect individual plants and animals. 

However, Rolston then states, "it does not follow that the obligation to protect one or 

even a group of humans trumps the obligation to protect whole species." (1988, p. 138) 

He even states that "even the most valuable of the parts is of less value than the whole. 

The objective, systemic process is an ovemding value" ( 1988, p. 19 1 ). 

Consider Rolston's view of hietarchical value in the world. Roiston ascribes 

species objective value to the extent they possess higher qualities. The human species 

has the highest degree of value, he claims, and the value decreases as one moves down 

the ecological pyramid. We have the highest value in light of our qualities, not merely 

because we belong to the human species. He states. "it is not, technically, the species to 

which humans belong biologically that makes moral demands on us; it is the personal, 

psychological capacities that exclusively .... emerge in Homo sapiens " (1988, p. 75). 

Thus, value rankings are not based on species membenhip. 1t seems strange then that 

Rolston arranges species in his value hierarchy, rather than individuals. If qualities are 

the focus of value, there seems no good reason why we should not use his value formula 
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within species. Even discounting marginal cases, for instance, infants, the senile, and the 

rnentally challenged, the degree to which individual humans realize various qualities will 

differ. We can easily imagine (or consult history for) a system where various cultures 

and individuals are rated in ternis of their value. Humans are the most valuable because 

they have the greatest valuational capability; humans pursue science and philosophy and 

they create works o f  art and literature. A value hierarchy could be applied within and 

among cultures based on the level of scientific sophistication, philosophical contribution, 

and various other achievements. We could then use this scale to differentially distribute 

societal privileges and worldly goods. 

Rolston. 1 believe would reject this application of his value hierarchy. He aques 

that even despite marginal humans, "capacities in value richness are statistical marks of 

the species" (1988, p. 75). He maintains that class rules are useful. Rolston also 

proposes that "the difference in value richness between human races (if and where this 

exists) is an artifact of culture. That between species is essential in nature" (1988, p. 73). 

It is not clear why the fact that differences in value are cultural, rather than natural, 

matters to a value hierarchy of qualities. Rolston wants to treat humans differently 

simply because they are human, not because of the qualities they possess. If he were 

consistent, he would have to allow a hierarchy among humans and between cultures. 

The last general problem with rationalist deontological theories that will be here 

discussed, surrounds cases where moral duties conflict. In these cases, the conflict does 

not stem from differences in inclination and the rational knowledge of one's duty. These 

are cases where two duties, discovered via rational thought, are at odds. The moral agent 

cannot fulfill both obligations, although hisher rational nature rnorally demands the 
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he/she does. For instance, fiom the case earlier, there is a conflict between the duty to tell 

the tnith and the duty to Save an innocent life. 

Rolston has posited a dualism between humans and the rest of nature. He affirms 

two separate ethical spheres: the sphere of interhuman or cultural eihics and the sphere of 

environmental ethics. Ferre ( 1993) argues that this sharp distinction constitutes "ethical 

incoherence" (p. 446). We are given two ethics whose principles are 'just different'. 

Social ethics condemns predatory activity in culture; environmental ethics praises 
predation as enhancing "satisfactory fitness." Rolston uses the strongest moral 
disparagements to urge against humans playing a role in the extinction of species; 
at the same time, he contemplates prehuman periods of even catastrophic 
extinctions with unruffled approval. (Fene, 1993, p. 447) 

Theoretically, Rolston does not adequately argue for this humadnature dualism, and the 

ethical incoherence that results also creates moral problems. When two distinct spheres 

of ethics conflict, how are we to proceed? Ferre uses an example of the conflict between 

the duty to preserve forest and the duty to protect the subsistence needs of certain 

peoples. Environmental ethics demands that we preserve the forest while interhuman 

ethics demands that we look after the people. Rolston does not offcr us a higher level 

ethical principle to which we can appeal. 

Perhaps Rolston would direct Our attention back to the question of values. He has 

given us 'the nonloss of goods' pnnciple as a way to determine moral action. Humans 

may destroy values in nature so long as they produce an equal or greater amount of value 

in culture. Remember, Rolston has also stated that despite Our status as the most valuable 

pmducts of nature, humans are not entitled to destroy species. Will the humans in the 

above example create a net increase in value by destroying the forest than would exist if 

we preserved the forest as it was? The task of objectively quantiQing value seems 
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impossible and Rolston has not given us a method for doing so. Regardless, it is difiicult 

to imagine a cases where the subsistence interests of a group of humans could be tmrnped 

by the duty to preserve habitat. 

The problem is that it will always be humans that are making these moral 

judgements. Rolston has claimed that human nature has the capacity to judge value 

objectively and disinterestedly, but 1 doiibt that many humans would be willing to 

sacrifice themselves to preserve an endangered species or even a rainforest. It is not even 

clear that the refusal to sacrifice oneself would deserve moral condemnation. According 

to Rolston's deontological theory, those humans who refused to sacrifice themselves 

either acted irrationally or made an error in value judgement. 1 think Rolston can see tliat 

comparing a human life and the existence of a species is a daunting task when the 

corn parison is based on objective intnnsic value. He retreats into humadnature dualism 

to escape the problem of these incornmcnsurable values. 

Once again, Rolston's theory falls into confusion and contradiction. He has 

carefully worked up from the value of  organisrns to the value of nature the creator. 

Rolston reitentes that the fundamental unit of survival is the appropnate unit of moral 

concem. Hence, duties to species mimp duties to organisms and duties to whole 

ecosystems tnimp duties to species. Above, we have seen that Rolston conveniently 

excuses the human species from these principles. Rolston refen to the value of nature 

itself as "cardinal" and "overriding" because it has produced al1 other values. It would 

seem that the duty to protect this value would be Our highest as moral agents. But 

Rolston seems to retreat fiom this position when human duties get too difficult. 

The obligation remains a prima facie one: humans ought to preserve so far as they 
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can the richness of the biological community. This too is among human 
obligations. It is not the only one. In a capstone sense it is not the ultimate one, 
since the cultural values supervening on nature are more eminent. But in a 
foundational sense it is ultimate, since it is out of projective nature that everything 
is created and maintained. (p. 230) 

Here, Rolston is proposing that nature possesses ultirnate value in a 'foundational' sense 

as the generator and sustainer of al1 value. Even cultural value exists in a broad 

ecosystemic context. Culture h3s VDIUC in an 'ultirnatc' scnsc bccausc i t  transcends 

nature; the value of hurnans in culture is greater than the values of any other natural 

product. Thc cultural values and the natural values are both ultimate, but in different 

senses. When cultural values and natural values conflict, it is unclear which values 

deserve our moral protection. Rolston seemingly contradicts the body of his work when 

he States, "values are intrinsic, insrnimental, and systcmic, and al1 three are interwoven, 

no one with pnority over the others in significance, although systemic value is 

foundational" (1994, p. 25). His holist ethic is based on a hierarchy of value where 

ecosystems are more valuable than species, which in tum are more valuable tlian 

organismss. Rolston now puts the value of ecosysterns, species, and individual organisrns 

on the same level, thus contradicting the body of his holist ethic. Unfortunately, his 

environmental ethic becornes muddled and arbitrary. Not even Rolston can decide which 

values take priority. 



Chapter 3 

Exposition of Taylor's Environmen ta1 E thic 

Paul W. Taylor, in contrast to Rolston, is in the "individualist" camp of 

environmental ethics, giving moral priority to individual organisms. In his book, Respect 

for Nature, Taylor gives us a clear and explicit account of an individualist position on the 

environment and Our ethical relation to it. Taylor (1986) begins by clarifjtng his position 

on what an environmental ethic is designed to do. 

[I]t is an attempt to establish the rational grounds for a system of moral principles 
by which human treatment of natural ecosystems and their wild communiiies of 
life ought to be guided (p. 9). 

Like Rolston, he locates objective value in the natural world that is independent of human 

use or valuation. Taylor's environmental ethic is 'biocentric', or life-centered, rather than 

anthro-pocentric, or human-centered. A biocentric ethic entails duties toward nature that 

do not stem from the duties owed to humans. For example, under a biocentric ethic, the 

obligation to protect endangered species stems from the moral obligation to refnin from 

harming wild living things. Under an anthropocentric ethic. the same obligation anses 

instead from the duty to protect the well-being and interests of other human beings. For 

Taylor, environmental ethics is not a subdivision of human ethics. Rather, he proposes 

that moral relations hold between humans and the natural world directly ( 1986). 

Taylor separates human ethics from environmental ethics. The former deals with 

relations among humans and its guiding principle is "respect for persons". Under this 

principle, each person is conceived as a 'tenter of autonomous choice, living (or 

potentially capable of living) a way of life according to his or her own value-system" 

(Taylor, 1986, p. 38). Environmental ethics deals with relations between humans and the 
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natural world. In Respect for Nature, Taylor defines a natural ecosystem as "any 

collection of ecologically interrelated living things that, without human intrusion or 

control, maintain their existence as species-populations over tirne" (1 986, p. 3). He states 

that no clear boundary can be drawn between what is natural and what is unnatural. 

Taylor proposes that the most appropnate way to make the distinction would be to think 

of  natiiral ecosystems as those that existed before humans, and unnotuml ecosystems, at 

the opposite end of the scale, as those completely controlled by humans. A dualism is 

thus posited between humans and the rest of the biological world. 

The human/nature dualism is integral to Taylor's ethic. He daims that humans 

are biological beings and moral beings. Although humans depend on the integrity of the 

earth, Taylor says that unlike other organisms, humans must decide how to live. He 

states "the noms by which we bind ourselves are laws of our own legislation." (1986, p. 

48) Humans have free will and autonomy and so can set ends for themselves, shaping 

their own funire. Taylor states that there is a fundamental duality between biological 

nature and moral autonomy. He argues that an understanding of the biological nature of 

humans "does not provide us with any particular directives as to how we should conduct 

Our lives." (1986, p. 49) Instead, the question of how humans are to fit into the natural 

world is one that faces them as moral agents. 

Taylor's environmental ethic is divided into three components: the attitude of 

respect for nature; the biocentric outlook on nature; and the actual system of moral rules 

and duties. Taylor speaks only about Our relations to wild organisms, meaning those 

organisms living in natural ecosystems without interference by humans. Domestic 

animals and plants are excluded. Respect for nature is fundamental to Taylor's system as 
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evidenced by the title of his book. His central tenet is that, "actions are right and 

character traits are morally good in vimie of their expressing or embodying the moral 

attitude of respect for nature."(1986, p. 80) The 'attitude of respect' entails that moral 

agents are obligated to treat wild organisms as ends in themselves in acknowledgment of 

their intrinsic value. 

[Wlild communities of life are undentood to be descrving of our moral concern 
and consideration because they have a kind of value that belongs to them 
inherently ... The living things of the natural world have a worth that they possess 
simply in virtue of their being members of the Earth's Community of Life. Such 
worth does not derive from their acicnial or possible usefulness to humans, or from 
the fact that humans find theni enjoyable to look at or interesting to study (Taylor, 
1986, p. 13). 

In this passage, Taylor proposes ihat value is objectively present in the environment and 

is intrinsic to living things. It does not depend on the subjective valuings of humans. He 

shares with Rolston the commitment to finding objective intnnsic value in the natural 

world. 

Taylor's overall approach in developing his ethic is decidedly Kantian. In chapter 

one, two other central claims were extracted from Rolston's work: the claim that value 

entails moral duties and the claim that humans have an ability to abstract from their 

persona1 values and judge natural value objectively. Justification for the move from 

value to duties rides on extending value fiom humans as exemplars of intrinsic value to 

nonhuman organisms. These claims, which evidenced the deontological nature of 

Rolston' environmental ethic, are also found in Taylor's. 1 will point out these claims as 

we examine the details of Taylor's work. 

Taylor uses the term "inherent worth" in place of objective intrinsic value and 

anributes this value to al1 living organisms. He considers this the "fundamental value- 



presupposition" of his ethic (1986, p. 71). In order to define 'inherent worth', Taylor first 

explains the related concept of the 'good of a being'. He claims that certain entities in the 

universe cm be said to have a 'good of their own'. 

One way to know whether something belongs to the class of entities that have a 
good is to see whether it makes sense to speak of what is good or bad fur the thing 
in question. If we can Say, tmly or falsely, that something is good for an entity or 
bad for it, without reference to any other entity, then the entity has a good of its 
own (Taylor, 1986, p. 6 1 ) 

For example, one can intelligibly claim that nutritious food is good for a young child. 

This daim is understandable without refemng to another person or thing. In contrast, 

Taylor argues, a machine does not have a good of its own because we must of necessity 

refer to other entities. To claim that oiling a machine is good for it, is really to claim that 

a well-oiled machine is good for its owner. It is the owner's good, rather than the 

machine's, that is being furthered. 

Taylor states that the good of a being is "connected with what is good for it and 

wliat does it good." (1986, p. 61) The good of a being is synonymous with its well-being. 

At first, Taylor claims that we might think promoting a being's good means promoting a 

being's conscious interests. However, he argues that certain entities which do not have 

conscious interests can still be said to have a well-being that can be furthered or harmed. 

For instance, it makes sense to Say that stepping on a spider is detrimental to the spider's 

well-being. For Taylor, the concept of the good of a being refers to what is objectively 

good for the organism rather than what the organism might consciously desire or value 

(its subjective good) (1986, p. 65). The objective good of an organism refers to what is 

favourable to its well-being and flourishing. Taylor claims that the good of an organism 

is fully realized when it successfully adapts to its environment and maintains "the normal 
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biological fùnctions of its species throughout its entire span of life." (1986, p. 66) 

Ultimately, the concept of a being's good in Taylor's work relates to the maintenance and 

flourishing of the being's biological life. 

Within Taylor's ethic, al1 animais and plants are considered beings with goods of 

their own. He claims that it makes good sense for a biologically informed person to 

speak of what h m s  or benefits an organisrn, even a protoman. For example, certain 

environmental conditions may help or harm the protozoan's flourishing. Taylor claims 

that humans can take the standpoint of an organisrn and make factually informed and 

objective judgements regarding what is beneficial or harmful to the organism's good. It 

is important to note that Taylor contends that his claim that all living things are beings 

with goods of iheir own is a fuctual claim; it is a claim about the state of the world. So 

Far, Taylor has not argued that organisms have objective value nor that moral agents have 

duties to protect their goods. To argue for this, he introduces the concept of inherent 

worth, 

Interestingly, Taylor recognizes the logical gap in moving from is-statements to 

ought-statements. He States, 

One can acknowledge that an animal or plant has a good of its own and yet, 
consistently with this acknowledgment, deny that moral agents have a duty to 
promote or protect its good or even to refrain fiom haming it (1  986, p. 72). 

The example 1 used previously was the case of the mosquito trying to make a meal of my 

blood. The mosquito has a good of its own, but 1 still rnight feel justified in killing it. 

Yet. Taylor proposes that there is a reason to refrain from harming the goods of other 

organisrns and argues that organisms must also be regarded as entities possessing 

"inherent worth". The class of entities possessing inherent worth is the same as the class 
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of entities with goods of their own, namely, al1 living things. When moral agents regard 

organisms as entities possessing inherent worth, they commit themselves to the prima 

facie principle that "living things ought not to be harmed or interfered with in nature" 

(Taylor, 1986, p. 72). 

Inherent worth is a kind of value that entails moral duties. Taylor daims that to 

say an entity X has inherent worth is to say, 

A state of affairs in which the good of X is realized is better than an othenvise 
similar state of affairs in which it is not realized (or not realized to the same 
degree), (a) independently of X's being valued, either intrinsically or 
instmmentally, by some hurnan valuer, and (b) independently of X's being in fact 
useful in furthering the ends of a conscious being or furthering the realization of 
some other being's good, human or nonhuman, conscious or nonconscious (1986, 
p. 75). 

To attribute inherent worth to a being is to attribute to it a kind of value that is 

indepe~~dent of its relations to other beings. Consider how a deer mouse might be 

valuable. The rnouse has instrumental value to a hawk looking for its dinner. This kind 

of value is dependent on its usefulness to other beings; instrumentai value is always 

relative to other entities. A human observer might value the mouse for its attractiveness 

and believe it should continue its existence unharmed. Taylor ternis this kind of value 

"inherent value" (1986, p. 73). It is the value an observer places on an object, place or 

living entity because of its significance or beauty rather than its usefulness. Inherent 

value, he explains is another fom of relative value because it exists only via the 

valuations of other entities. Inherent worth, in contrast, is non-relative or independent 

value precisely because it does not depend on the valuations of any other beings. It is a 

value that an entity possesses in itself because of its inherent nature. Taylor argues that 

such an entity has inherent worth because it has capacities organized in a certain way so 



that the entity as a whole has a good of its own which it seeks to realize (1986, p. 148). 

He c lairns that unlike particular capacities or skills, organisms possess inherent wonh 

equally. This precludes a hierarchical view of nature, at least in terms of objective value. 

Because of this equality of value, Taylor argues that entities possessing inherent wonh 

deserve equal consideration; value equality entails moral equality. Roslton's position on 

value is explicitly hierarchical and thus is directly opposed to Taylor's on this point. 

Rolston would Say that Taylor is a "sentimental egalitarian". 

At this point, Taylor's daim that al1 living things possess inherent worth is still 

more of an assertion than a justification for Our duties to individual organisms. In order 

to justifj moral duties, Taylor appeals :O rationality. In the first chapter of Respect for 

Nature. he outlines what he sees as "structural symmetry" between human ethics and 

environmental ethics. The ultimate moral attitude within human ethics, Taylor claims, is 

respect for persons. He asks us first to consider how we conceive ourselves and proposes 

that we view ounelves as rational and valuing beings each of whom is an "autonomous 

center of conscious life." (1986, p. 79) Taylor claims that humans assert their own 

inherent wonh out of self-respect and demand that our worth should be acknowledged by 

others. As rational beings, we see that other humans are autonomous, valuing beings just 

like us and so also possess inherent wonh. He concludes that to view ourselves as beings 

with inherent worth and at the same time to deny that wonh to other human beings whom 

we conceive to be autonomous, valuing beings like ourselves, is incoherent (Taylor, 

1986). Logically, if we are entitled to respect in light of our inherent worth, then we must 



recognize that other humans deserve the same respect.' For Taylor, human ethics is based 

on our mutual recognition of inherent worth and on rationality which demands that we 

treat like cases alike. 

In the same way, Taylor argues that we can establish the b'tnith" of the daim that 

al1 other animals and plants have inherent worth. He states we can do this by "showing 

that oniy ~his  ii*aJP oj'rcgarding rhcm is cohcrcnt ivith hoir i t r  must undcrstand rhcm ivhcn 

we accept the beliejisystem of the biocentric outlook on nature." ( 1  986, p. 80) Once we 

accept this belief-system, he claims we will "look at members of nonhuman species as 

one looks at rnembers of one's own species. Each living thing, human and nonhuman 

alike, will be viewed as an entity pursuing its own good in its own way" (Taylor, 1986, p. 

45). Taylor argues that the view that every organism possesses the same inherent worth 

commits one CO the principle of species impartiality. Morally, there can be no bias in 

favour of some organisms over others. We will now examine the second component of 

Taylor's environmental ethic, namely, the biocentric outlook on life. 

The biocentnc outlook is the belief system Taylor puis fonh in order to make 

intelligible the moral attitude of respect for nature. According to Taylor, the outlook 

"provides the explanatory and justificatory background" to the attitude of respect. He 

claims that once the belief-system is accepted, the attitude of respect would be considered 

the only one appropriate to have towards nature. It has four main principles. The first 

states that humans are memben of the Earth's living community in the same way and on 

the same terms as other living organisms (Taylor, 1986). For instance, humans recognize 

' Taylor notes that the link between self-respect and respect for others goes back 
to Kant's doctrine of humanity as an end in itself (see foomote, page 43). 



that like other organisms, we are biological beings that have evolved over time. The 

second principle is inspired by ecology and claims that the human species is an integral 

element in the interdependent system of living things. The living system on Earth is one 

of interdependence in such a way that the survival and well-being of each living thing is 

dependent on the environment and on its relations to other living things. Taylor's third 

principle holds that each organism (human or nonhuman) is a releological cenfer of lifk 

pursuing its own good in its own unique way. To say an entity is a teleological center of 

life is  to say that, 

its intemal functioning as well as its extemal activities are al1 goal-oriented, 
having the constant tendency to maintain the organism's existence through time 
and to enable it successfÙlly to perform those biological operations whereby it 
reproduces its kind and continually adapts to changing environmental events and 
conditions (Taylor, 1986, p. 122). 

The organism as a whole responds to its environment in a way that tends to preserve its 

life and well-being. The fourth and final principle of the biocentric outlook on nature 

holds that humans are not inherently superior to other living things. Humans are argued 

to have the same inherent wonh as al1 other life forms. ln direct opposition to Rolston, 

Taylor strongly argues that an attitude of species impartiality, where every living thing 

possesses the same value, is essential to a moral attitude towards the environment. For 

Taylor, each individual living thing is viewed as prima facie deserving equal concem and 

respect from moral agents regardless of its species. 

So far there has been no mention of species or ecosystems, and yet it would seem 

that an environmental ethic must address Our relations to these, as well as individual 

organisms. Taylor is an individualist and so he gives moral pnority to individual 

organisms. He argues that neither species nor ecosystems are entities possessing a good 
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of their own independently of their member organisms. Therefore, they cannot possess 

inherent worth. When one says that something is good for a particular species 

population, for exarnple, one must refer to the respective goods of al1 the individual 

members of that population. Taylor claims that saying the preservation of forest habitat 

is good for the Wom Eating Warbler simply means that the average individual warbler 

will benetit from siich an action. He States that the good of a species or cornmunity is "a 

statistical concept" dependent on the median level of good of individual organisms. "To 

benefit a whole species-population is to further the good of its individual members in 

such a way that the median level of their good-realization is raised." (Taylor, 1986, p. 69) 

In the same way, he claims that the good of an ecosystem can only be realized in the good 

lives of its individual members. 

This explanation assumes that species are classes, but what if we take species to 

be genetic lineages, single entities like Rolston? Taylor argues that if species are 

conceived in this-way, it still does not make sense to speak of a species' good because a 

lineage cannot have a well-being. He claims that the notion of instances of an entity has 

been confùsed with the notion of an entity's well-being; extinction of a species only 

means that there are no longer instances of a particular lineage, not that the lineage's 

good has been harmed. A lineage exists or does not exist; it is not something that can be 

harmed. Overall, Taylor proposes that we must remember that only individual organisms 

can possess inherent wonh because only they have goods that can be funhered. When we 

make a clairn about what is good for a species or ecosystem. that daim is only a 

shorthand way of saying what is good for the individuals composing them. Moral 

priority is always given to individual organisms and so, in the end, al1 moral obligations 
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are directed at protecting and promoting their goods. The view that individual organisms 

have moral priority is at the heart of Taylor's entire system and is directly opposed to 

Rolston, who, as we have seen, argues that moral priority be given to species and 

ecosystems rather than individuals. 

Inherent worth entails a moral attitude which commits al1 moral agents (assumed 

here to be mitonornous humans) to the principle that living things "ought not be harmed 

or interfered with in nature, other things being equal." Thus, moral agents have a prima 

facie duty to protect and/or preserve the good of an entity with inherent wonh as an end 

in itself for the sake of that entity. We must never treat wild creatures as mere means to 

Our own ends because in doing so we deny their inherent worth. Taylor States, 

Our duties toward the Earth's non-human forms of life are grounded on their 
status as entities possessing inherent worth. They have a kind of value that 
belongs to them by their very nature, and it is this value that rnakes it wrong to 
treat them as if they existed as mere means to human ends. It is for their sake that 
their good should be promoted and protected (1986, p. 13). 

It is clear that Taylor derives moral duty from his prior ascnption of value. In the 

Kantian tradition, Taylor first detemines the class of entities which possess intrinsic 

value (what he calls inherent worth). These entities are deemed ends in themselves and 

moral agents are obligated to consider their goods when deciding upon actions. 

Earlier, 1 proposed that Taylor's and Rolston's work each contain three general 

claims which give evidence to their shared deontological nature. The final claim that 

needs to be illustrated in Taylor's work is the claim that hurnans can abstract fiom their 

personal values, interests, and sentiments in order to objectively judge value in the world. 

For Taylor, rationality is the path to moral knowledge. He dismisses moral intuitions 

because they "cannot be used as rational, objective grounds for any theory of 

64 



environmental ethics." (1986, p. 23) Intuitions, Taylor argues, are psychologically 

dependent on childhood conditioning and will Vary h m  culture to culture. He claims 

that because we cannot show why certain intuitions are correct, we will be unable to 

produce a remon for anyone to accept a particular ethic. Taylor States "the search for 

tmth in these matters is seriously hindered by the tendency to rely on our intuitive 

judgments." ( 1986, p. 33) .ei environmental ethic, hc concludcs, must bc ntionally 

acceptable to everyone alike. Moral agents must make every attempt to achieve 

"objectivity of judgment" when they engage in ethical inquiry (Taylor, 1986, p. 24). 

Taylor stresses throughout his book that respect for nature is very different than 

love or admiration of nature. The fact that humans might find particular organisms 

beauti full interesting or othenvise attractive is irrelevant to the moral attitude of respect. 

Respect for nature is a rationally grounded and impartial concem for the well-being of 

entities possessing inherent worth, univenally binding on al1 moral agents. Our actions, 

to be moral, must be motivated by the knowledge that living things deserve our respect in 

light of their value. To genuinely have and express respect for nature, Taylor daims, one 

must "act or decline to act out ofconsideraiion and concernfor the good of wild living 

things." (1986, p. 84) Actions must be done as a matter of principle in order for them to 

be moral. If we are merely motivated to act out of love for an organism, our act is not 

moral. Taylor is more than willing to admit that fulfilling the duties of his environmental 

ethic will at times require the sacrifice of human interests. He is openly Kantian in his 

description of valid moral principles, claiming that they must be followed independently 

of an agent's personal ends or interests. Taylor even claims that our biological needs and 

wants do not give humans final reasons for whether or not to satisfi them. Again, we see 
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the duality Taylor has posited between biological nature and moral nature; the satisfaction 

of human biological needs requires a separate moral justification. 

Assuming that we have accepted or at least followed the fint two components of 

his environmental ethic, Taylor (1986) outlines in detail the ethical duties and obligations 

that embody the attitude of respect. The ethical system is composed of four basic rules 

regarding the kinds of action monlly required from hurnnns and a set of prionty rules 

which tell us which of the four basic mlcs should be given precedence when two or more 

conflict, 

The tirst obligation put upon moral agents in their relation to the natural 

environment is the rule of nonmaleficence. This rule requires that moral agents refiain 

from actions that do harm to the good of wild organisms. A duty that falls under this rule 

is the duty not to kill a wild animal. The second rule is the mle of noninterference. Like 

the first, this rule is also of a negative sort in that it simply asks moral agents to abstain 

from certain actions. It does not ask us to promote or protect the goods of living things. 

The rule of noninterference demands that we not place restrictions on the freedom of 

individual organisms and that we maintain a "hands off' policy with regard to the 

environment and its members. Moral agents must not interfere with the nûtural course of 

events within ecosystems nor the lives of wild organisms. Preventing an animal from 

being caught and eaten by a natural predator would be a breach of this moral rule despite 

any good intentions on the part of the moral agent. 

Taylor's third basic rule is the rule of fidelitv and its application is restricted to 

animals capable of being deceived by moral agents. The rule of fidelity tells us that we 

must not break trust with a wild animal by deceiving it. Humans break this rule when 
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they trap animals for fûr or wiggle a wom on a hook in the water. Fishing and trapping 

each require that a wild animal is deceived by the moral agent in an attempt to gain some 

kind of benefit. The last general nile is the rule of restitutive justice. This rule is in place 

in order to restore justice in cases where moral agents break one of the above three rules. 

When any moral nile is broken, a living organism is wronged, and Taylor argues that the 

living organism deserves reparation in ligbt of its inherent worth. Types of reparation 

might include protecting and promoting the good of the being wronged and restoring a 

population or ecosystem that had previously been exploited by humans. 

Protecting species and ecosystems, Taylor argues, is an efficient means to help the 

greatest number of individucil organisms. The ecosystem as a whole is not what is being 

benefitted. 

When deciding upon a particular action, there will be cascs where two of these 

rules conflict. To use one of Taylor's examples, the rule of fidelity conflicts with the mle 

of restitutive justice in the case of saving birds caught in an oil spill. The rule of 

restitutive justice requires that we try to Save the birds by catching them and cleaning 

them. They have been harmed by human action and thus must be compensated. The rule 

of fidelity requires that we not trick the birds or else we break our trust with them. 

However, deception would most likely be required in order to catch the birds. Fulfilling 

the obligations of one nile entails a violation of the other. To solve this dilemma, Taylor 

puts the rules into a hierarchy so that we can judge the most suitable and ethical action in 

a non-arbitrary way. In general, he States that the rule of non-maleficence should be 

given top prionty. Roughly, the next three rules in order of importance are the rule of 

restitutive justice, the rule of fidelity, and finally, the mle of noninterference. Therefore, 
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in the above example, the right action would be to break our tmst with the birds and 

attempt to Save them. 

Taylor also puts fonh a separate set of priority principles which help resolve 

conflicts between the system of environmental ethics and the system of human ethics. 

The latter govems the relations between humans, and its ultimate moral attitude is respect 

for persons. The systern of environmental ethics governs relations betaveen humans and 

nonhumans. and its ultirnnte moral attitude is respect for nature. Because Taylor has 

claimed that each attitude is "the most fundamental kind of moral cornmitment that one 

can make", he cm foresee cases of moral conflict between the two ethics (1986, p. 90). 

He proposes five principles for the resolution of conflicts between ethical systems. The 

fint principle is called the principle of self-defense. It states that "it is permissible for 

moral agents to protect themselves against dangerous or harmful organisms by destroying 

them." (Taylor, 1986, pp. 264-5) Taylor argues that humans are justified in using force 

against a dangerous organism as long as they have taken precautions to avoid the 

tlueatening circumstances from arising, and as long as they do the least hann possible. 

The next four principles require a distinction between basic and nonbasic 

interests. Taylor defines interests as "those events and conditions in the lives of 

organisms that are conducive to the realization of their good" (1986, p. 270). 'Interests' 

also refer to those objects that protect the goods of living things. The most basic 

interests, Taylor proposes, are those conditions and objects needed by a living thing to 

remain alive. He daims that subsistence, secunty, autonomy, and liberty are basic human 

interests. With reference to humans, Taylor states that "basic interests are what rational 

and factually enlightened people would value as an essential part of their very existence 
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as persons." ( 1986, p. 272) Apparent1 y, only humans have nonbasic interests, and he 

defines these as those particular ends a person considen wonh seeking. Unlike basic 

ones, nonbasic interests Vary froni person to person. Taylor fùrther divides the class of 

nonbasic interests into two groups. He argues that one group is simply incompatible with 

respect for nature because it involves the exploitation of organisms for human purposes. 

Examples of incompatible nonbasic intcrcsts includc al! hunting and fishing done for 

enjoyment and slaughtenng elephants for their ivory (Taylor, 1986, p. 274). The second 

group of nonbasic interests are compatible with respect for nature even though iheir 

fulfillment means negative consequences for the natural world. Examples of these 

interests include building a museum where natural habitat would be destroyed and 

replacing a forest with a timber plantation (Taylor, 1986, p. 276). Taylor claims that the 

interests in this second group are valued so highly by humans, that they can outweigh the 

resulting harm to nature. 

Taylor's second pnonty principle is the princi~le of prowrtionality. It is to be 

applied in cases where human nonbasic interests, incompatible with respect for nature, 

conflict with basic interests of nonhumans. It holds that greater weight is to be given to 

the basic interests of nonhumans. The princiole of minimum wrong is the third principle, 

and Taylor proposes that it be applied in cases where the basic interests of nonhumans 

conflict with human nonbasic interests which are compatible with respect for nature. 

Taylor holds that human nonbasic interests can sometimes outweigh non human basic 

interests if the method of interest-fulfillrnent involves fewer wrongs than any other 

alternative. He offers two conditions under which humans are justified in pursuing their 

nonbasic interests: (a) when "the interests in question are considered essential to a whole 
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society's maintaining a high level of culture, when judged fiom the shared standards of 

its common way of life as it has developed throughout its history", and (b) when the 

interests in question "are seen to lie at the center of a rational person's system of  

autonumously chosen ends, thus functioning as the uniQing framework for a total 

conception of an individual's own mie good" (Taylor, 1986, pp. 28 1-2). 

Taylor's fourth principle is the princiale of distributive iustice and its purpose is 

to deal with conflicts where interests are basic on both sides. It calls for an equal 

distribution of interest-fulfillment among humans and nonhumans. In cases where a 

natural source of good serves both humans and nonhumans, the principle of distributive 

justice demands that each party receive an equal, or fair, share. Finally, the princinle of 

restitutivejustice is to be applied whenever the principles of minimum wrong or 

distributive justice have been used. Taylor argues that under these latter two principles, 

"harm is done to animals and plants that are harmless, so sorne form of reparation or 

compensation is called for" (1986, p. 304). He claims that the principle of restitutive 

justice will restore "the balance of justice" when humans and nonhumans are not treated 

equally. Taylor admits that, in hard cases, these five principles will not always give 

solutions, but insists that moral agents need not make arbitrary decisions. He daims that 

moral agents can appeal to "the ethical ideal of harmony between human civilization and 

nature" (1986, p. 307). If the ethical ideal were realized, al1 moral agents would have the 

attitudes of respect for nature and respect for persons. It would mean that a balance 

between human values and nonhuman well-being was preserved. Taylor asks moral 

agents to keep this ideal in mind as the "spirit" of the five priority principles. 



Chapter 4 

Critique of Taylor's Envlronmental Ethic 

Theoretical Problems 

Taylor makes the same logical jump that Rolston and other rationalist 

deontologists make, by deriving duties from values. Unlike Rolston, however, he does 

not openly aff i rm this move. Taylor acknowledges tbat one cannot move from is to ought 

without an argument. 

One does not contradict oneself by saying, "Yes, 1 know that this action of mine 
will adversely affect the good of living things, but neverthelrss there is no reason 
why I shouldn't do it." There may in truth be a reason against doing the act ... but 
we cannot just assert this to be the case on the ground thiit the living things in 
question have a good of their own (1986, p. 72). 

Taylor acknowledges that the fact that an entity has a good of its own does not logicaliy 

entail moral duties to that entity. He proposes that an entity with a good of its own must 

also be viewed as an entity with inherent worth. Taylor States that within his ethic, "the 

logical gap between is-statements of the biological sciences and the ought-statements of 

ethics is maintained." (1986, p. 47) He also maintains that he can establish the truth of the 

daim that certain entities possess inherent worth. 

'Inherent worth', as defined by Taylor, is a kind of value possessed by those 

entities that must be iaken into moral consideration. To Say an animal possesses inherent 

wonh is simply to say that moral agents ought to respect it. Inherent wonh is only to be 

attributed to entities with goods of their own, and to see why, we can complete the quoted 

passage above. "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." The reason 

moral agents are morally obligated to respect the goods of living things is precisely 

71 



because they have goods of their own. Taylor moves h m  is to ought. 

The attitude of respect for nature, Taylor argues, is an ultimate moral attitude and 

therefore cannot be justified by giving moral reasons for taking it. To ground the attitude 

of respect, he proposes instead that the entire ethical system that embodies the principle 

must be shown to be valid. 

How can this be done? The only way is to set forth the beliefsystcm thm 
underlies and supports the attitude and show that it is acceptable to al1 who are 
rational, factually infomed, and have a developed capacity of reality-awareness 
(Taylor, 1986, p. 98). 

The biocentric outlook on nature composes the belief system and was descnbed in the 

previous chapter. Each principle of the outlook, except perhaps the last, is a factual 

description of the natural world and the place of humans in it. Whether Taylor is right or 

wrong in his factual description of the natural world, facts do not logically entail mon1 

duties. The founh pnnciple of the biocentric outlook is perhaps Taylor's key to justifying 

duties to all living things. It States that humans are not inherently superior to other living 

things. We are al1 teleological beings pursuing our own goods in our own ways. Humans 

and nonhumans are 'equals', and so the freedom to pursue unique goods autonomously is 

equally valuable in both cases. Because humans value their own freedom, Taylor argues, 

they are obliged to value the freedom of al1 other living things as much as they value their 

own. Like Rolston, Taylor extends value to nonhumans using humans as paradigm cases 

of teleological entities. Stijl, describing organisms as teleological beings does not mean 

that those entities possess inherent worth. Taylor has not closed the logical gap between 

the claim that an entity has a good and the claim that moral duties are owed to that entity. 

His justification tests on his belief that rational humans (through rational inference) will 



(and logically must) attribute value to other living things based on their own sense of self- 

worth. However, he fails to prove the claim that organisms are owed moral duties, a 

claim that he contends he can show to be mie. "Rational, factually informe&' human 

beings might still decide that they have no duty to protect the lives of garden pests and 

disease organisms. If one's goal were to keep a healthy garden, a rationul action would 

be to kil! the pests, despite their teleological naturc. 

Like Rolston, Taylor argues that a teleological nature is sufficient for possession 

of inherent worth. Humans and nonhumans possess equal value because they are 

teleological beings. However, as moral agents, humans must ignore their personal values 

and interests when deciding how to act in the natural world. Again, as in Rolston's, 

teleology is the foundation for moral duties in Taylor's environmental ethic. Moral 

agents owe respect to wild organisms precisely because they are teleological beings. Yet, 

Taylor denies the relevance of human teleology in determining moral actions in the 

environment. 

In the biocentric outlook, Taylor States that humans are dependcnt on the natural 

world for our survival. Like other organisms, we require clean air and water to be 

healthy, for example. However, Taylor claims that humans have "purposes in life other 

than simple biological survival and physical well-being." (1986, p. 103) It is interesting 

that Taylor describes these 'other' human purposes as more than "a mere set of personal 

preferences."(l986, p. 34) He claims they constitute value-systems. A person's value- 

system, according to Taylor, plays an important role in one's view of oneself and it 

determines what one considers a meaningful life. Humans will choose lifesiyles that 
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reflect their persona1 value-systems. Despite Taylor's acknowledgement of the 

importance of human values, he has already claimed that they are irrelevant to moral 

decisions, 

The dualism in Respect for Nature rneans that humans must abstract €rom their 

teleological nature and even their biology. so that moral decisions are made rationally. A 

dnwback to this dualism is that humnn life itself has becomc a problem. Taylor argues 

that we are morally bound to respect natural ecosystems and processes through non- 

intervention. In a telling statement, he says "to kill or otherwise harm [wild plants and 

animals] is always something morally bad in itself and can only be justified if we have no 

feasible alternative." (Taylor, 1986, p. 269) At the same time, we are biological 

organisms living and depending on the natural environment for Our survival. Humans 

must of necessity intervene in nonhuman lives; we must use them for food and shelter. 

This is the dilemrna in which humans are caught. As moral agents, humans commit 

moral wrongs when they follow their teleological nature. Even if an action is justified by 

the principles of Taylor's ethic, the actor may still commit moral wrongs. 

Taylor has surpassed his goal of convincing us that humans are not superior to 

other organisms. He has made human life a sentence. In his discussion of the moral 

virtues that go along with the attitude of respect for nature, Taylor argues that the virtuous 

human will experience "a deep sense of regret" and feelings of "anguish" when he/she 

violates rules of environmental duty (1 986, p. 206). Because of our moral nature, humans 

must choose how they relate to the natural world. Most choices entail some degree of 

moral wrong, so our job is to minimize the wrong and make reparation. The principle of 

restitutive justice was discussed in the previous chapter. Taylor has made this a pnority 
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principle because not al1 conflicts between interests can be resolved "fairly". Sometimes 

the interests of one entity (for example, the human) will win out over the interests of 

another (for example, the wild organism). Since we cm compensate as moral agents, 

Taylor might object to my construing human life as a sentence. Taylor says that with this 

ptinciple of restitutive justice. "we need not bear a burden of etemal guilt ... There is a way 

to make amends." (1986, p. 306) Still, no other organism must offer the equivalent of an 

apology for taking what it needs fiom the environment. Taylor's rationalist conception of 

duty means that humans must pay for their teleological nature. 

A fùrther problem that Taylor faces in light of his rationalist deontology is also 

one seen in Rolston's ethic. Human values are restricted to certain ends. Rolston's ethic 

restricts human values to the level of abstract natural processes. In the case of Taylor's 

ethic, al1 human concem for the environment must be directed toword individual 

organisms. However, concem for individuals does not seem to encompass al1 of the 

environmental concems of humans. Russow ( 198 1) argues thrt appeals to the moral 

status of individual animals fail to justify differential treatment based on species 

membership, as in cases of endangered species. Taylor cannot argue for preferential 

treatment of peregrine falcons over turkey vultures based on the species to which they 

belong. Killing a vulture, Taylor would have to argue, is just as wrong as killing a falcon. 

Environmentalists anxious to protect endangered species may value biological 

diversity rather than individual welfare. Taylor would presumably object to this 

motivation for protecting species, but, as Russow notes, there are other problems. 

[Tlhe protection of a species might involve actions that are demonstrably contrary 
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to the interests of same or al1 of the individual animals: this seems true in cases 
where we remove al1 the animals we can f'rom their natural environment and raise 
them in ZOOS (198 1, p. 102). 

At one point, Taylor refers to California condors, an endangered species (1986, p. 196). 

He proposes that a few may be caught in order to Save the species. Given the low number 

of condors, a captive brecding program, which is very stressful for birds, would lower the 

overall well-being of the species population. Respect for the welfare of individuals is not 

the only value at work here. Anderson (1993) criticizes Taylor on this point. According 

to Taylor's deontological ethic, there is only one ultimate moral value, namely, inherent 

worth. He states that on a "deontological scheme of things, one cannot get far without 

recognizing that therc are many values ... d l  of which have moral import from the stan." 

(Anderson, 1993, p. 35 1) Restricting values to a narrow class of ends cannot adequately 

account for human concem for nature. We wili see in the following section that Taylor 

does (inconsistently) allow other human values to affect moral outcomes. 

Consistencv Problems 

The consistency problems within Taylor's ethic revoive around his pnnciple of 

species equality. 1 contend that there is a fundamental humanhanire dualism implicit in 

Taylor's work that makes his daim of species equality untenable. 1 do not deny that there 

are important differences between humans and nonhumans. However, the way in which 

Taylor distinguishes humans from nature creates consistency problems for his ethic. He 

is also inconsistent in his prionty principles in that they do not reflect an equality of value 

among species. Taylor mixes teleological concems in with his deontological ethic. 

Each of the four pnnciples of the biocentric outlook are offered as evidence by 

Taylor that al1 organisms are equal in the sense of possessing the same inherent wonh. 
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He states that humans are membea of the biotic community "in the same sense and on 

the same ternis" as other living things (Taylor, 1986, p. 99). Despite his OR-repeated 

claim that humans and nonhumans are equal in value, Taylor sets up a distinction 

between humans and nature. Perhaps this distinction between natural and human is 

simply a tool to make the explication of an environmental ethic more clear. However, it 

won becornes obvious that his distinction between humans and nature is more than just a 

usefùl tool. Taylor proposes that as humans, we must decide how to live and what niles 

of conduct we follow; we are moral beings. The question of how human culture is to fit 

into the natural world is one that faces us as moral agents, not as biological beings. 

Spitler (1982) points out that we are doing environmental ethics because we are capable 

of conscioirsly transforming the environment on a large scale. Obviously, we are not 

mernbers of the Earth's community "in the same sense" as other living things. Taylor is 

not consistent in holding to the first principle of his biocentric outlook. 

The second principle of Taylor's biocentric outlook states that humans are 

"integral elements is a system of interdependence." ( 1  986, p. 100) Although humans 

depend on other living things, the dependence is one-way; wild organisms are not 

dependent on the human species for their survival and well-being. Taylor admits that 

with regard to dependency relations, humans are unnecessary elements in the community 

of life. 

Our presence, in short, is not needed. And if we were to take the standpoint of 
that Life Community and give voice to its mie interest, the ending of the human 
epoch on Earth would most likely be greeted with a hearty 'Good riddance!" 
(Taylor, 1986, p. 1 1 5 )  

Rather than being rnembers of the earth community in the same way as other organisms, 



humans are viewed by Taylor as a blight to its collective well-being. 

He maintains that when an entire species is wiped out or a whole ecosystem is 

destroyed permanently due to natural (read nonhuman) causes, nothing improper has 

happened. Taylor claims that these events as well as the suff4ng and death of individual 

organisms are integral to nature. When natural laws are responsible for these 

occurrences, mon1 agents shoold respect nature hy acknowledging the "sufficiency of 

the natural world to sustain its own proper order throughout the whole domain of life." 

(Taylor, 1986, p. 177) In this way, humans give acknowledgment to the evolutionary 

"story" of life on Earth and respect its laws. Interestingly, Taylor claims that to have the 

attitude of respect for nature is also to believe that "nothing goes wrong in nature" (1986, 

p. 177). He seems to be implying that what happens naturally in the environment is good. 

However, he claimed earlier that biology cannot tell moral agents what is nght or wrong. 

Taylor also rejects the position that nature has an *'overall design" (1986, p. 8). 

To draw out Taylor's claim that natural is good, we can examine his view of 

human actions. Taylor ( 1986) argues at length that humans are not superior in value to 

other organisrns. He stresses Our cornmon origin with other life forms, calling upon the 

theory of evolution as evidence. Homo sapiens evolved under the same laws of natural 

selection, and so we share our beginning with other species. Taylor repudiates the claim 

that the appearance of humans was the culmination of the evolutionary process, calling it 

an expression of "human vanity" ( 1 986, p. 1 1 3). ' Nonetheless, he proposes that if a 

species or ecosystem is extinguished via human causes, something rnorally wrong has 

' Incidentally, Rolston does claim that the evolutionary process is progressive and 
has been heading towards the appearance of human beings. 



occurred. N a m l  extinction is not a moral problem; moral agency makes a difference. 

He tells us that as moral beings, humans are of a different kind and so we cannot act in 

the same way as other creatures without committing moral wrongs. For example, like 

other animals, humans need to procure food and carve out an area in which to live. 

Because of our moral nature, these actions take on a very different quality than whcn the 

same actions are taken by non-humans. Taylor's environmental ethic tells us that we 

should not kill wild fish for food. Even by killing and eating wild plants humans commit 

moral wrongs because we are "using plants wholly for Our own purposes." (Taylor, 1986, 

p. 295) Of course, when a bear hunts for salmon and eats wild bluebemes, nothing 

improper has occurred. 

As l a s  argued in the previous section, Our very existence entails that we 

'interfere' in the natural world to a certain extent, so we seern to be caught in a moral 

dilemma. The actions we take to survive are moral problems within Taylor's ethical 

system. A sharp distinction is drawn between humans and the rest of the natural world 

and Our moral nature is largely what separates us. Taylor is not wrong to contend that 

humans are different. We have evolved to interpret the world in a unique way. The key 

problem is that Taylor not only proposes that humans are a different kind of entity in such 

a way as to alienate us from our environment, but he proposes that we are a bad kind. He 

will have to work hard to justim Our actions in the world as well as our very existence. 

Despite Our evolutionary origin, human beings are deemed unnatural. Taylor 

himself daims that the tinal disappearance of Homo sapiens would be the best thing for 

the environment. By construing humans in such a negative light, he has idealized nature. 

Modo (1999) argues that "once idealization has occurred, fitting human interests and 
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existence into the scheme, is conceptually impossible; practically, it becomes a gnidging 

task." (p. 66) Humans must use their environment to survive and so must commit moral 

wrongs. Even rational actions are clouded by wrongdoing; Taylor has argued that any 

harm of living things is morally bad in itself. The principle of species equality is not 

tenable given Tayior's humanhanire dualism. Humans are seemingly of less value than 

nonhuman organisrns. 

The second way in which Taylor's environmental ethic suffers from inconsistency 

surrounds the priority principles which serve to resolve conflicts between humans and 

nonhumans. Conflicts are bound to anse between principles from the sphere of 

environmental ethics and those fiom the sphere of human ethics. In order to ensure that 

moral agents do not make arbiinry decisions, Taylor proposes five priority principles. 

For Taylor, the principle of species impartiality is implicit in the principle that al1 living 

things possess equal inherent wonh. As moral agents, human likes, needs, emotions, and 

other non-moral interests are irrelevanr in performing moral actions; we must act out of a 

sense of duty. Because we are rational, argues Taylor, we must see ourselves as rnorally 

obligated to give equal consideration to humans (including ourselves) and nonhumans 

alike. Moral equality is entailed by value equality in Taylor's ethic. To favour one kind 

of organism over another would be irntional. Thus we cannot automatically choose to 

promote the good of ourselves or other humans over that of nonhumans, or else we act 

arbitrarily (irrationally). 

Every action humans take involving nature should reflect the knowledge that 

every organisrn possesses the same inherent worth. The most difficult situation in which 

to uphold this doctrine would occur in cases where basic human interests were 
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irreconcilable with basic non-human interests. An obvious example of a conflict between 

basic interests is in the case of humans consuming nonhumans as food. Another example 

is where a wild animal attacks a human. Taylor argues that in these cases humans are 

morally permitteci to eat or kill the respective wild organisms. The reason we are justified 

in saving Our own lives at the expense of nonhuman lives is not because we possess more 

inherent worth or because we personnlly value our own lives more than the livcs of non- 

humans. He argues that the moral permissibility is based on rational principles. Taylor 

States that to allow the wild organism to live would mean that we sacrifice Our lives for 

them, but the duty to sacrifice our lives to other creatures could only be justified if the 

other creatures possessed greûter inherent wonh (1986, p. 268). Because we have equal 

inherent wonh, Taylor concludes that we are not obligated to fùnher their interests at the 

expense of our own. 

It seems that Taylor fails to apply his pnnciple of species-impartiality 

consistently. To respect nature and recognize the inherent wonh of al1 organisrns means 

that no single interest makes a greater daim on Our sympathy than any other, regardless 

of whose interest it is. Taylor says that we must "renounce the point of view that makes 

human interests and human values the center of concem." (1986, p. 179) If we truly 

ûcted impartially in the above cases, why would we choose to Save our own lives? Taylor 

keeps stressing that Our moral decisions must be based solely on rational principles. This 

means that any other inclinations or desires we might have to preserve our own lives are 

irrelevant. 

Taylor would counter this criticism, perhaps citing the case of self-defense within 

the sphere of human ethics (1 986, p. 267). As moral agents, he claims, we are willing to 
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universalize the principle of self-defense so that a penon is entitled to defend hiMerself 

from an attacker. This willingness is based on the "equality of worth between aggressor 

and defendef' (Taylor, 1986, p. 267). If we were attacked, we would feel rnorally 

justified in defending ourselves, using force if necessary, out of respect for Our own 

worth. Rütionally, we would see that another person is also justified in defending 

himlierself fiom an attacker, cvcn if rvc werc the attackcr. Bccausc any pcrson ma); bc in 

the role of attacker or defender, we acknowledge the equal worth of al1 persons by 

universalizing the principle of self-defense. Because nonhumans are not moral agents, 

this case does not work by analogy. Taylor uses it as evidence that we have a sense of 

inherent worth and place value on our own existence. Because we are not inferior in 

wonh to other li fe fonns, he argues that we are under no obligation to sacrifice ourselves 

to t hem. 

Perhaps Taylor's counterargurnent works in the case of an entity attacking a moral 

agent. It does not work however, in cases where moral agents must protect thcmselves by 

aggressing against the lives of other living entities. Sterba (1  995) points out the 

inconsistency in Taylor's ethic. Taylor states, "actions that are absolutely required for 

maintaining the very existence of moral agents and for enabling them to cxercise the 

capacities of moral agency" are justified (Taylor, 1986, p. 265). As it is worded, moral 

agents are allowed to aggress against any species in order to protect themselves. Sterba 

claims that, in general, systems of human ethics do not have a principle allowing humans 

to aggress against the basic needs of other humans for the sake of themselves or others. 

But, he states, Taylor's principle "permits even cannibalism provided that it serves to 

meet our own basic needs or the basic needs of other human beings." (1995, p. 197) 
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Sterba tries to rescue Taylor from this problem. He rewords the principle so that moral 

agents are allowed to satisfy basic needs by aggressing against nonhumans only. Because 

other animals tend to favour the interests of their own species, Sterba proposes that 

humans are also entitled to favour the interests of their own species. Unfominately, this 

justification does not work. Favouring one's own species goes against the heart of 

Taylor's non-anthropocentric ethic. Taylor is cornmitted to the mgurnent that a11 spccics 

have equal inherent worth. Bias towards one's own species is exactly what he is arguing 

against in his work. Taylor's first priority principle is giving extra weight to our personal 

sense of wonh relative to our rational knowledge of the worth of other cntities. This is 

not consistent with his rationalist deontological ethic, the principles of which are 

supposed to be abstracted from al1 non-rational concems. 

A more obvious case of inconsistency occun when nonbasic human interests 

conflict with nonhuman basic interests. Given Taylor's principle of species equality, we 

should conclude tliat basic interests always outweigh nonbasiç interests. However, this 

tums out not to be the case. The principle of minimum wrong is one of Taylor's priority 

principles that applies to cases where the basic interests of nonhumans directly conflict 

with certain nonbasic interests of humans. Obviously, any fùlfillment of these interests 

necessitates at least some destruction of natural entities. However, Taylor says 

sometimes these interests will be valued so highly by humans that they will choose to 

pursue them anyway. The principle of minimum wrong gives us two conditions under 

which we are morally justified in pursuing these nonbasic interests. One requires that the 

interest be essential to a "whole society's maintaining a high level of culture." Nonbasic 

interests that satisfy the above condition are justified despite any negative consequences 
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for nature. Taylor explicitly assumes here that this judgment is made by fùlly rational 

and enlightened human beings. 

Consider a society that ptided itself on its scientific knowledge, where each of its 

'rational' citizens together valued scientific research in order to raise the community's 

"high level of civilized life." If building a research station in forested areas of another 

country was the only way to extend the society's knowledgc, the principlc of minimum 

wrong would justiQ the development, as it fùlfills the aforementioned condition. Taylor 

cannot properl y argue that the pursuit of scientific advancement is a case of an cxploitive 

interest incompatible with respect for nature. Taylor's application of the principle is 

dependent on his concept of the 'rational and enlightened' human, and the pursuit of 

science is not irrational. In the first chapter of his book, Taylor sets out the formal 

conditions of valid moral principles. The last one holds that valid moral principles 

ovenide al1 non-moral considerations. He claims that non-moral considerations include 

"social noms (sucli as customs, laws, institutional reguiations, and rules of a game)" 

(1986, p. 32). In order to describe a society's culture, one would need to refer to the 

society's social noms. Nevertheless, Taylor allows certain social noms, namely those 

necessary for a high level of culture, to oveide the basic interests of nonhumans. Unless 

he can explain how culture is hndamentally different from social noms, Taylor 

contradicts himself. He is clearly favouring the interests of humans over those of 

nonhumans. Taylor cannot seem to 'do away' with human values. Taylor's principle of 

minimum wrong seems merely to be a rationalization for justiQing the satisfaction of our 

persona1 interests and values. Given bis view that al1 organisms possess the sarne degree 

of inherent wonh, to allow any nonbasic interests to outweigh basic interests does not 
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seem consistent. 

Taylor implicitly admits the inconsistency in allowing nonbasic interests to tmmp 

basic ones in his last priority principle, the principle of restitutive justice. If moral agents 

treated al1 species equally, there would be no need for restitution. The principle of 

restitutive justice demands that we make reparation to ony harmless wild animals and 

plants that we have hamed  ejJen though other priority phciples have justificd our 

actions. This principle thus 'supplements' the others. It acknowledges that we do not act 

fairly towards nonhumans, for example, when we allow Our nonbasic interests to trump 

their basic interests. Compensation through the pnnciple of restitutive justice is supposed 

to even things out again, but it really just gives humans a way out of the strict 

requirements of the principle of species equality. 

Using Taylor's strategy, we can consider an analogous case of these principles 

within the sphere of human ethics. A version of the principle of minimum wrong would 

allow the nonbasic interests of a group of humans to ovemde the basic interests of 

another group of humans under certain conditions. Given that humans and nonhumans 

are, for Taylor, equal in inherent worth, it seems that we are justified in creating this 

parallel principle. So in cases where one society's nonbasic interests directly conflicted 

with the basic interests of another, the former would be morally pennitted to fulfill those 

interests as long as it was considered essential to its maintaining a high level of culture. 

Remember that basic interests are pnmary interests such as food and water whereas 

nonbasic interests are things like education and scientific pursuit. Of course, the interests 

of the two societies would noi be fùlfilled equally, so to restore justice, the first society 

would have to compensate what was lefi of the second using the principle of restitutive 
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justice. 

Somehow this example does not sit well with the human sense of right and wrong. 

The analogy does not work. Taylor's principles of environmental ethics cannot be 

brought over to the sphere of human ethics without some serious moral problems, despite 

the principle of species equality. Taylor shows insight when he States that, "whether 

people who have tme respect for nature would give up activities involveci in thesc 

situations depends on the value they place on the various interests being furthered."(l986. 

p. 277) The key here is that what human beings decide to punue depends on whut they 

value, and what they value is not always the same as what can be rationally deduced from 

a hierarchy of moral principles. Basic nonhuman interests perhaps should not always be 

given priority over nonbasic human interests, but under Taylor's principle of species 

equality, they always should. Solutions to conflicts between the human and 

environmental spheres of ethics are arbitrary in the sense that they arc not consistent with 

Taylor's ethical principles. Solutions are not arbitrary, however, in the sense that they 

satisfy human values. He cannot escape the problem of human teleology . 

Taylor briefly considers the question of meat-eating over vegetananism. He 

explains the vanous reasons why a vegetarian diet is better for the environment (for 

example, it does not require as much arable land). Taylor concludes that a vegetarian diet 

is morally favourable, but his argument focuses on suffering. Animal suffering is 

intrinsically bad fiom a sentient animal's standpoint. He claims that moral concem for 

the well-bcing of animals includes atternpts to decrease the pain in their lives. "So when 

there is a choice between killing plants or killing sentient animals, it will be less wrong to 

kill plants if animals are made to suffer when they are taken for food." (Taylor, 1986, p. 
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295) Although this conclusion is compatible with many people's moral feelings, it seems 

to render Taylor's principle of species equality superfiuous. The basis for Taylor's entire 

environmental ethic is biocentric egalitarianism, where each organisrn possesses the same 

amount of inherent worth. Nevenheless, concem for suffenng is supposed to make it 

better to eat plants over animals. Cultural concerns allow human nonbasic interests to 

ovemde the lives of animals and plants. The principle of species equdity has no clout in 

Taylor's ethic, which as it tums out, is hierarchical aAer all. 

Taylor explicitly separates the ethics of the bioculture from both the sphere of 

human ethics and the sphere of environmental ethics. The "bioculture" is defined by 

Taylor as the set of practices and institutions where humans "create and regulate the 

environment of living things and systematically exploit them for human beneft"(1986, 

p. 53) Raising animais for food and agricultunl practices are two obvious cases of the 

bioculture. Taylor is careful not to leave the plants and animals of the bioculture 

vulnerable. He argues that humans are obligated to treat these life forms with respect 

because al1 living things possess inherent worth, whether domestic or wild. Still, our 

moral relations with entities within the bioculture constitute yet another sphere of ethics. 

The pnnciple of equality States that all living things possess equal inherent worth. 

Thus it follows that domesticated animals and plants have the same worth as wild animals 

and plants. Implicit in this principle, argues Taylor, is that each living thing is deserving 

of the same consideration on the part of moral agents. Yet, it is obvious that Taylor 

thinks that we should use domesticated life as food over wildlife. He claims that 

subsistence hunting and fishing are only morally permissible when "it is impossible to 

raise enough domesticated animals to supply food." (1986, p. 293) It may be arbitrary to 
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presume that killing and eating domesticated animals is morally preferable to killing and 

eating wild animals. In Taylor's view, we commit a moral wrong when we kill the 

former for food, even if it is done painlessly, because we use them as a mere means to our 

own ends. The nature of the wrong is the very same in the case where a wild animal is 

killed by a moral agent. Though Taylor does not give us an explanation for the difference 

in treatrnent between wild versus dornesticated mimals, the ansiver lies in his dudism. 

Domesticated life foms are tainted by humans, and so are no longer naniral. Taylor's 

consideration of domestic life gives hnher evidence to his idealization of nature. No 

matter how adamantly Taylor holds to his principle of species equality, it seems that 

which is natural is superior and that which has been touched by hurnans is inferior. 

A more serious inconsistency derives from the fact that Taylor allows a bioculture 

at all. I-fe states that "the entire practice exists for the benefits of humans" (1986, p. 57). 

The bioculture is characterized by the systernatic exploitation of animals and plants, even 

though these organisrns possess inherent wonh. It is a paradigm case of using organisms 

as mere means to human ends. Despite this fact, Taylor aff ins the existence of the 

bioculture, thus contradicting the thesis at the hean of his biocentrism. 

We have seen ihat, in Taylor's view, our nature as rational and moral agents gives 

us a different status in the world relative to al1 other life forms. Every human action 

involving nonhuman lives or systems of life requires moral deliberation. Humans must 

try to reconcile their needs and interests with those of other life forms. From the sphere 

of human ethics, we have a duty to recognize other humans as centers of autonomous 

choice just as we view ourselves. Thus, we have prima facie duties to protect and 

promote the goods of other human beings. The realization of human goods in the world, 
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however, is often in conflict with the interests of the natural world. Because the goods of 

humans and nonhumans must be given equal weight, Taylor accordingly gives us priority 

niles with which to resolve these conflicts. 

Under the principle of restitutive justice, humans are to determine the kind of 

compensation they owe by determining the extent of the hann they caused; the greater the 

ham, the greater the compensation duc. Taylor argues that thc most cffcctivc way to 

restore fairness is to protect whole ecosystems because that will further the goods of the 

greatest number of organisms.' Giveii the extent of the h a n  humans have caused and are 

still causing in the natural world, it is hard to imagine how we could possibly 

compensate. Why not drastically reduce the human population? As we have seen, the 

principle of minimum wrong allows us to fùlfill Our nonbasic interests at the expense of 

the basic interests of wild organisms. An inequality of treatment results because, as 

Taylor himself states, "no harm is done to harmless huntans" ( 1986, p. 305) but harm is  

done to harmless nonhumans. The most obvious way to restore the balance of justice 

would seem to be killing humans, especially given their current destructiveness. 

Taylor would likely object to the above solution. He would likely daim killing 

human beings grossly violates principles from the human sphere of ethics because killing 

does not show respect for the inherent worth of human beings. Taylor's system of ethics 

collapses in on itself at this point because the principle of restitutive justice erists to 

resolve conjlicts between human ethics and environmental ethics. He cannot properly 

' Taylor is carefùl to distinguish his ethic from utilitarian theones. His theory 
demands that the number of duty violations be minimized, rather than the 
aggregate amount of disvalue. 



tum around and cal1 upon human ethics to override what his priority principles conclude. 

In the end, Taylor must admit that he favoua the interests of human beings by admitting 

teleological concems to weigh in moral decisions, thus being inconsistent with the 

principle of species equality. His only other option is to accept the moral consequences 

of his rationalist deontological theory. 



Conclusion 

We need not repress ourselves; we need to develop our Seif The beuutful acts 
are nntural and by dejnition not squeezed forth through respect for a moral law 
foreign to mature human development. 

- Arne Naess 

There are serious differences in the environmental ethics offered by Rolston and 

Taylor. Rolston gives moral pnonty to species and ecosystems over individual 

organisms whereas Taylor argues that individuals should be given moral priority. In 

practice, the biological level at which humans focus their environmental concem is 

important and will require moral deliberation, perhaps on a case to case basis. A second 

difference between Rolston's theory and Taylor's surrounds the issue of value 

differeniials. Rolston assigns al1 things value, but gives value bonuses to organisms 

possessing certain qualities, for example, sentience and self-consciousness. He posits a 

hierarchy of value within his ethic such that humans are the most valuable creations of 

nature. Taylor strongly rejects the notion of a value hierarchy and adopts a position of 

biocentric egalitarianism. Much of his work revolves around the principle of species 

equality, where every organism possesses the same degree of intrinsic value (inherent 

worth) regardless of its species membenhip. 

While these differences are important, a deeper analysis reveals that both sharc the 

same fundamental approach to ethics, namely, an intinsic value-directed rationalist 

deontology. Rolston and Taylor both begin by establishing what possesses objective 

intrinsic value in the natural world (hence the positions of holism or individualism). 

They then proceed to attach moral duties to that value. Moral agents corne to know what 



possesses this objective intrinsic value through a reasoning process that abstracts from 

persona1 interests, feelings, and sentiments. Further, moral conflict is also resolved via an 

appeal to rational principles. By citing three basic problems, this study has argued that the 

particular approach to environmental ethics taken by Rolston and Taylor is untenable. 

Therefore, the rationnlist deontological approach to environmental ethics which focuses 

on objective intrinsic valiie in nature is rejected. 

The fiat basic problem that Rolston's ethic and Taylor's ethic share surrounds the 

ascription of objective intrinsic value and the subscquent attachment of moral duties to 

that value. Both philosophers fail to adequately establish the existence of objective value 

in the environment and both are unable to close the logical gap between values and 

duties. The second problem that burdens these two theories is the seemingly 

contradictory usage of human teleology. Rolston and Taylor both begin with the 

assumption that human beings possess objective intrinsic value in light of their 

teleological (or valuing) nature. They next extend this value to other entities possessing a 

teleological nature. Although human teleology is crucial to their extension of value, they 

deny the relevance of it when it cornes time to make moral decisions. Humans, as 

rational moral agents, must put aside their persona1 interests and values (their teleology) 

when deciding how to act in the environment and when resolving moral conflicts. 

Finally, both Rolston and Taylor run into consistency problems in applying the principles 

of their theories. In certain cases, the principles themselves are biased toward human 

interests. Human values and interests are used in making moral decisions, and in 

generating the pnnciples in the fint place. Thus, both ethical theories cannot be applied 

consistentl y in the end. 
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Although the present study has been largely critical, the examination of the 

particular approach to environmental ethics taken by Rolston and Taylor is very 

instructive. In a broad sense, the comparison of the works of these two philosophers 

reveals what fails in an environmental ethic. A rationalist deontological approach 

centering on objective intrinsic value is rejected based on the theoretical difficulties it 

creates. Philosophically, I would argue that these difficulties derive from a dualism 

posited between humans and the rest of nature, and from a separation between humans 

and the values they are obliged to protect. Rational deontological ethics give humans a 

special stanis relative to other organisms in the world. Humans are assumed to have a 

unique ability to put aside their interests so that they can judgc value and duty 

objectively. This is one of the three main claims examined in Rolston's and Taylor's 

theories. While 1 agree that humans must in a sense decide how they are going to act, it 

does not seem possible that we can completely step out of our human position. Our 

values and interests cannot be ignored. When humans are attributed the ability to be 

completely objective in discovering what has intrinsic value, dualism between humans 

and nature is inevitable. 

A separation between moral agents and the values they are supposed to protect is 

similarly inescapable given this kind of intrinsic value-directed rationalist deontology. 

The fundamental assumptions made in the ethics of Rolston and Taylor are that value is 

objective and intrinsic to nature, and that humans can (and should) discover this value 

through reason. Moral agents are obligated to respect what has value despite any 

inclinations to the contrary; there need not be any connection between moral agents and 

the objects they are morally bound to protect. Moreover, when a moral agent protects 
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something of value against hisher inclination, that act is held as the highest fonn of 

moral action. 

Overall, this approach to environmental ethics misunderstands the relationship 

bctween humans, nature, and values, and it subsequently becomes ineffective at the 

practical level. Morito (1995) makes this point: "Unless we properly understand what 

values are and how they are related to value-bearen, \ire are bound to een somewhere 

down the line at normative levels." (p. 37) Every human being has both a personal and 

evolutionary history that have shaped their values; human values are very much part of 

us. The daim that humans can step out of their position to judge value objectively 

misrepresents them. More practically, the lack of connection between humans and the 

natunl entities they are obligated to protect renders any ethical theory inadequate. Naess 

(1995) States, "What humankind is capable of loving from mere duty or more generally 

from moral exhonation is, unfominately, very lirnited." (p. 196) Humans are, as Rolston 

and Taylor acknowledge, teleological; they have interests, feelings, and values. 

Exhorting humans to protect the natural environment afier disconnecting them from it 

will give us liale reason to change our actions. The critical comparison of Rolston and 

Taylor not only illustrates that their particukir/orm of rationalist deontology cannot 

work, it shows certain assumptions that will make any environmental ethic ineffective. 

Ethics is about how to live, and if ethical theones cannot be applied practically, a 

philosopher's energy is misspent. From my perspective, environmental philosophy 

should seek to deepen our understanding of the human relationship to nature and should 

serve as inspiration to al1 concemed with the environmental movement. Any 

environmental ethic which alienates humans fiom nature, and which denies any 
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meaningful connection between humans and the values they are morally obliged to 

protect, will fail to meet its practical purpose of protecting the environment. 

Environrnental ethics need not be an apology for human existence, or a mere 

rationalization for our actions. Moralizing does not work. Instead, humans need to shift 

perspectives in order to see how the environment relates to thern personally. Perhaps we 

need to begin viewing the nanira! world as our home, rather than a set of abstnct values 

that requires protection through sacrifice. 

Protection of the home is  not a duty in the sense that it is derived from an extemal 
or raiional imperative. It is, nevenheless, a duty bom of love and concern. It is 
deontic in the sense that it is something one "must do." This sense of what one 
must do, unlike what we find in categorical imperatives, is logically connected to 
the values it protects, since the values are what create the feeling of what must be 
done in the first place. (Modo, 1999, p.73) 
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