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Environmental Ethics

For most of its history, Western ethics has focused 
on the moral values, rights, and obligations of 
humans. The relevant questions have been, What 
is the good for humans? What value should we 
place on a human life or person? What obligations 
or duties do we have to our fellow humans? What 
moral rights, if any, do humans have? In large part, 
the rest of the planet seems to have been left out of 
our moral equations. The nonhuman animals, the 
plants, the waters, the  land—  these have mattered, 
if at all, largely because they affect the  well-  being of 
humankind.

But the planet is not what it used to be. The 
world’s natural resources are being depleted. Human 
technology, culture, and avarice are devour ing for-
ests and meadows, poisoning water and air, wip-
ing out ecosystems and  species—  and threatening 
the interests of the very beings who have wielded 
so much technological and cultural power. Some 
observers predict doom. They say that humans have 
gone too far and that the world as we know it will 
end not with a bang or a whimper, but a gasp: a gasp 
for uncontaminated air, water, or food. But whether 
the situation is or is not this dire, the profound envi-
ronmental changes that humans have produced on 
earth have inspired many to see the proper purview 
of ethics as encompassing not just humans but the 
whole natural world. Consequently a new set of 
ethical questions is demanding our attention: Is the 
environment valuable in its own right, regardless 
of its usefulness for people? Do animals or plants 
have moral rights? Are they somehow intrinsi-
cally valuable? If they are intrinsically valuable or 
worthy of moral consideration, what makes them 

so? Does a dolphin have more moral value than a 
rat? or a rat more than a redwood? or an individual 
 mongoose more than its species? What obliga-
tions, if any, do humans have to the natural world?  
Should the  interests of people take precedence 
over the interests or needs of the environment? 
Is it morally permissible, for example, to halt the 
construction of a dam that will bring prosperity  
to  thousands of poor people but will also destroy a 
species of crayfish?

Then there are the questions that arise from the 
largest, most calamitous, most intractable environ-
mental threat of all: climate change. It is the one 
environmental problem that is entangled with all the 
others, the one that humans are causing globally 
while suffering from it locally. The  science behind 
it, at least in broad outlines, is well understood:

Greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide (CO2) 
absorb heat (infrared radiation) emitted from Earth’s 
surface. Increases in the atmospheric concentra-
tions of these gases cause Earth to warm by trapping 
more of this heat. Human  activities—  especially the 
burning of fossil fuels since the start of the Indus-
trial  Revolution—  have increased atmospheric CO2 
concentrations by about 40%, with more than half 
the increase occurring since 1970. Since 1900, the 
global average surface temperature has increased 
by about 0.8°C (1.4°F). This has been accompanied 
by warming of the ocean, a rise in sea level, a strong 
decline in Arctic sea ice, and many other associ-
ated climate effects. Much of this warming has 
occurred in the last four decades. Detailed analyses 
have shown that the warming during this period 
is mainly a result of the increased concentrations 
of CO2 and other greenhouse gases. Continued 
emissions of these gases will cause further climate 
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As you would expect, serious disputes about 
environmental issues involve both the nonmoral 
and the  moral—  nonmoral facts (often scientific or 
technical) and moral principles or judgments. More 
often than not, there is substantial agreement on 
the former but serious divergence on the latter. All 
parties may agree, for instance, that building a road 
through a forest would help a struggling town pros-
per and that the project would wipe out a rare spe-
cies of butterfly, but the debate rages over whether 
prosperity is more valuable than the butterfly.

Moral arguments in environmental ethics de -
pend heavily on notions of value and moral status. 
The distinction between instrumental and intrinsic 
value is especially important. Recall that something 
with instrumental (or extrinsic) value is valuable as 
a means to something else; something with intrin-
sic value is valuable in itself, for its own sake. For 
many people, nature possesses instrumental value 
(some think it has instrumental value only). They 
may therefore believe that a forest has value because 
of its economic worth, because it provides the raw 
materials for making houses, furniture, and paper. 
Or because it helps make the environment livable 
for humans by cleaning the air as it absorbs carbon 
dioxide and releases oxygen. Or because it adds to 
the quality of human life simply by being beauti-
ful, inspiring, or impressive. Or because it provides 
a home to many animal and plant species that are 
themselves instrumentally valuable to humans. In 
all these cases, the value of the forest is measured 
by its positive effects on human  well-  being. The for-
est is good because it is good for human beings. On 
the other hand, for many other people, nature has 
intrinsic  value—  it is valuable regardless of its use-
fulness to humanity. (Keep in mind that nature or 
objects in nature can have both instrumental and 
intrinsic value.) So they might say that the forest 
should be cherished for what it is, for its own sake, 
regardless of whether it can contribute to the wel-
fare or happiness of humankind. The forest has 
intrinsic value because of its aesthetic qualities, 
its organizational complexity, its status as a living 

change, including substantial increases in global 
average surface temperature and important changes 
in regional climate.1

Scientists say the worldwide consequences of 
this process are alarming and ominous: a global 
rise in sea level, ocean warming, the retreat of gla-
ciers everywhere, severe droughts, coastal flooding, 
the receding of Arctic ice, increased acidity in the 
oceans, frequent heat waves, heavy rainfalls, and 
increased species extinction. 

Given this runaway train of global warming, the 
moral questions hit home hard: What is an indi-
vidual morally obligated to do about it? What are 
countries  duty-  bound to do about it? Should we 
do something even if our efforts cause widespread 
economic hardship, loss of jobs, social upheaval, 
and the demise of whole industries? Should we do 
something now even though the only people who 
will benefit from our sacrifices will be future genera-
tions? What, after all, do we owe the future? Do we 
have a moral obligation not to act in ways that might 
contribute, even slightly, to global warming? For 
example, are we obligated not to drive a gas guzzler, 
use an inefficient heating system, run the air condi-
tioner nonstop, avoid recycling, or waste water? 

Trying to answer such questions through criti-
cal reasoning is the main business of environmental 
ethics, a branch of applied ethics. Let us explore 
how these questions arise, determine whether tra-
ditional moral theories can shed any light on them, 
and evaluate arguments that are frequently used to 
address important environmental issues.

ISSUE FILE: BACKGROUND

Environmental issues can emerge from a variety 
of  real-  world challenges besides climate change: 
endangered species, pollution, wilderness preser-
vation, treatment of animals, ecosystem protec-
tion, waste disposal, global population, resource 
allocation, energy use, economics, food produc-
tion, world hunger, social justice, and the welfare 
of future generations. 
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any individual of a species? As we will soon see, 
many people, on various grounds, give  priority to 
one or more species over others, some think all 
living things equal, and some rank species over 
individuals.

In light of these considerations, we should not 
be surprised that a central question in environmen-
tal ethics is, What entities have moral status and to 
what degree do they have it? The answer that has 
been assumed in the Western world for much of 
its history is known as anthropocentrism, the 
notion that only humans have moral standing. 
By anthropocentric ( human-  centered) lights, the 
rest of nature has only instrumental  value—  that 
is, nonhuman animals, plants, mountains, and 
streams have value only because they are valuable 
in some way to humans. An anthropocentrist 
sees animals, plants, and ecosystems as means to 
enhance the  well-  being of humankind, to serve the 
ends of human beings. This stance, however, does 
not imply a disregard for the environment. He may 
be genuinely concerned about the destruction of 
rain forests, the extinction of species, river and lake 
pollution, the destruction of wetlands, animal cru-
elty, and global  warming—  but only because these 
calamities might lead to a less livable environment 
for humans, or their loss of enjoyable aesthetic or 
spiritual experiences of nature, or their feelings of 
distress at the thought of animal suffering, or dra-
matic climate changes that could endanger human 
lives. On what grounds should humans be granted 
this exclusive moral status? The traditional justifi-
cation has been along Kantian lines: that humans 
are moral agents or  persons—  they are capable of 
making free, rational moral choices.

Another influential answer to our question is 
what could be called zoocentrism, the notion that 
 animals—  both human and  nonhuman—  have moral 
status. As we saw in the previous chapter, advocates 
for animal rights, notably the philosophers Peter 
Singer and Tom Regan, take this view, insisting 
that human and nonhuman animals are equally 
deserving of moral considerability or respect. Singer 

thing, or some other  value-  granting property. Even 
without utility, it can have great intrinsic worth.

Many debates in environmental ethics revolve 
around the concept of moral status, or moral consid-
erability. As we saw in the previous chapter, some-
thing has moral status if it is a suitable candidate 
for moral concern or respect in its own right. Every-
one agrees that humans have moral status; many 
believe that nonhuman animals also have moral 
status; some insist that all living things have moral 
status (including plants and even  one-  celled crea-
tures); some think that the natural environment 
 generally—  mountains, oceans, rivers, and  all— 
 has moral status; and a few believe Planet Earth 
as a whole has moral status. A fundamental issue 
in environmental ethics is precisely what sorts of 
 entities have moral  status—  and why.

Many things can have instrumental or intrinsic 
value yet have no moral  status—  that is, they may 
not deserve our direct moral concern. A bicycle can 
have instrumental value as a mode of transporta-
tion, but it is not the kind of thing that can have 
moral status. Michelangelo’s magnificent sculp-
ture David is generally thought to have intrinsic 
aesthetic value, but few philosophers would think 
that it has moral status. Some theorists draw such 
a distinction as follows: “We can have obligations 
regarding a painting, but not to a painting. We ought 
to treat beautiful paintings with respect, but not 
because we have obligations to the paintings. We 
ought to respect them because they are beautiful 
(or because their owners have rights), not because 
they have rights.”2

Often the question at issue in environmen-
tal debates is not whether something has moral 
status, but whether it has greater or lesser moral 
status than something else. Does an ape have the 
same moral status as a domestic cow? Do animals 
(human and nonhuman) deserve the same level of 
moral concern as plants? Do humans and nonhu-
man animals have the same moral status? Is a cat 
as morally important as a cabbage? Does a species 
have a stronger claim on our moral concern than 
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If global warming and climate change are actu-
ally happening (and have been happening), then 
humans are faced with a dreadful moral decision: 
to take action now to help save the future, or to 
do nothing and suffer through an uncertain pres-
ent. But deciding rationally requires knowing the 
 facts—  knowing whether climate change is real. 
 Ninety-  seven percent of all climate scientists and 
most of the world’s leading scientific organizations 
affirm that it is. But how do they know this? Here’s 
the answer from NASA, one of the world’s leading 
climate research agencies.

The overwhelming majority of climate scientists 
agree that human activities, especially the burn-
ing of fossil fuels (coal, oil, and gas), are responsi-
ble for most of the climate change currently being 
observed.

But how has this conclusion been reached? 
Climate science, like all science, is a process of 
collective learning that relies on the careful gath-
ering and analyses of data, the formulation of 
hypotheses, the development of models to study 
key processes and make testable predictions, and 
the combined use of observations and models to 
test scientific understanding. Scientific knowl-
edge builds over time as new observations and 
data become available. . . . In the case of climate 
change, scientists have understood for more than 
a century that emissions from the burning of fossil 
fuels could lead to increases in the Earth’s average 
surface temperature. Decades of research have 
confirmed and extended this understanding.

How do we know that Earth has warmed?

Scientists have been taking widespread measure-
ments of Earth’s surface temperature since around 
1880. These data have steadily improved and, 
today, temperatures are recorded by thermom-
eters at many thousands of locations, both on 
the land and over the oceans. Different research 
groups, including the NASA Goddard Institute for 

Space Studies, Britain’s Hadley Centre for Climate 
Change, the Japan Meteorological Agency, and 
NOAA’s National Climatic Data Center have used 
these raw measurements to produce records of 
 long-  term global surface temperature change. 
These groups work carefully to make sure the 
data aren’t skewed by such things as changes in 
the instruments taking the measurements or by 
other factors that affect local temperature, such 
as additional heat that has come from the gradual 
growth of cities. 

These analyses all show that Earth’s average 
surface temperature has increased by more than 
1.4°F (0.8°C) over the past 100 years, with much of 
this increase taking place over the past 35 years. 
A temperature change of 1.4°F may not seem like 
much if you’re thinking about a daily or seasonal 
fluctuation, but it is a significant change when 
you think about a permanent increase averaged 
across the entire planet. . . .

How do we know that greenhouse gases lead to 
warming?

As early as the 1820s, scientists began to appreci-
ate the importance of certain gases in regulating 
the temperature of the Earth. Greenhouse  gases— 
 which include carbon dioxide (CO2), methane, 
nitrous oxide, and water  vapor—  act like a blan-
ket in the atmosphere, keeping heat in the lower 
atmosphere. Although greenhouse gases com-
prise only a tiny fraction of Earth’s atmosphere, 
they are critical for keeping the planet warm 
enough to support life as we know it. 

Here’s how the “greenhouse effect” works: as 
the Sun’s energy hits Earth, some of it is reflected 
back to space, but most of it is absorbed by the 
land and oceans. This absorbed energy is then 
radiated upward from Earth’s surface in the form 
of heat. In the absence of greenhouse gases, this 
heat would simply escape to space, and the plan-
et’s average surface temperature would be well 
below freezing. But greenhouse gases absorb and 

CLIMATE CHANGE: How We Know It’s Real
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’redirect some of this energy downward, keeping 
heat near Earth’s surface. As concentrations of 
 heat-  trapping greenhouse gases increase in the 
atmosphere, Earth’s natural greenhouse effect 
is enhanced (like a thicker blanket), causing sur-
face temperatures to rise. Reducing the levels of 
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere would cause 
a decrease in surface temperatures.

How do we know that humans are  causing 
greenhouse gas concentrations to increase?

[O]nce humans began digging up  long-  buried 
forms of carbon such as coal and oil and burn-
ing them for energy, additional CO2 began to be 
released into the atmosphere much more rapidly 
than in the natural carbon cycle. Other human 
activities, such as cement production and cutting 
down and burning of forests (deforestation), also 
add CO2 to the atmosphere. . . .

To determine how CO2 concentrations var-
ied prior to such modern measurements, scien-
tists have studied the composition of air bubbles 
trapped in ice cores extracted from Greenland 
and Antarctica. These data show that, for at least 
2,000 years before the Industrial Revolution, 
atmospheric CO2 concentrations were steady and 
then began to rise sharply beginning in the late 
1800s. Today, atmospheric CO2 concentrations 
exceed 390 parts per  million—  nearly 40% higher 
than preindustrial levels, and, according to ice 
core data, higher than at any point in the past 
800,000 years.

Human activities have increased the atmo-
spheric concentrations of other important green-
house gases as well. Methane, which is produced 

by the burning of fossil fuels, the raising of live-
stock, the decay of landfill wastes, the production 
and transport of natural gas, and other activities, 
increased sharply through the 1980s before start-
ing to level off at about  two-  and-  a-  half times its 
preindustrial level. Nitrous oxide has increased 
by roughly 15% since 1750, mainly as a result of 
agricultural fertilizer use, but also from fossil fuel 
burning and certain industrial processes. Certain 
industrial chemicals, such as chlorofluorocarbons 
(CFCs), act as potent greenhouse gases and are 
 long-  lived in the atmosphere. Because CFCs do not 
have natural sources, their increases can be attrib-
uted unambiguously to human  activities. . . .

In addition to direct measurements of CO2 
concentrations in the atmosphere, scientists have 
amassed detailed records of how much coal, oil, 
and natural gas is burned each year. They also esti-
mate how much CO2 is being absorbed, on aver-
age, by the oceans and the land surface. These 
analyses show that about 45% of the CO2 emitted 
by human activities remains in the atmosphere. 
Just as a sink will fill up if water is entering it 
faster than it can drain, human production of CO2 

is outstripping Earth’s natural ability to remove it 
from the air. As a result, atmospheric CO2 levels 
are increasing and will remain elevated for many 
centuries. Furthermore, a  forensic-  style analysis of 
the CO2 in the atmosphere reveals the chemical 
“fingerprint” of carbon from fossil fuels. Together, 
these lines of evidence prove conclusively that the 
elevated CO2 concentration in the atmosphere is 
the result of human activities.*

*NASA Science, Climate Change: How Do We Know?, 
January 2, 2018, https://climate.nasa.gov/evidence/.

contends that moral status is justified for nonhu-
man animals when they, like humans, possess the 
psychological property of sentience. Sentient non-
human animals can experience pain and pleasure, 
just as humans can; therefore, he says, they are enti-
tled to the same level of moral respect. Some critics, 

however, object to this kind of animal egalitarianism, 
affirming that all sentient animals do have moral sta-
tus but that humans have greater moral considerabil-
ity than nonhuman animals.

Some theorists want to expand the sphere of 
moral status to include more than just animals. 

https://climate.nasa.gov/evidence/
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considering our moral obligations to the environ-
ment, the good of the whole will always outweigh 
the good of an individual. An elk, for example, 
may be killed to preserve a species of plant or to 
ensure the health of its ecosystem. As one theorist 
expressed it, “A thing is right when it tends to pre-
serve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic 
community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.”3 
What properties might confer moral considerabil-
ity on the biotic community or an ecosystem? A 
holist might say that such an environmental whole 
deserves our respect because it is a unity of beauti-
fully integrated parts, or it is a  self-  regulating sys-
tem, or its destruction would diminish the world’s 
genetic possibilities.

MORAL THEORIES

On environmental issues, some traditional moral 
theories have been strongly anthropocentric. Kant’s 
theory is a good example, mandating duties to 
people because they are ends in themselves but 
establishing no direct duties to animals. For Kant, 
animals have instrumental value only. As he puts 
it, “Animals . . . are there merely as means to an 
end. That end is man.”4 Thomas Aquinas, author 
of the most famous version of natural law theory, 
also thinks animals are tools to be employed at the 
discretion of humans. In addition, the Bible has 
seemed to many to suggest an anthropocentric 
attitude toward nature, commanding that humans 
“subdue” the earth and “have dominion over the 
fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over 
every living thing that moves upon the earth” 
(Genesis 1:28). But traditional theories can also 
 be—  and have  been—  construed in various ways to 
support nonanthropocentric approaches to envi-
ronmental ethics.

As we have seen, some theorists adopt a non-
consequentialist or Kantian perspective on nature. 
They reject instrumentalist views in favor of the 
notion that the environment or its constituents 
have intrinsic value, just as persons are thought to 

They hold to biocentrism, or  life-  centered eth-
ics, the view that all living entities have moral 
status, whether sentient or not. People, cats, trees, 
weeds, algae, amoebas,  germs—  all these are worthy 
of some sort of moral concern simply because they 
are alive. This moral concern, many biocentrists 
say, is justified by the teleological nature of liv-
ing things (telos is Greek for “goal”). Living things 
are  goal-  directed, striving consciously or uncon-
sciously toward some good. They therefore have 
moral status. But biocentrists differ on how much 
respect to grant living things. Some assert that all 
living things have equal moral status: exactly the 
same moral considerability is accorded to human 
beings, dogs, redwood trees, and amoebas. These 
biocentrists are therefore species egalitarians. 
Other biocentrists, species nonegalitarians, 
think that not all living beings are created  equal— 
 some have more moral worth than others. A none-
galitarian might argue that a human deserves more 
respect than an elk, an elk more than a rat, and a rat 
more than a cactus.

In either form, biocentrism implies that in our 
moral deliberations we cannot ignore how our 
actions might affect both sentient and nonsentient 
living beings, as some forms of anthropocentrism 
might have us do. If we want to build a shopping 
mall on wetlands, we must consider all the plants 
and animals that the project would  destroy—  and 
judge whether their deaths would outweigh any 
benefits that the mall would provide to humans 
and other living things.

In both zoocentrism and biocentrism, the 
fundamental unit of moral consideration is the 
 individual—  the individual animal or plant. Only 
individuals have moral status. This perspective, 
then, is individualistic, its advocates being called 
ecological individualists. In contrast, some 
theorists say that the proper focus of moral concern 
is not the individual but the entire biosphere and 
its  ecosystems—  what has been called the “biotic 
community.” This view, then, is holistic; its propo-
nents are ecological holists. It implies that in 
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animals would be the eradication of factory farm-
ing, animal experimentation, and hunting.

Utilitarianism has also been put to use in 
defense of nonhuman animals. Following the lead 
of the philosopher Jeremy Bentham, utilitarian-
ism’s founder, Peter Singer maintains that in calcu-
lating which action will produce the greatest overall 
satisfaction of interests (for example, an  interest in 
avoiding pain), we must include the interests of 
all sentient creatures and give their interests equal 
weight. The pain suffered by a human is no more 
important than that experienced by a nonhuman 
animal. This view seems to imply that any factory 
farming in which animals suffer greatly before 
being slaughtered is wrong. But it also seems to 
suggest that if the animals could be raised without 
such suffering, factory farming may be morally per-
missible, even if they are killed in the end.

Our moral obligations regarding climate change 
can be derived from any of the moral theories just 
mentioned. A nonconsequentialist, for example, 
might argue that we have a duty to protect or save 
the earth because the planet as a whole has intrin-
sic value. A utilitarian could make a strong case that 
we should try to reverse climate change because the 
consequences of not doing so would be apocalyptic. 

MORAL ARGUMENTS

Serious environmental issues and the arguments 
that surround them are numerous, varied, and com-
plex, so for the purposes of evaluation, let us focus 
on arguments pertaining to the one question that 
has concerned us most throughout this chapter: 
When, if ever, do environmental entities or beings have 
moral status? As we have seen, environmental phi-
losophers and other thinkers have argued for and 
against different kinds of entities having moral con-
siderability and for and against various justifications 
for that status. The entities thought to be worthy of 
such moral concern include human beings exclu-
sively (anthropocentrism), human and nonhuman 
animals (zoocentrism), living things (biocentrism), 

’ QUICK REVIEW

 anthropocentrism—  The notion that only humans 
have moral status.

 zoocentrism—  The notion that both human and 
nonhuman animals have moral status.

 biocentrism—  The view that all living entities 
have moral status, whether sentient or not.

species  egalitarian—  One who believes that all 
 living things have equal moral status.

species  nonegalitarian—  One who believes that 
some living things have greater moral status 
than others.

ecological  individualist—  One who believes that 
the fundamental unit of moral consideration in 
environmental ethics is the individual.

ecological  holist—  One who believes that the 
fundamental unit of moral consideration in 
environmental ethics is the biosphere and its 
ecosystems.

be intrinsically valuable. Probably the most overtly 
Kantian theorist is the philosopher Paul Taylor, a 
biocentrist who argues that “it is the good ( well- 
 being, welfare) of individual organisms, considered 
as entities having inherent worth, that determines 
our moral relations with the Earth’s wild commu-
nities of life” and that “[their]  well-  being, as well 
as human  well-  being, is something to be realized 
as an end in itself.”5 Some zoocentrists also have a 
Kantian bent. For example, Tom Regan argues that 
sentient animals, human and nonhuman, possess 
equal intrinsic worth and therefore have an equal 
moral right not to be treated as mere things.6 In 
this account, just as there are certain things that we 
should not do to humans regardless of the result-
ing utilitarian benefits, so there are ways of treating 
nonhuman animals that are wrong regardless of 
the advantages to humans. According to Regan, the 
result of applying this outlook to the treatment of 
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 2.  Old-  growth forests are natural entities.

 3. Therefore,  old-  growth forests have moral status.

We can see right away that this is a valid 
argument,  but—  as is so often the case in moral 
 arguments—  the moral premise (Premise 1) is not 
obviously true (though the other premise definitely 
is). What reasons might someone give to support 
the statement that objects in nature deserve our 
respect just because their properties are due solely 
to natural processes?

One reason that could be put forth is that Prem-
ise 1 is supported by our moral intuitions (our 

and collections or systems of living things such 
as species or ecosystems (ecological holism). The 
properties that are supposed to validate their claim 
to moral worth range across a broad spectrum of 
 possibilities—  from moral agency or sentience to 
complexity to  self-  regulation to beauty.

To begin, let us examine a simple argument con-
taining a premise that offers a common answer to 
our  question—  the answer that entities in the envi-
ronment have moral status because they are natural 
(lacking human interference or contrivance).

 1.  All natural entities have moral status (intrinsic 
value or rights, for example).

’
Some of the most controversial disputes in environ-
mental ethics involve conflicts between concern for 
endangered species and the economic needs and 
demands of humans. Here is just one of many 
recent examples:

(China Daily)—The more than 100 wild giant pan-
das in Northwest China’s Gansu Province are now 
stepping onto the verge of extinction because of 
a decline in their ability to reproduce, according 
to Xinhua reports.

Researchers from the Gansu Baishuijiang Giant 
Panda Nature Reserve said the giant pandas in the 
province now live in five separate habitats, mak-
ing mating among the groups almost impossible.

According to basic principles of genetics and the 
pandas’ reproduction habits, a group of less than 
50 giant pandas are predicted to become extinct 
at some point as a result of a weakening repro-
ductive ability caused by inbreeding.

Wang Hao, a giant panda expert of Peking Uni-
versity, said the fragmentation of wild pandas’ 
habitats had become the biggest threat to the 
survival of the species.

Wang said that the construction of highways 
is cutting large panda habitats into smaller and 

smaller ones, increasing the risk of degeneration 
of the species. . . .

Wang estimated that the annual cost to pro-
tect one wild panda exceeds 5 million yuan 
(US$617,000).*

Which should be given more moral  weight—  the 
people or the pandas? What are your reasons for 
preferring one over the other? If you agree that 
we should try to save endangered species like 
the panda, how much should we be willing to 
pay to do so? Is $617,000 per panda an accept-
able price? How about $1 million? Suppose saving 
one panda would put one thousand people out 
of a job, forcing scores of families into poverty. 
Would saving the pandas be worth that cost? 
Why or why not? What moral principle would 
you devise to help you answer these questions 
(and similar questions regarding any endangered 
species)?

*Guo Nei, reprinted with permission of SydiGate 
Media Inc. from “Road Construction Segregates Giant 
Pandas’ Habitats in Gansu,” China Daily, December 5, 
2006; permission conveyed through Copyright Clear-
ance Center, Inc.

CRITICAL THOUGHT: Should Pandas Pay the Price?
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A detractor could cast doubt on this line by 
pointing out that there seem to be instances 
in which we do in fact value the artificial more 
than the natural. For example, Niagara Falls on 
the American side of the border with Canada is 
undeniably beautiful and majestic, exemplifying 
the ideal waterfall in its natural state. But oddly 
enough, the majestic, “natural” state of the falls 
is largely a product of human ingenuity. Because 
of natural erosion, the falls deteriorate over time 
 and—  without human  intervention—  would suffer 
so much damage that they would no longer look 
much like the falls people have come to expect. 
Through reconstruction and control of water flow, 
engineers have saved Niagara Falls, a now largely 
artificial phenomenon that people would almost 
certainly prefer over the natural but less impressive 
version.10

Let us now consider a “ higher-  level” sort of 
argument, one that tries to establish the truth of a 
particular environmental theory, in this case bio-
centric egalitarianism. Recall that this doctrine 
asserts that all living things possess equal moral 
 status—  no being is superior to any other in moral 
considerability. Humans, then, are not entitled to 
more respect than apes or redwoods or elk. Here 
is how the philosopher Paul Taylor argues for this 
position:11

 1.  Humans are members of earth’s community of 
life in exactly the same way that all other living 
things are members.

 2.  Human beings and all other living things con-
stitute a dynamic system of interlinked and 
interdependent parts.

 3.  Each living thing is a “teleological center of life, 
pursuing its own good in its own way.”

 4. Human beings are not superior to other species.

 5.  Therefore, all living things have equal moral 
status.

This argument is complex and deserves far more 
close analysis than we can provide here. But we can 
home in on a few interesting elements.

considered moral judgments, for example). To test 
this idea, mull over this thought experiment:

Imagine that a certain mine requires the destruc-
tion of a group of trees on a rocky outcrop and of 
the outcrop itself. Environmentalists protest that 
such destruction involves an uncompensated loss 
of value. The mining company promises to recon-
struct the outcrop from synthetic parts and to 
replace the trees with plastic models. This bit of 
artificial environment will be indistinguishable, 
except by laboratory analysis, from what was origi-
nally there. It will be exactly as appealing to look at, 
no animals will be harmed as a consequence, and 
no ecosystem will be disrupted.7

What, if anything, would be wrong with replac-
ing these natural entities with synthetic ones? 
A few trees would be destroyed, and thus there is a 
loss of living things, but let us mentally discount 
the loss. Would this substitution of nonnatural 
for natural make a moral difference? Would the 
mining company be guilty of wrongdoing? If this 
scenario suggests to us that the property of natu-
ralness does confer some kind of moral standing 
on objects, then perhaps our moral intuitions do 
support Premise 1.

The obvious move for a critic is to assert that 
it is not at all clear whether moral intuitions offer 
such support. Perhaps we are merely confused, 
actually worrying not about unnaturalness but 
about harm to ecosystems or extermination of 
wildlife.8

A defender of Premise 1 could try another tack. 
She could attempt to take our moral intuitions in a 
different direction, declaring that just as fake works 
of art seem to have less value for us than the origi-
nals, so synthetic objects in the environment have 
less intrinsic value than their natural counterparts 
or originals. We simply do not appreciate replicas of 
fine sculptures as much as we do the originals, and 
we do not respect artificial trees as much as we do 
natural ones. The property of being natural, then, 
appears to confer some value on  objects—  and thus 
some level of moral standing.9
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CHAPTER REVIEW

SUMMARY

Environmental ethics, a branch of applied ethics, 
explores questions about the value of nature and its 
constituents, the relationship between the environ-
ment and humans, and the moral obligations that 
humans have toward the environment. Logical argu-
ments in the field rely on several key concepts, includ-
ing instrumental value, intrinsic value, and moral 
status or considerability. Something with instrumen-
tal value is valuable as a means to something else; 
something with intrinsic value is valuable in itself. An 
entity has moral status if it is a suitable candidate for 
moral concern or respect in its own right.

Several positions have been staked out regarding 
the proper attitude of humans toward nature. Anthro-
pocentrism is the view that only humans have moral 
standing; zoocentrism, that animals do; and biocen-
trism, that all living things do. Species egalitarians 
believe that all living things have equal moral status; 
species nonegalitarians, that they do not. Ecological 
individualists think that only individuals have moral 
status; ecological holists, that only the biosphere and 
its ecosystems do.

Some theorists have adopted a Kantian perspective 
on the environment. Paul Taylor insists that organ-
isms have inherent worth and should not be treated 
merely as means to ends. Tom Regan asserts that sen-
tient beings possess equal intrinsic worth and should 
not be considered mere things. A utilitarian stance is 
also possible, as Peter Singer has demonstrated in his 
position on animal rights.

KEY TERMS
anthropocentrism (p. 431)
zoocentrism (p. 431)
biocentrism (p. 434)
species egalitarian (p. 434)
species nonegalitarian (p. 434)
ecological individualist (p. 434)
ecological holist (p. 434)

Consider Premise 4. At the outset, note that the 
argument is not valid: the conclusion does not fol-
low from the first four premises. Taylor acknowl-
edges this fact but suggests that if we accept 
Premises 1–4, then it would at least be more rea-
sonable than not to accept the conclusion. He says 
the same thing about Premise 4: if we accept Prem-
ises 1–3, it would not be unreasonable to accept 
the fourth premise. But some argue that Premise 
4 does not follow from Premises 1–3. More to the 
point, it could be argued that even if we accept that 
humans are part of an interdependent community 
of life in which all members are teleological centers 
pursuing their own good, we are not necessarily 
being unreasonable if we then reject the idea that 
humans are on a par with all other species. Even if 
Premises 1–3 are true, we are not obliged to accept 
Premise 4.

Some philosophers have argued directly against 
Taylor’s conclusion (Statement 5) by drawing out 
its implications. If all species are morally equal, 
what would that imply about how we treat various 
species? One critic gives this answer:

What seems far more problematic for species egali-
tarianism is that it seems to suggest that it makes no 
difference what we kill. Vegetarians typically think 
it worse to kill a cow than to kill a carrot. Are they 
wrong? Yes they are, according to species egalitari-
anism. In this respect, species egalitarianism can-
not be right. I believe we have reason to respect 
nature. But we fail to give nature due respect if we 
say we should have no more respect for a cow than 
for a potato.12

This counterargument is, of course, another 
appeal to our moral intuitions. We are asked to 
reflect on whether it would be morally permissible 
to treat a cow as if it had the same moral status as a 
potato. If they do deserve the same level of respect, 
then if we must kill one of them, we should not care 
which. They are moral equals. But if we think that 
it does matter which one we kill, we have reason to 
reject the notion that they are moral  equals—  and 
thus deny biocentric egalitarianism.
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EXERCISES
Review Questions

 1. What is moral status? (p. 431)
 2. What is anthropocentrism? (p. 431)
 3. Define zoocentrism and biocentrism. (p. 431, 434)
 4. What is a species egalitarian? (p. 434)
 5. What is the difference between instrumental 

and intrinsic value? (p. 430)
 6. On what grounds might someone believe that 

nature has intrinsic value? (p. 430)
 7. What is the difference between species 

egalitarianism and species nonegalitarianism? 
(p. 434)

 8. What is an ecological holist? An ecological 
individualist? (p. 434)

 9. What was Kant’s attitude toward animals? 
(p. 434)

 10. What pieces of evidence have convinced 
scientists that climate change is happening? 
(p. 432–433)

Discussion Questions

 1. Who or what has moral  status—  humans, 
nonhuman animals, trees? Explain.

 2. Do you believe that all living things have equal 
moral status? Why or why not?

 3. Are you an anthropocentrist? Are you a 
zoocentrist? 

 4. Do you think that humans and animals have 
equal moral status? Why or why not?

 5. Does a human baby have the same moral status 
as a dog or horse? Explain.

 6. Do you think Kant was wrong about animals 
having only instrumental value? Why or why 
not?

 7. Do entities in the environment have moral 
status because they are natural? Explain.

 8. Critique Paul Taylor’s argument for biocentric 
egalitarianism. 

 9. Critique the claim that climate change is not a 
real phenomenon.

 10. Do you believe that you have a moral obligation to 
try to help counteract global warming? Explain.

http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2002/entries/ethics-environmental/
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2002/entries/ethics-environmental/
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2002/entries/ethics-environmental/
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E T H I C A L  D I L E m m A S

1. The Moral Dilemma of Climate Change

Climate change presents us with a moral dilemma that we cannot escape. The problem 
presented by climate change and our attempts to solve it will affect not only us but 
also our children and grandchildren. Climate change is no ordinary puzzle: it’s a serious 
intergenerational challenge. Here’s one way of expressing it:

It boils down to this: We benefit mightily from burning cheap coal and will shoulder 
most of the expense associated with switching the global economy to  low-  carbon 
fuel sources. But our grandchildren and  great-  grandchildren will pay the price for 
our profligate energy ways and will reap the majority of the benefit of our shift to 
 cleaner-  burning fuels.*

Should we pay now to try to rein in global warming and its awful effects, or should we 
let our kids pay? Do we have moral obligations to future generations, to people who 
don’t yet exist? If we do have obligations to them, how much should we sacrifice now 
to do our duty?

*Nicole Heller and Douglas Fischer, “Ethical Dilemma Profoundly Sways Economics of Climate Change,” 
 Climate Central, January 27, 2011, http://www.climatecentral.org/news/ ethical-  dilemma- profoundly 
-sways-economics-of-climate-change.

2. Saving the Glaciers

The glaciers have been disappearing from Glacier National Park in Montana and adjoining 
Waterton National Park in Canada. In 1850, Glacier is said to have had 150 glaciers; in 
2006, there were 27. In response to this trend, various organizations petitioned for the 
parks to be designated endangered by being placed on the danger list of the World 
Heritage Committee. As one report says,

Endangered status would require the World Heritage Committee to find ways to 
mitigate how climate change affects the park, [the law professor who wrote the 
petition] said. . . Better fuel efficiency for automobiles and stronger energy efficiency 
standards for buildings and appliances are among the ways to reduce greenhouse 
pollution that contributes to warming, the petition [said].

But some denounced the petition as unnecessary and unsupported by scientific 
data, while one group of scientists estimated that if climate trends continue, Glacier 
Park’s glaciers will disappear completely by 2030.†

Suppose the glaciers’ melting would have no 
appreciable effect on the environment except that 

they would no longer exist. Would conservation-
ists still be justified in trying to save the glaciers? 

http://www.climatecentral.org/news/ethical-dilemma-profoundly-sways-economics-of-climate-change
http://www.climatecentral.org/news/ethical-dilemma-profoundly-sways-economics-of-climate-change
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If so, how could they justify their efforts? If not, 
why not? Suppose the glaciers could be saved only 
if the government spends $10 billion on pollution 

 controls—  money that would have to be taken away 
from social programs. Would this cost be worth it? 
Why or why not? Justify your answers.

†Associated Press, “Endangered Status for Glacier National Park?” NBCNEWS.com, February 16, 2006,   
http://www.nbcnews.com/id/11389665/ns/us_ news- environment/t/endangered-status-glacier-national 
-park/#.VOj_I1PF9RY (February 21, 2015).

3.  Ivory-  Billed Woodpecker v. Irrigation

While ornithologists continue to debate whether the  ivory-  billed woodpecker still lingers 
in the bayous of Arkansas, the rare bird, once presumed extinct, is now being used by 
conservationists in their fight against a federally funded and potentially devastating 
irrigation project.

A Little Rock federal court will hear a case against the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ 
Grand Prairie Area Demonstration Project. Plaintiffs ask that all work be halted on the 
project until appropriate environmental studies can be performed to evaluate its effect 
on the woodpecker. 

Lisa Swann of the National Wildlife Federation states that the Grand Prairie project 
would be “a recipe for disaster” for the near extinct bird, though the U.S. Army Corps 
maintains that the $319 million project, which would replenish exhausted groundwater 
aquifers in a 242,000-acre agricultural region, is completely safe.

The corps biologist, Ed Lambert, argues that their “biological assessment” perfor-
med last spring has proven that the Grand Prairie project will bring no harm to the 
woodpecker. 

Plans for Grand Prairie have been underway since the 1980s, when studies found 
that the groundwater aquifers of  east-  central Arkansas were in danger of depletion by 
rice growers. The corps has been working with area farmers to build reservoirs that will 
eventually be filled with water pumped from the White River. 

According to the corps, Grand Prairie will not only aid farmers, but also create new 
wetland habitat for waterfowl and shorebirds. The water piped in from the White River 
could also replenish the slowly shrinking hardwood forests of Arkansas and reintroduce 
thousands of acres of native grassland. 

However, Swann’s group and other environmentalists see the project differently. They 
argue that the project will waste huge amounts of tax dollars and benefit only farmers. 
The National Wildlife Federation stated in one publication that the “mammoth sucking 
machine” will damage wetlands and pollute the water, threatening ducks, mussels, and a 
variety of other species in the region that rely on clean and safe water.

The celebrity among these species is the  ivory-  billed woodpecker, long believed to be 
extinct. Sightings since the 1940s were given little credit by experts, as the smaller pileated 
woodpecker, which has similar coloring, is commonly mistaken for the  ivory-  bill. 

http://www.nbcnews.com/id/11389665/ns/us_news-environment/t/endangered-status-glacier-national-park/#.VOj_I1PF9RY
http://www.NBCNEWS.com
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One expert, however, began to investigate these sightings. Tim Gallagher, of the 
Cornell Lab of Ornithology and editor of Living Bird magazine, began to study the 
mysterious  ivory-  bill in the 1970s. Eventually, his research led him to Gene Sparling, 
who claimed to have seen a  red-  crested male while kayaking in the wetlands of 
eastern Arkansas. 

During the winter of 2004, Gallagher set out to catch a glimpse of the elusive bird 
himself, accompanied by Sparling and a fellow birder, and on February 27, Gallagher 
succeeded in spotting a male  ivory-  bill. Further expeditions ensued, and on April 28, 
2005, an article in Science was published proclaiming that the  ivory-  bill was no longer 
extinct.‡

Assume that the woodpecker does exist and that 
the water project would wipe it out. Should the 
project proceed or be cancelled? Why? How might 

a species egalitarian (biocentrist) answer this? 
A species nonegalitarian? An ecological holist?

‡Based on Mike Stuckey, “New Star of the Bird World Stars in Lawsuit, Too,” MSNBC.com, January 25, 2006, 
www.nbcnews.com/id/10929337/ (January 20, 2012).

I start with the modest proposition that, in dealing 
with pollution, or indeed with any problem, it is help-
ful to know what one is attempting to accomplish. 
Agreement on how and whether to pursue a particu-
lar objective, such as pollution control, is not possible 
unless some more general objective has been identified 
and stated with reasonable precision. We talk loosely 
of having clean air and clean water, of preserving our 
wilderness areas, and so forth. But none of these is a 
sufficiently general objective: each is more accurately 
viewed as a means rather than as an end.

With regard to clean air, for example, one may ask, 
“how clean?” and “what does clean mean?” It is even 
reasonable to ask, “why have clean air?” Each of these 
questions is an implicit demand that a more general 
community goal be  stated—  a goal sufficiently general 
in its scope and enjoying sufficiently general assent 
among the community of actors that such “why” 
questions no longer seem admissible with respect to 
that goal.

If, for example, one states as a goal the proposition 
that “every person should be free to do whatever he 
wishes in contexts where his actions do not interfere 
with the interests of other human beings,” the speaker 
is unlikely to be met with a response of “why.” The 
goal may be criticized as uncertain in its implications 
or difficult to implement, but it is so basic a tenet of 
our  civilization—  it reflects a cultural value so broadly 

R E A D I n G S

People or Penguins
William F. Baxter

William F. Baxter, “A ‘Good’ Environment: Just One of the Set of 
Human Objectives,” from People or Penguins: The Case for Opti-
mal Pollution (New York: Columbia University Press, 1974), 1–13. 
Copyright © 1974 Columbia University Press. Reprinted with per-
mission of the publisher. 

http://www.nbcnews.com/id/10929337/
http://www.MSNBC.com
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 4. Both the incentive and the opportunity to improve 
his share of satisfactions should be preserved to 
every individual. Preservation of incentive is dic-
tated by the “ no-  waste” criterion and enjoins 
against the continuous, totally egalitarian redis-
tribution of satisfactions, or wealth; but subject to 
that constraint, everyone should receive, by con-
tinuous redistribution if necessary, some minimal 
share of aggregate wealth so as to avoid a level of 
privation from which the opportunity to improve 
his situation becomes illusory.

The relationship of these highly general goals to 
the more specific environmental issues at hand may 
not be readily apparent, and I am not yet ready to 
demonstrate their pervasive implications. But let me 
give one indication of their implications. Recently 
scientists have informed us that use of DDT in food 
production is causing damage to the penguin popula-
tion. For the present purposes let us accept that asser-
tion as an indisputable scientific fact. The scientific 
fact is often asserted as if the correct  implication— 
 that we must stop agricultural use of  DDT—  followed 
from the mere statement of the fact of penguin dam-
age. But plainly it does not follow if my criteria are 
employed.

My criteria are oriented to people, not penguins. 
Damage to penguins, or sugar pines, or geological mar-
vels is, without more, simply irrelevant. One must go 
further, by my criteria, and say: Penguins are impor-
tant because people enjoy seeing them walk about 
rocks; and furthermore, the  well-  being of people 
would be less impaired by halting use of DDT than by 
giving up penguins. In short, my observations about 
environmental problems will be  people-  oriented, as 
are my criteria. I have no interest in preserving pen-
guins for their own sake.

It may be said by way of objection to this position, 
that it is very selfish of people to act as if each person 
represented one unit of importance and nothing else 
was of any importance. It is undeniably selfish. Nev-
ertheless I think it is the only tenable starting place 
for analysis for several reasons. First, no other position 
corresponds to the way most people really think and 
 act—  i.e., corresponds to reality.

shared, at least in the  abstract—  that the question 
“why” is seen as impertinent or imponderable or both.

I do not mean to suggest that everyone would agree 
with the “spheres of freedom” objective just stated. 
Still less do I mean to suggest that a society could sub-
scribe to four or five such general objectives that would 
be adequate in their coverage to serve as testing criteria 
by which all other disagreements might be measured. 
One difficulty in the attempt to construct such a list is 
that each new goal added will conflict, in certain appli-
cations, with each prior goal listed; and thus each goal 
serves as a limited qualification on prior goals.

Without any expectation of obtaining unanimous 
consent to them, let me set forth four goals that I gen-
erally use as ultimate testing criteria in attempting to 
frame solutions to problems of human organization. 
My position regarding pollution stems from these 
four criteria. If the criteria appeal to you and any part 
of what appears hereafter does not, our disagreement 
will have a helpful focus: which of us is correct, ana-
lytically, in supposing that his position on pollution 
would better serve these general goals. If the criteria 
do not seem acceptable to you, then it is to be expected 
that our more particular judgments will differ, and the 
task will then be yours to identify the basic set of crite-
ria upon which your particular judgments rest.

My criteria are as follows:

 1. The spheres of freedom criterion stated above.
 2. Waste is a bad thing. The dominant feature 

of human existence is  scarcity—  our available 
resources, our aggregate labors, and our skill in 
employing both have always been, and will con-
tinue for some time to be, inadequate to yield to 
every man all the tangible and intangible satisfac-
tions he would like to have. Hence, none of those 
resources, or labors, or skills, should be  wasted— 
 that is, employed so as to yield less than they 
might yield in human satisfactions.

 3. Every human being should be regarded as an end 
rather than as a means to be used for the better-
ment of another. Each should be afforded dignity 
and regarded as having an absolute claim to an 
evenhanded application of such rules as the com-
munity may adopt for its governance.
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know how those  proxy-  holders are to be selected:  self- 
 appointment does not seem workable to me.

Sixth, and by way of summary of all the foregoing, 
let me point out that the set of environmental issues 
under  discussion—  although they raise very complex 
technical questions of how to achieve any  objective— 
 ultimately raise a normative question: what ought we 
to do. Questions of ought are unique to the human 
mind and  world—  they are meaningless as applied to a 
nonhuman situation.

I reject the proposition that we ought to respect the 
“balance of nature” or to “preserve the environment” 
unless the reason for doing so, express or implied, is 
the benefit of man.

I reject the idea that there is a “right” or “morally 
correct” state of nature to which we should return. 
The word “nature” has no normative connotation. 
Was it “right” or “wrong” for the earth’s crust to heave 
in  contortion and create mountains and seas? Was it 
“right” for the first amphibian to crawl up out of the pri-
mordial ooze? Was it “wrong” for plants to reproduce 
themselves and alter the atmospheric composition in 
favor of oxygen? For animals to alter the atmosphere in 
favor of carbon dioxide both by breathing oxygen and 
eating plants? No answers can be given to these ques-
tions because they are meaningless questions.

All this may seem obvious to the point of being 
tedious, but much of the present controversy over 
environment and pollution rests on tacit normative 
assumptions about just such nonnormative phenom-
ena: that it is “wrong” to impair penguins with DDT, 
but not to slaughter cattle for prime rib roasts. That it 
is wrong to kill stands of sugar pines with industrial 
fumes, but not to cut sugar pines and build housing 
for the poor. Every man is entitled to his own preferred 
definition of Walden Pond, but there is no definition 
that has any moral superiority over another, except by 
reference to the selfish needs of the human race.

From the fact that there is no normative definition 
of the natural state, it follows that there is no norma-
tive definition of clean air or pure  water—  hence no 
definition of polluted  air—  or of  pollution—  except by 
reference to the needs of man. The “right” composi-
tion of the atmosphere is one which has some dust 
in it and some lead in it and some hydrogen sulfide 

Second, this attitude does not portend any massive 
destruction of nonhuman flora and fauna, for people 
depend on them in many obvious ways, and they will 
be preserved because and to the degree that humans 
do depend on them.

Third, what is good for humans is, in many 
respects, good for penguins and pine  trees—  clean air 
for example. So that humans are, in these respects, sur-
rogates for plant and animal life.

Fourth, I do not know how we could administer 
any other system. Our decisions are either private or 
collective. Insofar as Mr. Jones is free to act privately, he 
may give such preferences as he wishes to other forms 
of life: he may feed birds in winter and do with less 
himself, and he may even decline to resist an advanc-
ing polar bear on the ground that the bear’s appetite 
is more important than those portions of himself that 
the bear may choose to eat. In short my basic premise 
does not rule out private altruism to competing  life- 
 forms. It does rule out, however, Mr. Jones’s inclina-
tion to feed Mr. Smith to the bear, however hungry the 
bear, however despicable Mr. Smith.

Insofar as we act collectively on the other hand, 
only humans can be afforded an opportunity to par-
ticipate in the collective decisions. Penguins cannot 
vote now and are unlikely subjects for the  franchise— 
 pine trees more unlikely still. Again each individual 
is free to cast his vote so as to benefit sugar pines if 
that is his inclination. But many of the more extreme 
assertions that one hears from some conservation-
ists amount to tacit assertions that they are specially 
appointed representatives of sugar pines, and hence 
that their preferences should be weighted more heav-
ily than the preferences of other humans who do not 
enjoy equal rapport with “nature.” The simplistic 
assertion that agricultural use of DDT must stop at 
once because it is harmful to penguins is of that type.

Fifth, if polar bears or pine trees or penguins, like 
men, are to be regarded as ends rather than means, 
if they are to count in our calculus of social organi-
zation, someone must tell me how much each one 
counts, and someone must tell me how these  life- 
 forms are to be permitted to express their preferences, 
for I do not know either answer. If the answer is that 
certain people are to hold their proxies, then I want to 
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openers. That is the meaningful sense in which the 
dam is costly.

Quite apart from the very important question of 
how wisely we can combine our resources to produce 
goods and services, is the very different question of 
how they get  distributed—  who gets how many goods? 
Dollars constitute the claim checks which are distrib-
uted among people and which control their share of 
national output. Dollars are nearly valueless pieces 
of paper except to the extent that they do represent 
claim checks to some fraction of the output of goods 
and services. Viewed as claim checks, all the dollars 
outstanding during any period of time are worth, in 
the aggregate, the goods and services that are available 
to be claimed with them during that  period—  neither 
more nor less.

It is far easier to increase the supply of dollars than 
to increase the production of goods and  services— 
 printing dollars is easy. But printing more dollars 
doesn’t help because each dollar then simply becomes 
a claim to fewer goods, i.e., becomes worth less.

The point is this: many people fall into error 
upon hearing the statement that the decision to build 
a dam, or to clean up a river, will cost $X million. It 
is regrettably easy to say: “It’s only money. This is a 
wealthy country, and we have lots of money.” But you 
cannot build a dam or clean a river with $X  million— 
 unless you also have a match, you can’t even make a 
fire. One builds a dam or cleans a river by diverting 
labor and steel and trucks and factories from mak-
ing one kind of goods to making another. The cost in 
dollars is merely a shorthand way of describing the 
extent of the diversion necessary. If we build a dam for 
$X million, then we must recognize that we will have 
$X million less housing and food and medical care and 
electric can openers as a result.

Similarly, the costs of controlling pollution are 
best expressed in terms of the other goods we will 
have to give up to do the job. This is not to say the job 
should not be done. Badly as we need more housing, 
more medical care, and more can openers, and more 
symphony orchestras, we could do with somewhat 
less of them, in my judgment at least, in exchange 
for somewhat cleaner air and rivers. But that is the 
nature of the  trade-  off, and analysis of the problem 

in  it—  just those amounts that attend a sensibly orga-
nized society thoughtfully and knowledgeably pur-
suing the greatest possible satisfaction for its human 
members.

The first and most fundamental step toward solu-
tion of our environmental problems is a clear recog-
nition that our objective is not pure air or water but 
rather some optimal state of pollution. That step 
immediately suggests the question: How do we define 
and attain the level of pollution that will yield the 
maximum possible amount of human satisfaction?

Low levels of pollution contribute to human 
 satisfaction but so do food and shelter and education 
and music. To attain ever lower levels of pollution, we 
must pay the cost of having less of these other things. 
I contrast that view of the cost of pollution control 
with the more popular statement that pollution con-
trol will “cost” very large numbers of dollars. The pop-
ular statement is true in some senses, false in others; 
sorting out the true and false senses is of some impor-
tance. The first step in that sorting process is to achieve 
a clear understanding of the difference between dol-
lars and resources. Resources are the wealth of our 
nation; dollars are merely claim checks upon those 
resources. Resources are of vital importance; dollars 
are comparatively trivial.

Four categories of resources are sufficient for our 
purposes: At any given time a nation, or a planet if you 
prefer, has a stock of labor, of technological skill, of 
capital goods, and of natural resources (such as min-
eral deposits, timber, water, land, etc.). These resources 
can be used in various combinations to yield goods 
and services of all  kinds—  in some limited quantity. 
The quantity will be larger if they are combined effi-
ciently, smaller if combined inefficiently. But in either 
event the resource stock is limited, the goods and ser-
vices that they can be made to yield are limited; even 
the most efficient use of them will yield less than our 
population, in the aggregate, would like to have.

If one considers building a new dam, it is appro-
priate to say that it will be costly in the sense that it 
will require x hours of labor, y tons of steel and con-
crete, and z amount of capital goods. If these resources 
are devoted to the dam, then they cannot be used to 
build hospitals, fishing rods, schools, or electric can 
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quieter, more pastoral nation up  to—  and no further 
 than—  the point at which we value more highly the 
next washing machine or hospital that we would have 
to do without than we value the next unit of envi-
ronmental improvement that the diverted resources 
would create.

Now this proposition seems to me unassailable 
but so general and abstract as to be  unhelpful—  at 
least unadministerable in the form stated. It assumes 
we can measure in some way the incremental units of 
human satisfaction yielded by very different types of 
goods. The proposition must remain a pious abstrac-
tion until I can explain how this measurement process 
can occur. . . . But I insist that the proposition stated 
describes the result for which we should be  striving— 
 and again, that it is always useful to know what your 
target is even if your weapons are too crude to score a 
bull’s eye.

is advanced if that unpleasant reality is kept in mind. 
Once the  trade-  off relationship is clearly perceived, it 
is possible to state in a very general way what the opti-
mal level of pollution is. I would state it as follows:

People enjoy watching penguins. They enjoy 
relatively clean air and  smog-  free vistas. Their health 
is improved by relatively clean water and air. Each of 
these benefits is a type of good or service. As a soci-
ety we would be well advised to give up one washing 
machine if the resources that would have gone into 
that washing machine can yield greater human sat-
isfaction when diverted into pollution control. We 
should give up one hospital if the resources thereby 
freed would yield more human satisfaction when 
devoted to elimination of noise in our cities. And so 
on,  trade-  off by  trade-  off, we should divert our pro-
ductive capacities from the production of existing 
goods and services to the production of a cleaner, 

It’s Not My Fault: Global Warming and Individual Moral Obligations
Walter  Sinnott-  Armstrong

roughly accurate, but none is certain, and I will not try 
to justify them here. Instead, I will simply take them 
for granted for the sake of argument.

First, global warming has begun and is likely to 
increase over the next century. We cannot be sure 
exactly how much or how fast, but hot times are coming.

Second, a significant amount of global warming 
is due to human activities. The main culprit is fossil 
fuels.

Third, global warming will create serious problems 
for many people over the long term by causing climate 
changes, including violent storms, floods from sea 
level rises, droughts, heat waves, and so on. Millions 
of people will probably be displaced or die.

Fourth, the poor will be hurt most of all. The rich 
countries are causing most of the global warming, but 
they will be able to adapt to climate changes more 
 easily. Poor countries that are close to sea level might 
be devastated.

Previous [essays] have focused on scientific research, 
economic projections, and government policies. How-
ever, even if scientists establish that global warming 
is occurring, even if economists confirm that its costs 
will be staggering, and even if political theorists agree 
that governments must do something about it, it is 
still not clear what moral obligations regarding global 
warming devolve upon individuals like you and me. 
That is the question to be addressed in this essay.

1. ASSUMPTIONS

To make the issue stark, let us begin with a few assump-
tions. I believe that these assumptions are probably 

Walter  Sinnott-  Armstrong, “It’s Not My Fault: Global Warming 
and Individual Moral Obligations” in Perspectives on Climate 
Change: Science, Economics, Politics, Ethics, ed. Walter  Sinnott- 
 Armstrong and Richard B. Howarth (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2005), 
285–307. © 2005 Emerald Publishing Limited. All rights reserved. 
Reprinted with permission.



CHAPTER 13: EnvIRonmEnTAL ETHICS Á  447

I want to bring out some of its complications.
It should be clear from the start that “individual” 

moral obligations do not always follow directly from 
“collective” moral obligations. The fact that your gov-
ernment morally ought to do something does not 
prove that “you” ought to do it, even if your govern-
ment fails. Suppose that a bridge is dangerous because 
so much traffic has gone over it and continues to go 
over it. The government has a moral obligation to 
make the bridge safe. If the government fails to do its 
duty, it does not follow that I personally have a moral 
obligation to fix the bridge. It does not even follow 
that I have a moral obligation to fill in one crack in 
the bridge, even if the bridge would be fixed if every-
one filled in one crack, even if I drove over the bridge 
many times, and even if I still drive over it every day. 
Fixing the bridge is the government’s job, not mine. 
While I ought to encourage the government to fulfill 
its obligations, I do not have to take on those obliga-
tions myself.

All that this shows is that government obligations 
do not “always” imply parallel individual obligations. 
Still, maybe “sometimes” they do. My government has 
a moral obligation to teach arithmetic to the children 
in my town, including my own children. If the govern-
ment fails in this obligation, then I do take on a moral 
obligation to teach arithmetic to my children. Thus, 
when the government fails in its obligations, some-
times I have to fill in, and sometimes I do not.

What about global warming? If the government 
fails to do anything about global warming, what am 
I supposed to do about it? There are lots of ways for 
me as an individual to fight global warming. I can 
protest against bad government policies and vote 
for candidates who will make the government fulfill 
its moral obligations. I can support private organi-
zations that fight global warming, such as the Pew 
Foundation, or boycott companies that contribute 
too much to global warming, such as most oil com-
panies. Each of these cases is interesting, but they all 
differ. To simplify our discussion, we need to pick one 
act as our focus.

My example will be wasteful driving. Some people 
drive to their jobs or to the store because they have no 
other reasonable way to work and eat. I want to avoid 

Fifth, governments, especially the biggest and 
richest ones, are able to mitigate global warming. They 
can impose limits on emissions. They can require or 
give incentives for increased energy efficiency. They 
can stop deforestation and fund reforestation. They 
can develop ways to sequester carbon dioxide in 
oceans or underground. These steps will help, but the 
only  long-  run solution lies in alternatives to fossil 
fuels. These alternatives can be found soon if govern-
ments start massive research projects now.

Sixth, it is too late to stop global warming. Because 
there is so much carbon dioxide in the atmosphere 
already, because carbon dioxide remains in the atmo-
sphere for so long, and because we will remain depen-
dent on fossil fuels in the near future, governments 
can slow down global warming or reduce its severity, 
but they cannot prevent it. Hence, governments need 
to adapt. They need to build seawalls. They need to 
reinforce houses that cannot withstand storms. They 
need to move populations from  low-  lying areas.

Seventh, these steps will be costly. Increased energy 
efficiency can reduce expenses, adaptation will create 
some jobs, and money will be made in the research 
and production of alternatives to fossil fuels. Still, any 
steps that mitigate or adapt to global warming will slow 
down our economies, at least in the short run. That will 
hurt many people, especially many poor people.

Eighth, despite these costs, the major govern-
ments throughout the world still morally ought to 
take some of these steps. The clearest moral obliga-
tion falls on the United States. The United States 
caused and continues to cause more of the problem 
than any other country. The United States can spend 
more resources on a solution without sacrificing basic 
necessities. This country has the scientific expertise to 
solve technical problems. Other countries follow its 
lead (sometimes!). So the United States has a special 
moral obligation to help mitigate and adapt to global 
warming.

2. THE PROBLEM

Even assuming all of this, it is still not clear what I as 
an individual morally ought to do about global warm-
ing. That issue is not as simple as many people assume. 
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Still, I do not feel confident in this judgment. I know 
that other people disagree (even though they are also 
concerned about the environment). I would probably 
have different moral intuitions about this case if I had 
been raised differently or if I now lived in a different cul-
ture. My moral intuition might be distorted by overgen-
eralization from the other cases where I think that other 
entities (large governments) do have moral obligations 
to fight global warming. I also worry that my moral intu-
ition might be distorted by my desire to avoid conflicts 
with my environmentalist friends. The issue of global 
warming generates strong emotions because of its politi-
cal implications and because of how scary its effects are. 
It is also a peculiarly modern case, especially because it 
operates on a much grander scale than my moral intu-
itions evolved to handle long ago when acts did not have 
such  long-  term effects on future generations (or at least 
people were not aware of such effects). In such circum-
stances, I doubt that we are justified in trusting our moral 
intuitions alone. We need some kind of confirmation.

One way to confirm the truth of my moral intu-
itions would be to derive them from a general moral 
principle. A principle could tell us why wasteful driv-
ing is morally wrong, so we would not have to depend 
on bare assertion. And a principle might be supported 
by more trustworthy moral beliefs. The problem is 
“which” principle?

3. ACTUAL ACT PRINCIPLES

One plausible principle refers to causing harm. If one 
person had to inhale all of the exhaust from my car, 
this would harm him and give me a moral obligation 
not to drive my car just for fun. Such cases suggest:

The harm principle: We have a moral obligation not to 
perform an act that causes harm to others.

This principle implies that I have a moral obliga-
tion not to drive my  gas-  guzzler just for fun “if” such 
driving causes harm.

The problem is that such driving does “not” cause 
harm in normal cases. If one person were in a posi-
tion to inhale all of my exhaust, then he would get 
sick if I did drive, and he would not get sick if I did 
not drive (under normal circumstances). In contrast, 

issues about whether these goals justify driving, so I will 
focus on a case where nothing so important is gained. 
I will consider driving for fun on a beautiful Sunday 
afternoon. My drive is not necessary to cure depression 
or calm aggressive impulses. All that is gained is plea-
sure: Ah, the feel of wind in your hair! The views! How 
 spectacular! Of course, you could drive a  fuel-  efficient 
hybrid car. But  fuel-  efficient cars have less “get up and 
go.” So let us consider a  gas-  guzzling sport utility vehicle. 
Ah, the feeling of power! The excitement! Maybe you do 
not like to go for drives in sport utility vehicles on sunny 
Sunday afternoons, but many people do.

Do we have a moral obligation not to drive in such 
circumstances? This question concerns driving, not 
“buying” cars. To make this clear, let us assume that 
I borrow the  gas-  guzzler from a friend. This question 
is also not about “legal” obligations. So let us assume 
that it is perfectly legal to go for such drives. Perhaps 
it ought to be illegal, but it is not. Note also that my 
question is not about what would be “best.” Maybe 
it would be better, even morally better, for me not to 
drive a  gas-  guzzler just for fun. But that is not the issue 
I want to address here. My question is whether I have 
a “moral” obligation not to drive a  gas-  guzzler just for 
fun on this particular sunny Sunday afternoon.

One final complication must be removed. I am 
interested in global warming, but there might be other 
moral reasons not to drive unnecessarily. I risk caus-
ing an accident, since I am not a perfect driver. I also 
will likely spew exhaust into the breathing space of 
pedestrians, bicyclists, or animals on the side of the 
road as I drive by. Perhaps these harms and risks give 
me a moral obligation not to go for my joyride. That 
is not clear. After all, these reasons also apply if I drive 
the most efficient car available, and even if I am driv-
ing to work with no other way to keep my job. Indeed, 
I might scare or injure bystanders even if my car gave 
off no greenhouse gases or pollution. In any case, 
I want to focus on global warming. So my real question 
is whether the facts about global warming give me any 
moral obligation not to drive a  gas-  guzzler just for fun 
on this sunny Sunday afternoon.

I admit that I am “inclined” to answer, “Yes.” To 
me, global warming does “seem” to make such waste-
ful driving morally wrong.



CHAPTER 13: EnvIRonmEnTAL ETHICS Á  449

worst offenders to get better. The most efficient and 
effective way to do this is to reserve our condemnation 
for those who are well below average. This means that 
we should not hold people responsible for harms by 
calling their acts causes of harms when their acts are 
not at all unusual, assuming that they did not intend 
the harm.

The application to global warming should be clear. 
It is not unusual to go for joyrides. Such drivers do not 
intend any harm. Hence, we should not see my act 
of driving on a sunny Sunday afternoon as a cause of 
global warming or its harms.

Another argument leads to the same conclusion: 
the harms of global warming result from the massive 
quantities of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. 
Greenhouse gases (such as carbon dioxide and water 
vapor) are perfectly fine in small quantities. They help 
plants grow. The problem emerges only when there is 
too much of them. But my joyride by itself does not 
cause the massive quantities that are harmful.

Contrast someone who pours cyanide poison into 
a river. Later someone drinking from the river down-
stream ingests some molecules of the poison. Those 
molecules cause the person to get ill and die. This is 
very different from the causal chain in global warm-
ing, because no particular molecules from my car 
cause global warming in the direct way that particular 
molecules of the poison do cause the drinker’s death. 
Global warming is more like a river that is going to 
flood downstream because of torrential rains. I pour 
a quart of water into the river upstream (maybe just 
because I do not want to carry it). My act of pouring 
the quart into the river is not a cause of the flood. 
Analogously, my act of driving for fun is not a cause of 
global warming.

Contrast also another  large-  scale moral problem: 
famine relief. Some people say that I have no moral 
obligation to contribute to famine relief because the 
famine will continue and people will die whether or 
not I donate my money to a relief agency. However, 
I could help a certain individual if I gave my donation 
directly to that individual. In contrast, if I refrain from 
driving for fun on this one Sunday, there is no indi-
vidual who will be helped in the least. I cannot help 
anyone by depriving myself of this joyride.

global warming will still occur even if I do not drive 
just for fun. Moreover, even if I do drive a  gas-  guzzler 
just for fun for a long time, global warming will not 
occur unless lots of other people also expel greenhouse 
gases. So my individual act is neither necessary nor 
sufficient for global warming.

There are, admittedly, special circumstances in 
which an act causes harm without being either neces-
sary or sufficient for that harm. Imagine that it takes 
three people to push a car off a cliff with a passenger 
locked inside, and five people are already pushing. If 
I join and help them push, then my act of pushing is 
neither necessary nor sufficient to make the car go off 
the cliff. Nonetheless, my act of pushing is a cause (or 
part of the cause) of the harm to the passenger. Why? 
Because I intend to cause harm to the passenger, and 
because my act is unusual. When I intend a harm to 
occur, my intention provides a reason to pick my act 
out of all the other background circumstances and 
identify it as a cause. Similarly, when my act is unusual 
in the sense that most people would not act that way, 
that also provides a reason to pick out my act and call 
it a cause.

Why does it matter what is usual? Compare 
matches. For a match to light up, we need to strike it 
so as to create friction. There also has to be oxygen. 
We do not call the oxygen the cause of the fire, since 
oxygen is usually present. Instead, we say that the fric-
tion causes the match to light, since it is unusual for 
that friction to occur. It happens only once in the life 
of each match. Thus, what is usual affects ascriptions 
of causation even in purely physical cases.

In moral cases, there are additional reasons not 
to call something a cause when it is usual. Labeling 
an act a cause of harm and, on this basis, holding its 
agent responsible for that harm by blaming the agent 
or condemning his act is normally counterproduc-
tive when that agent is acting no worse than most 
other people. If people who are doing “no” worse 
than average are condemned, then people who are 
doing “much” worse than average will suspect that 
they will still be subject to condemnation even if they 
start doing better, and even if they improve enough to 
bring themselves up to the average. We should distrib-
ute blame (and praise) so as to give incentives for the 
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influential than they really are. On a realistic view, 
however, it is unlikely that anyone would drive waste-
fully if I did and would not if I did not. Moreover, waste-
ful driving is not that habit forming. My act of driving 
this Sunday does not make me drive next Sunday. I do 
not get addicted. Driving the next Sunday is a separate 
decision. And my wasteful driving will not undermine 
my devotion to environmentalism. If my argument in 
this chapter is correct, then my belief that the govern-
ment has a moral obligation to fight global warming is 
perfectly compatible with a belief that I as an individ-
ual have no moral obligation not to drive a  gas-  guzzler 
for fun. If I keep this compatibility in mind, then my 
driving my  gas-  guzzler for fun will not undermine my 
devotion to the cause of getting the government to do 
something about global warming.

Besides, the indirect harm principle is misleading. 
To see why, consider David. David is no environmen-
talist. He already has a habit of driving his  gas-  guzzler 
for fun on Sundays. Nobody likes him, so nobody 
follows his example. But David still has a moral obli-
gation not to drive his  gas-  guzzler just for fun this 
Sunday, and his obligation has the same basis as mine, 
if I have one. So my moral obligation cannot depend 
on the factors cited by the indirect harm principle.

The most important problem for supposed indirect 
harms is the same as for direct harms: even if I create 
a bad habit and undermine my personal environmen-
talism and set a bad example that others follow, all of 
this would still not be enough to cause climate change 
if other people stopped expelling greenhouse gases. 
So, as long as I neither intend harm nor do anything 
unusual, my act cannot cause climate change even if 
I do create bad habits and followers. The scale of cli-
mate change is just too big for me to cause it, even 
“with a little help from my friends.”

Of course, even if I do not cause climate change, 
I still might seem to contribute to climate change in 
the sense that I make it worse. If so, another principle 
applies:

The contribution principle: We have a moral obligation 
not to make problems worse.

This principle applies if climate change will be 
worse if I drive than it will be if I do not drive.

The point becomes clearer if we distinguish global 
warming from climate change. You might think that 
my driving on Sunday raises the temperature of the 
globe by an infinitesimal amount. I doubt that, but, 
even if it does, my exhaust on that Sunday does not 
cause any climate change at all. No storms or floods 
or droughts or heat waves can be traced to my indi-
vidual act of driving. It is these climate changes that 
cause harms to people. Global warming by itself causes 
no harm without climate change. Hence, since my 
 individual act of driving on that one Sunday does not 
cause any climate change, it causes no harm to anyone.

The point is not that harms do not occur from 
global warming. I have already admitted that they do. 
The point is also not that my exhaust is overkill, like poi-
soning someone who is already dying from poison. My 
exhaust is not sufficient for the harms of global warm-
ing, and I do not intend those harms. Nor is it the point 
that the harms from global warming occur much later 
in time. If I place a time bomb in a building, I can cause 
harm many years later. And the point is not that the 
harm I cause is imperceptible. I admit that some harms 
can be imperceptible because they are too small or for 
other reasons. Instead, the point is simply that my indi-
vidual joyride does not cause global warming, climate 
change, or any of their resulting harms, at least directly.

Admittedly, my acts can lead to other acts by me 
or by other people. Maybe one case of wasteful driving 
creates a bad habit that will lead me to do it again and 
again. Or maybe a lot of other people look up to me and 
would follow my example of wasteful driving. Or maybe 
my wasteful driving will undermine my commitment 
to environmentalism and lead me to stop supporting 
important green causes or to harm the environment in 
more serious ways. If so, we could apply:

The indirect harm principle: We have a moral obligation 
not to perform an act that causes harm to others indi-
rectly by causing someone to carry out acts that cause 
harm to others.

This principle would explain why it is morally 
wrong to drive a  gas-  guzzler just for fun if this act led 
to other harmful acts.

One problem here is that my acts are not that 
 influential. People like to see themselves as more 
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Maybe the reason is risk. It is sometimes morally 
wrong to create a risk of a harm even if that harm 
does not occur. I grant that drunk driving is immoral, 
because it risks harm to others, even if the drunk 
driver gets home safely without hurting anyone. Thus, 
we get another principle:

The risk principle: We have a moral obligation not to 
increase the risk of harms to other people.

The problem here is that global warming is not 
like drunk driving. When drunk driving causes harm, 
it is easy to identify the victim of this particular drunk 
driver. There is no way to identify any particular vic-
tim of my wasteful driving in normal circumstances.

In addition, my earlier point applies here again. 
If the risk principle were true, it would be unbeliev-
ably restrictive. Exercising and boiling water also expel 
greenhouse gases, so they also increase the risk of global 
warming if my driving does. This principle implies that 
almost everything we do violates a moral obligation.

Defenders of such principles sometimes respond 
by distinguishing significant from insignificant risks or 
increases in risks. That distinction is problematic, at least 
here. A risk is called significant when it is “too” much. But 
then we need to ask what makes this risk too much when 
other risks are not too much. The reasons for counting a 
risk as significant are then the real reasons for thinking 
that there is a moral obligation not to drive wastefully. So 
we need to specify those reasons directly instead of hid-
ing them under a  waffle-  term like “significant.”

4. INTERNAL PRINCIPLES

None of the principles discussed so far is both defen-
sible and strong enough to yield a moral obligation 
not to drive a  gas-  guzzler just for fun. Maybe we can do 
better by looking inward.

Kantians claim that the moral status of acts 
depends on their agents’ maxims or “subjective princi-
ples of volition”—roughly what we would call motives 
or intentions or plans. This internal focus is evident in 
Kant’s first formulation of the categorical imperative:

The universalizability principle: We have a moral obliga-
tion not to act on any maxim that we cannot will to be 
a universal law.

The problem with this argument is that my act of 
driving does not even make climate change worse. Cli-
mate change would be just as bad if I did not drive. The 
reason is that climate change becomes worse only if 
more people (and animals) are hurt or if they are hurt 
worse. There is nothing bad about global warming or 
climate change in itself if no people (or animals) are 
harmed. But there is no individual person or animal 
who will be worse off if I drive than if I do not drive 
my  gas-  guzzler just for fun. Global warming and cli-
mate change occur on such a massive scale that my 
individual driving makes no difference to the welfare 
of anyone.

Some might complain that this is not what they 
mean by “contribute.” All it takes for me to contrib-
ute to global warming in their view is for me to expel 
greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. I do “that” 
when I drive, so we can apply:

The gas principle: We have a moral obligation not to 
expel greenhouse gases into the atmosphere.

If this principle were true, it would explain why 
I have a moral obligation not to drive my  gas-  guzzler 
just for fun.

Unfortunately, it is hard to see any reason to accept 
this principle. There is nothing immoral about green-
house gases in themselves when they cause no harm. 
Greenhouse gases include carbon dioxide and water 
vapor, which occur naturally and help plants grow. 
The problem of global warming occurs because of 
the high quantities of greenhouse gases, not because 
of anything bad about smaller quantities of the same 
gases. So it is hard to see why I would have a moral 
 obligation not to expel harmless quantities of green-
house gases. And that is all I do by myself.

Furthermore, if the gas principle were true, it 
would be unbelievably restrictive. It implies that 
I have a moral obligation not to boil water (since water 
vapor is a greenhouse gas) or to exercise (since I expel 
carbon dioxide when I breathe heavily). When you 
think it through, an amazing array of seemingly mor-
ally acceptable activities would be ruled out by the gas 
principle. These implications suggest that we had bet-
ter look elsewhere for a reason why I have a moral obli-
gation not to drive a  gas-  guzzler just for fun.
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Another  inner-  directed theory is virtue ethics. 
This approach focuses on general character traits 
rather than particular acts or intentions. It is not clear 
how to derive a principle regarding obligations from 
virtue ethics, but here is a common attempt:

The virtue principle: We have a moral obligation not to 
perform an act that expresses a vice or is contrary to 
virtue.

This principle solves our problem if driving a  gas- 
 guzzler expresses a vice, or if no virtuous person would 
drive a  gas-  guzzler just for fun.

How can we tell whether this principle applies? 
How can we tell whether driving a  gas-  guzzler for 
fun “expresses a vice”? On the face of it, it expresses a 
desire for fun. There is nothing vicious about having 
fun. Having fun becomes vicious only if it is harmful 
or risky. But I have already responded to the principles 
of harm and risk. Moreover, driving a  gas-  guzzler for 
fun does not always express a vice. If other people did 
not produce so much greenhouse gas, I could drive my 
 gas-  guzzler just for fun without anyone being harmed 
by global warming. Then I could do it without being 
vicious. This situation is not realistic, but it does show 
that wasteful driving is not essentially vicious or con-
trary to virtue.

Some will disagree. Maybe your notions of virtue 
and vice make it essentially vicious to drive waste-
fully. But why? To apply this principle, we need some 
antecedent test of when an act expresses a vice. You 
cannot just say, “I know vice when I see it,” because 
other people look at the same act and do not see vice, 
just fun. It begs the question to appeal to what you 
see when  others do not see it, and you have no reason 
to believe that your vision is any clearer than theirs. 
But that means that this virtue principle cannot be 
applied without begging the question. We need to 
find some reason why such driving is vicious. Once we 
have this reason, we can appeal to it directly as a rea-
son why I have a moral obligation not to drive waste-
fully. The side step through virtue does not help and 
only obscures the issue.

Some virtue theorists might respond that life 
would be better if more people were to focus on gen-
eral character traits, including green virtues, such as 

The idea is not that universally acting on that maxim 
would have bad consequences. (We will consider that 
kind of principle below.) Instead, the claim is that some 
 maxims “cannot even be thought as a universal law of 
nature without contradiction.”  However, my maxim 
when I drive a  gas-  guzzler just for fun on this sunny 
 Sunday afternoon is simply to have harmless fun. There 
is no way to derive a contradiction from a universal law 
that people do or may have harmless fun. Kantians might 
respond that my maxim is, instead, to expel greenhouse 
gases. I still see no way to derive a literal contradiction 
from a universal law that people do or may expel green-
house gases. There would be bad consequences, but that 
is not a contradiction, as Kant requires. In any case, my 
maxim (or intention or motive) is not to expel green-
house gases. My goals would be reached  completely if 
I went for my drive and had my fun without expelling 
any greenhouse gases. This leaves no ground for claim-
ing that my driving violates Kant’s first formula of the 
categorical imperative.

Kant does supply a second formulation, which is 
really a different principle:

The means principle: We have a moral obligation not to 
treat any other person as a means only.

It is not clear exactly how to understand this formu-
lation, but the most natural interpretation is that for me 
to treat someone as a means implies my using harm to 
that person as part of my plan to achieve my goals. Driv-
ing for fun does not do that. I would have just as much 
fun if nobody were ever harmed by global warming. 
Harm to others is no part of my plans. So Kant’s prin-
ciple cannot explain why I have a moral obligation not 
to drive just for fun on this sunny Sunday afternoon.

A similar point applies to a traditional principle 
that focuses on intention:

The doctrine of double effect: We have a moral obligation 
not to harm anyone intentionally (either as an end or 
as a means).

This principle fails to apply to my Sunday driv-
ing both because my driving does not cause harm to 
anyone and because I do not intend harm to anyone. 
I would succeed in doing everything I intended to do 
if I enjoyed my drive but magically my car gave off no 
greenhouse gases and no global warming occurred.
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principle cannot yield a moral obligation not to drive 
a  gas-  guzzler now.

Moreover, the connection between law and 
morality cannot be so simple. Suppose that the gov-
ernment morally ought to raise taxes on fossil fuels in 
order to reduce usage and to help pay for adaptation 
to global warming. It still seems morally permissible 
for me and for you not to pay that tax now. We do not 
have any moral obligation to send a check to the gov-
ernment for the amount that we would have to pay if 
taxes were raised to the ideal level. One reason is that 
our checks would not help to solve the problem, since 
 others would continue to conduct business as usual. 
What would help to solve the problem is for the taxes 
to be increased. Maybe we all have moral obligations 
to try to get the taxes increased. Still, until they are 
increased, we as individuals have no moral obliga-
tions to abide by the ideal tax law instead of the 
actual tax law.

Analogously, it is actually legal to buy and drive 
 gas-  guzzlers. Maybe these vehicles should be illegal. 
I am not sure. If  gas-  guzzlers morally ought to be 
illegal, then maybe we morally ought to work to get 
them outlawed. But that still would not show that 
now, while they are legal, we have a moral obliga-
tion not to drive them just for fun on a sunny Sunday 
afternoon.

Which laws are best depends on side effects of for-
mal institutions, such as enforcement costs and loss of 
freedom (resulting from the coercion of laws). Maybe 
we can do better by looking at informal groups.

Different groups involve different relations between 
members. Orchestras and political parties, for example, 
plan to do what they do and adjust their actions to other 
members of the group in order to achieve a common 
goal. Such groups can be held responsible for their joint 
acts, even when no individual alone performs those 
acts. However,  gas-  guzzler drivers do not form this kind 
of group.  Gas-  guzzler drivers do not share goals, do not 
make plans together, and do not adjust their acts to 
each other (at least usually).

There is an abstract set of  gas-  guzzler drivers, but 
membership in a set is too arbitrary to create moral 
responsibility. I am also in a set of all terrorists plus me, 
but my membership in that abstract set does not make 
me responsible for the harms that terrorists cause.

moderation and love of nature. One reason is that 
it is so hard to determine obligations in particular 
cases. Another reason is that focusing on particular 
obligations leaves no way to escape problems like 
global warming. This might be correct. Maybe we 
should spend more time thinking about whether 
we have green virtues rather than about whether 
we have specific obligations. But that does not show 
that we do have a moral obligation not to drive  gas- 
 guzzlers just for fun. Changing our focus will not 
bring any moral obligation into existence. There are 
other important moral issues besides moral obliga-
tion, but this does not show that moral obligations 
are not important as well.

5. COLLECTIVE PRINCIPLES

Maybe our mistake is to focus on individual persons. 
We could instead, focus on institutions. One institu-
tion is the legal system, so we might adopt:

The ideal law principle: We have a moral obligation not 
to perform an action if it ought to be illegal.

I already said that the government ought to fight 
global warming. One way to do so is to make it ille-
gal to drive wastefully or to buy (or sell) inefficient 
 gas-  guzzlers. If the government ought to pass such 
laws, then, even before such laws are passed, I have a 
moral obligation not to drive a  gas-  guzzler just for fun, 
according to the ideal law principle.

The first weakness in this argument lies in its 
assumption that wasteful driving or  gas-  guzzlers 
ought to be illegal. That is dubious. The enforcement 
costs of a law against joyrides would be enormous. 
A law against  gas-  guzzlers would be easier to enforce, 
but inducements to efficiency (such as higher taxes 
on gas and  gas-  guzzlers, or tax breaks for buying  fuel- 
 efficient cars) might accomplish the same goals with 
less loss of individual freedom. Governments ought 
to accomplish their goals with less loss of freedom, 
if they can. Note the “if.” I do not claim that these 
other laws would work as well as an outright prohibi-
tion of  gas-  guzzlers. I do not know. Still, the point is 
that such alternative laws would not make it illegal 
(only expensive) to drive a  gas-  guzzler for fun. If those 
alternative laws are better than outright prohibitions 
(because they allow more freedom), then the ideal law 



454 Á  PART 4: ETHICAL ISSUES

moral obligation not to join the group by cashing your 
check, since you cannot change what the group does. 
It might be morally good or ideal to protest by tearing 
up your check, but it does not seem morally obligatory.

Thus, the group principle fails. Perhaps it might be 
saved by adding some kind of qualification, but I do 
not see how.

6. COUNTERFACTUAL PRINCIPLES

Maybe our mistake is to focus on actual circumstances. 
So let us try some counterfactuals about what would 
happen in possible worlds that are not actual. Differ-
ent counterfactuals are used by different versions of 
 rule-  consequentialism.

One counterfactual is built into the common 
 question, “What would happen if everybody did 
that?” This question suggests a principle:

The general action principle: I have a moral obligation 
not to perform an act when it would be worse for 
everyone to perform an act of the same kind.

It does seem likely that, if everyone in the world 
drove a  gas-  guzzler often enough, global warming 
would increase intolerably. We would also quickly run 
out of fossil fuels. The general action principle is, thus, 
supposed to explain why it is morally wrong to drive a 
 gas-  guzzler.

Unfortunately, that popular principle is indefen-
sible. It would be disastrous if every human had no 
children. But that does not make it morally wrong for 
a particular individual to choose to have no children. 
There is no moral obligation to have at least one child.

The reason is that so few people “want” to remain 
childless. Most people would not go without children 
even if they were allowed to. This suggests a different 
principle:

The general permission principle: I have a moral obligation 
not to perform an act whenever it would be worse for 
everyone to be permitted to perform an act of that kind.

This principle seems better because it would not 
be disastrous for everyone to be permitted to remain 
childless. This principle is supposed to be able to 
explain why it is morally wrong to steal (or lie, cheat, 
rape, or murder), because it would be disastrous for 

The only feature that holds together the group 
of people who drive  gas-  guzzlers is simply that they all 
perform the same kind of act. The fact that so many 
people carry out acts of that kind does create or worsen 
global warming. That collective bad effect is supposed 
to make it morally wrong to perform any act of that 
kind, according to the following:

The group principle: We have a moral obligation not to 
perform an action if this action makes us a member of 
a group whose actions together cause harm.

Why? It begs the question here merely to assume 
that, if it is bad for everyone in a group to perform acts 
of a kind, then it is morally wrong for an individual 
to perform an act of that kind. Besides, this principle 
is implausible or at least questionable in many cases. 
Suppose that everyone in an airport is talking loudly. 
If only a few people were talking, there would be no 
problem. But the collective effect of so many people 
talking makes it hard to hear announcements, so 
some people miss their flights. Suppose, in these cir-
cumstances, I say loudly (but not too loudly), “I wish 
everyone would be quiet.” My speech does not seem 
immoral, since it alone does not harm anyone. Maybe 
there should be a rule (or law) against such loud 
speech in this setting (as in a library), but if there is 
not (as I am assuming), then it does not seem immoral 
to do what others do, as long as they are going to do it 
anyway, so the harm is going to occur anyway.

Again, suppose that the president sends everyone 
(or at least most taxpayers) a check for $600. If all recipi-
ents cash their checks, the government deficit will 
grow, government programs will have to be slashed, 
and severe economic and social problems will result. 
You know that enough other people will cash their 
checks to make these results to a great degree inevita-
ble. You also know that it is perfectly legal to cash your 
check, although you think it should be illegal, because 
the checks should not have been issued in the first 
place. In these circumstances, is it morally wrong for 
you to cash your check? I doubt it. Your act of cashing 
your check causes no harm by itself, and you have no 
intention to cause harm. Your act of cashing your check 
does make you a member of a group that collectively 
causes harm, but that still does not seem to give you a 
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always morally wrong when it would (counterfactu-
ally) be disastrous for everyone to know that everyone 
is allowed to do it.

The lesson of this example applies directly to my 
case of driving a  gas-  guzzler. Disaster occurs in the 
airplane case when too many people do what is harm-
less by itself. Similarly, disaster occurs when too many 
people burn too much fossil fuel. But that does not 
make it wrong in either case for one individual to per-
form an individual act that is harmless by itself. It only 
creates an obligation on the part of the government 
(or airline) to pass regulations to keep too many people 
from acting that way.

Another example brings out another weakness 
in the public permission principle. Consider open 
marriage. Max and Minnie get married because each 
loves the other and values the other person’s love. 
Still, they think of sexual intercourse as a fun activ-
ity that they separate from love. After careful discus-
sion before they got married, each happily agreed that 
each may have sex after marriage with whomever he 
or she wants. They value honesty, so they did add one 
condition: every sexual encounter must be reported 
to the other spouse. As long as they keep no secrets 
from each other and still love each other, they see 
no problem with their having sex with other people. 
They do not broadcast this feature of their marriage, 
but they do know (after years of experience) that it 
works for them.

Nonetheless, the society in which Max and Min-
nie live might be filled with people who are very dif-
ferent from them. If everyone knew that everyone 
is permitted to have sex during marriage with other 
people as long as the other spouse is informed and 
agreed to the arrangement, then various problems 
would arise. Merely asking a spouse whether he or 
she would be willing to enter into such an agreement 
would be enough to create suspicions and doubts 
in the other spouse’s mind that would undermine 
many marriages or keep many couples from getting 
married, when they would have gotten or remained 
happily married if they had not been offered such 
an agreement. As a result, the society will have less 
love, fewer stable marriages, and more unhappy 
children of unnecessary divorce. Things would be 

everyone to be permitted to steal (or lie, cheat, rape, or 
murder) whenever (if ever) they wanted to.

Not quite. An agent is permitted or allowed in the 
relevant sense when she will not be liable to punish-
ment, condemnation (by others), or feelings of guilt 
for carrying out the act. It is possible for someone to 
be permitted in this sense without knowing that she 
is permitted and, indeed, without anyone knowing 
that she is permitted. But it would not be disastrous for 
everyone to be permitted to steal if nobody knew that 
they were permitted to steal, since then they would 
still be deterred by fear of punishment, condemna-
tion, or guilt. Similarly for lying, rape, and so on. So 
the general permission principle cannot quite explain 
why such acts are morally wrong.

Still, it would be disastrous if everyone knew that 
they were permitted to steal (or lie, rape, etc.). So we 
simply need to add one qualification:

The public permission principle: I have a moral obliga-
tion not to perform an act whenever it would be worse 
for everyone to know that everyone is permitted to 
perform an act of that kind.

Now this principle seems to explain the moral 
wrongness of many of the acts we take to be morally 
wrong, since it would be disastrous if everyone knew 
that everyone was permitted to steal, lie, cheat, and 
so on.

Unfortunately, this revised principle runs into 
trouble in other cases. Imagine that 1000 people want 
to take Flight 38 to Amsterdam on October 13, 2003, 
but the plane is not large enough to carry that many 
people. If all 1,000 took that particular flight, then it 
would crash. But these people are all stupid and stub-
born enough that, if they knew that they were all 
allowed to take the flight, they all would pack them-
selves in, despite warnings, and the flight would crash. 
Luckily, this counterfactual does not reflect what 
actually happens. In the actual world, the airline is 
not stupid. Since the plane can safely carry only 300 
people, the airline sells only 300 tickets and does not 
allow anyone on the flight without a ticket. If I have 
a ticket for that flight, then there is nothing morally 
wrong with me taking the flight along with the other 
299 who have tickets. This shows that an act is not 
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spouse, even if the spouse knows and consents. It 
might seem that Max and Minnie could not reason-
ably reject this rule as a public social rule, because 
they want to avoid problems for their own society. 
If so, Scanlon’s principle leads to the same question-
able results as the public permission principle. If 
Scanlon replies that Max and Minnie “can” reason-
ably reject the  anti-  adultery rule, then why? The 
most plausible answer is that it is their own business 
how they have fun as long as they do not hurt any-
body. But this answer is available also to people who 
drive  gas-  guzzlers just for fun. So this principle can-
not explain why that act is morally wrong.

More generally, the test of what can be rejected 
“reasonably” depends on moral intuitions. Envi-
ronmentalists might think it unreasonable to reject 
a principle that prohibits me from driving my  gas- 
 guzzler just for fun, but others will think it reasonable 
to reject such a principle, because it restricts my free-
dom to perform an act that harms nobody. The appeal 
to reasonable rejection itself begs the question in the 
absence of an account of why such rejection is unrea-
sonable. Environmentalists might be able to specify 
reasons why it is unreasonable, but then it is those rea-
sons that explain why this act is morally wrong. The 
framework of reasonable rejection becomes a distract-
ing and unnecessary side step.

7. WHAT IS LEFT?

We are left with no defensible principle to support 
the claim that I have a moral obligation not to drive a 
 gas-  guzzler just for fun. Does this result show that this 
claim is false? Not necessarily.

Some audiences have suggested that my journey 
through various principles teaches us that we should 
not look for general moral principles to back up our 
moral intuitions. They see my arguments as a “reduc-
tio ad absurdum” of principlism, which is the view 
that moral obligations (or our beliefs in them) depend 
on principles. Principles are unavailable, so we should 
focus instead on particular cases, according to the 
opposing view called particularism.

However, the fact that we cannot find any 
principle does not show that we do not need one. 

much better if everyone believed that such agree-
ments were not permitted in the first place, so they 
condemned them and felt guilty for even consider-
ing them. I think that this result is not unrealistic, 
but here I am merely postulating these facts in my 
example.

The point is that, even if other people are like this, 
so that it would be worse for everyone to know that 
everyone is permitted to have sex outside of marriage 
with spousal knowledge and consent, Max and Min-
nie are not like this, and they know that they are not 
like this, so it is hard to believe that they as individuals 
have a moral obligation to abide by a restriction that 
is justified by other people’s dispositions. If Max and 
Minnie have a joint agreement that works for them, 
but they keep it secret from others, then there is noth-
ing immoral about them having sex outside of their 
marriage (whether or not this counts as adultery). If 
this is correct, then the general permission principle 
fails again.

As before, the lesson of this example applies 
directly to my case of driving a  gas-  guzzler. The rea-
son why Max and Minnie are not immoral is that 
they have a right to their own private relationship as 
long as they do not harm others (such as by spread-
ing disease or discord). But I have already argued that 
my driving a  gas-  guzzler on this Sunday afternoon 
does not cause harm. I seem to have a right to have 
fun in the way I want as long as I do not hurt anybody 
else, just like Max and Minnie. So the public permis-
sion principle cannot explain why it is morally wrong 
to drive a  gas-  guzzler for fun on this sunny Sunday 
afternoon.

One final counterfactual approach is contractu-
alism, whose most forceful recent proponent is Tim 
Scanlon. Scanlon proposes:

The contractualist principle: I have a moral obligation 
not to perform an act whenever it violates a general 
rule that nobody could reasonably reject as a public 
rule for governing action in society.

Let us try to apply this principle to the case of 
Max and Minnie. Consider a general rule against 
adultery, that is, against voluntary sex between a 
married person and someone other than his or her 
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who drive wastefully should feel guilty for their acts 
and ashamed of themselves, at least if they perform 
such acts regularly; and we should bring up our chil-
dren so that they will feel these emotions. All of these 
 reactions are available even if we cannot truthfully 
say that such driving violates a moral “obligation.” 
And these approaches might be more constructive 
in the long run than accusing someone of violating a 
moral obligation.

Moreover, even if individuals have no moral obli-
gations not to waste gas by taking unnecessary Sun-
day drives just for fun, governments still have moral 
obligations to fight global warming, because they can 
make a difference. My fundamental point has been 
that global warming is such a large problem that it 
is not individuals who cause it or who need to fix it. 
Instead, governments need to fix it, and quickly. Find-
ing and implementing a real solution is the task of 
governments. Environmentalists should focus their 
efforts on those who are not doing their job rather 
than on those who take Sunday afternoon drives just 
for fun.

This focus will also avoid a common mistake. 
Some environmentalists keep their hands clean by 
withdrawing into a simple life where they use very 
little fossil fuels. That is great. I encourage it. But 
some of these escapees then think that they have 
done their duty, so they rarely come down out of 
the hills to work for political candidates who could 
and would change government policies. This atti-
tude helps nobody. We should not think that we 
can do enough simply by buying  fuel-  efficient cars, 
insulating our houses, and setting up a windmill to 
make our own electricity. That is all wonderful, but 
it neither does little or nothing to stop global warm-
ing, nor does this focus fulfill our real moral obliga-
tions, which are to get governments to do their job to 
prevent the disaster of excessive global warming. It is 
better to enjoy your Sunday driving while working to 
change the law so as to make it illegal for you to enjoy 
your Sunday driving.

I already gave my reasons why we need a moral 
principle to back up our intuitions in this case. This 
case is controversial, emotional, peculiarly modern, 
and likely to be distorted by overgeneralization and 
partiality. These factors suggest that we need confir-
mation for our moral intuitions at least in this case, 
even if we do not need any confirmation in other 
cases.

For such reasons, we seem to need a moral prin-
ciple, but we have none. This fact still does not show 
that such wasteful driving is not morally wrong. It 
only shows that we do not “know” whether it is mor-
ally wrong. Our ignorance might be temporary. If 
someone comes up with a defensible principle that 
does rule out wasteful driving, then I will be happy 
to listen and happy if it works. However, until some 
such principle is found, we cannot claim to know 
that it is morally wrong to drive a  gas-  guzzler just 
for fun.

The demand for a principle in this case does not 
lead to general moral skepticism. We still might know 
that acts and omissions that cause harm are morally 
wrong because of the harm principle. Still, since that 
principle and others do not apply to my wasteful driv-
ing, and since moral intuitions are unreliable in cases 
like this, we cannot know that my wasteful driving is 
morally wrong.

This conclusion will still upset many environ-
mentalists. They think that they know that wasteful 
driving is immoral. They want to be able to condemn 
those who drive  gas-  guzzlers just for fun on sunny 
Sunday afternoons.

My conclusion should not be so disappointing. 
Even if individuals have no such moral obligations, 
it is still morally better or morally ideal for individu-
als not to waste gas. We can and should praise those 
who save fuel. We can express our personal dislike for 
wasting gas and for people who do it. We might even 
be justified in publicly condemning wasteful driving 
and drivers who waste a lot, in circumstances where 
such public rebuke is appropriate. Perhaps people 
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Are All Species Equal?
David Schmidtz

 (b) The belief that the human species, along with all 
other species, are integral elements in a system of 
interdependence.

 (c) The belief that all organisms are teleological cen-
tres of life in the sense that each is a unique indi-
vidual pursuing its own good in its own way.

 (d) The belief that humans are not inherently superior 
to other living beings.

Taylor concludes, ‘Rejecting the notion of human 
superiority entails its positive counterpart: the doc-
trine of species impartiality. One who accepts that 
doctrine regards all living things as possessing inher-
ent  worth—  the same inherent worth, since no one 
species has been shown to be either higher or lower 
than any other.’3

Taylor does not claim that this is a valid argument, 
but he thinks that if we concede (a), (b), and (c), it 
would be unreasonable not to move to (d), and then 
to his egalitarian conclusion. Is he right? For those 
who accept Taylor’s three premises (and who thus 
interpret those premises in terms innocuous enough 
to render them acceptable), there are two responses. 
First, we may go on to accept (d), following Taylor, but 
then still deny that there is any warrant for moving 
from there to Taylor’s egalitarian conclusion. Having 
accepted that our form of life is not superior, we might 
choose instead to regard it as inferior. More plausibly, 
we might view our form of life as noncomparable. We 
 simply do not have the same kind of value as nonhu-
mans. The question of how we compare to nonhu-
mans has a simple answer: we do not compare to them.

Alternatively, we may reject (d) and say humans 
are indeed inherently superior but our superiority is a 
moot point. Whether we are inherently superior (that 
is, superior as a form of life) does not matter much. 
Even if we are superior, the fact remains that within 
the web of ecological interdependence mentioned in 
premises (a) and (b), it would be a mistake to ignore 
the needs and the telos of the other species referred 
to in premise (c). Thus, there are two ways of rejecting 

I. RESPECT FOR NATURE

Species egalitarianism is the view that all species have 
equal moral standing.1 To have moral standing is, at 
a minimum, to command respect, to be something 
more than a mere thing. Is there any reason to believe 
that all species have moral standing in even this most 
minimal sense? If  so—  that is, if all species command 
 respect—  is there any reason to believe they all com-
mand equal respect?

The following sections summarise critical res-
ponses to the most famous philosophical argument for 
species egalitarianism. I then try to explain why other 
species command our respect but also why they do not 
command equal respect. The intuition that we should 
have respect for nature is part of what motivates people 
to embrace species egalitarianism, but one need not 
be a species egalitarian to have respect for nature. I close 
by questioning whether species egalitarianism is even 
compatible with respect for nature.

II. THE GROUNDING OF SPECIES 
EGALITARIANISM

According to Paul Taylor, anthropocentrism ‘gives 
either exclusive or primary consideration to human 
interests above the good of other species.’2 The alter-
native to anthropocentrism is biocentrism, and it is 
biocentrism that, in Taylor’s view, grounds species 
egalitarianism:

The beliefs that form the core of the biocentric 
outlook are four in number:

 (a) The belief that humans are members of the Earth’s 
Community of life in the same sense and on the 
same terms in which other living things are mem-
bers of that community.

David Schmidtz, “Are All Species Equal?” from Journal of Applied 
Philosophy 15(1): 57–66. Copyright © 1998 Blackwell Publishing 
Ltd. Reproduced with permission of John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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that we must kill in order to eat, though, for there is 
no avoiding that. Species egalitarianism is compatible 
with our having a limited license to kill.

What seems far more problematic for species egali-
tarianism is that it seems to suggest that it makes no 
difference what we kill. Vegetarians typically think 
it is worse to kill a cow than to kill a potato. Are they 
wrong? Yes they are, according to species egalitarian-
ism. In this respect, species egalitarianism cannot be 
right. I do believe we have reason to respect nature. But 
we fail to give nature due respect if we say we should 
have no more respect for a cow than for a potato.

IV. IS SPECIES EGALITARIANISM ARBITRARY?

Suppose interspecies comparisons are possible. Sup-
pose the capacities of different species, and whatever 
else gives species moral standing, are commensurable. 
In that case, it could turn out that all species are equal, 
but that would be quite a fluke.

Taylor says a being has intrinsic worth if and only 
if it has a good of its own. Anderson does not disagree, 
but he points out that if we accept Taylor’s idea of a 
thing having a good of its own, then that licenses us 
to notice differences among the various kinds of ‘good 
of its own.’ (We can notice differences without being 
committed to ranking them.) For example, we can dis-
tinguish, along Aristotelian lines, vegetative, animal, 
and cognitive goods of one’s own. To have a vegetative 
nature is to be what Taylor, in premise (c), calls a teleo-
logical centre of life. A being with an animal nature 
is a teleological centre of life, and more. A being with 
a cognitive as well as animal nature is a teleological 
centre of life, and more still. Cognitive nature may be 
something we share with whales, dolphins, and higher 
primates. It is an empirical question. Anderson’s view 
is that so long as we do not assume away this possibil-
ity, valuing cognitive capacity is not anthropocentric. 
The question is what would make any species superior 
to another (p. 348).

As mentioned earlier, Taylor defines anthropo-
centrism as giving exclusive or primary consideration 
to human interests above the good of other species. 
So, when we acknowledge that cognitive capacity is 
one valuable capacity among others, are we giving 

Taylor’s argument for species egalitarianism. Each, on 
its face, is compatible with the respect for nature that 
motivates Taylor’s egalitarianism in the first place.

Taylor’s critics, such as James Anderson and Wil-
liam French, have taken the second route. They reject 
(d). After discussing their arguments, and building on 
some while rejecting others, I explore some of our rea-
sons to have respect for nature and ask whether they 
translate into reasons to be species egalitarians.

III. IS SPECIES EGALITARIANISM 
HYPOCRITICAL?

Paul Taylor and Arne Naess are among the most 
intransigent of species egalitarians, yet they allow that 
human needs override the needs of nonhumans.4 Wil-
liam C. French argues that they cannot have it both 
ways.5 French perceives a contradiction between the 
egalitarian principles that Taylor and Naess officially 
endorse and the unofficial principles they offer as 
the real principles by which we should live. Having 
proclaimed that we are all equal, French asks, what 
licenses Taylor and Naess to say that, in cases of con-
flict, nonhuman interests can legitimately be sacri-
ficed to vital human interests?

French has a point. James C. Anderson makes a 
similar point.6 Yet, somehow the inconsistency of 
Taylor and Naess is too obvious. Perhaps their posi-
tion is not as blatantly inconsistent as it appears. Let 
me suggest how Taylor and Naess could respond to 
French. Suppose I find myself in a situation of mor-
tal combat with an enemy soldier. If I kill my enemy 
to save my life, that does not entail that I regard my 
enemy as inherently inferior (i.e., as an inferior form 
of life). Likewise, if I kill a bear to save my life, that does 
not entail that I regard the bear as inherently inferior. 
Therefore, Taylor and Naess can, without hypocrisy, 
deny that species egalitarianism requires a radically 
 self-  effacing pacifism.

What, then, does species egalitarianism require? It 
requires us to avoid mortal combat whenever we can, 
not just with other humans but with living things 
in general. On this view, we ought to regret finding 
ourselves in  kill-  or-  be-  killed situations that we could 
have avoided. There is no point in regretting the fact 
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turn, humans (and possibly dolphins, apes, and so on) 
have an animal’s capacities plus more. The comparison 
between Socrates and swine therefore is less a matter 
of comparing swine to  non-  swine and more a matter 
of comparing swine to ‘ swine-  plus’ (Anderson, p. 361). 
Crucially, Anderson’s argument for the superiority of 
Socrates over swine does not presume that one capac-
ity is higher than another. We do not need to make any 
assumptions about the respective merits of animal or 
vegetative versus cognitive capacities in order to con-
clude that the capacities of ‘ swine-  plus’ are superior to 
those of swine.

We may of course conclude that one of the grounds 
of our moral standing (i.e., our vegetative natures) is 
something we share with all living things. Beyond 
that, nothing about equality even suggests itself. In 
particular, it begs no questions to notice that there are 
grounds for moral standing that we do not share with 
all living things.

VI. IN PRAISE OF SPECIESISM

William French invites us to see species rankings not 
‘as an assessment of some inherent superiority, but 
rather as a considered moral recognition of the fact 
that greater ranges of vulnerability are generated by 
broader ranges of complexity and capacities’ (p. 56). 
One species outranks another not because it is a supe-
rior form of life but rather because it is a more vulner-
able form of life. French, if I understand correctly, 
interprets vulnerability as a matter of having more 
to lose. This interpretation is problematic. It implies 
that a millionaire, having more to lose than a pau-
per, is by that fact more vulnerable than the pauper. 
Perhaps this interpretation is forced upon French, 
though. If French had instead chosen a more natural 
 interpretation—  if he had chosen to interpret vulner-
ability as a matter of probability of  loss—  then a ranking 
by vulnerability would not be correlated to complex 
capacities in the way he wants. Ranking by probabil-
ity of loss would change on a daily basis, and the  top- 
 ranked species often would be an amphibian.

If we set aside questions about how to interpret vul-
nerability, there remains a problem with French’s pro-
posal. If having complex capacities is not itself morally 

exclusive or primary considerations to human inter-
ests? Anderson thinks not, and surely he is right. Put 
it this way: if biocentrism involves resolving to ignore 
the fact that cognitive capacity is something we 
 value—  if biocentrism amounts to a resolution to value 
only those capacities that all living things  share— 
 then biocentrism is at least as arbitrary and  question- 
 begging as anthropocentrism.

It will not do to defend species egalitarianism by sin-
gling out a property that all species possess, arguing that 
this property is morally important, and then concluding 
that all species are therefore of equal moral importance. 
The problem with this sort of argument is that, where 
there is one property that provides a basis for moral stand-
ing, there might be others. Other properties might be 
possessed by some but not all species, and might provide 
bases for different kinds or degrees of moral standing.

V. THE MULTIPLE BASES OF MORAL STANDING

Taylor is aware of the Aristotelian classification 
scheme, but considers its hierarchy of capacities to be 
 question-  begging. Taylor himself assumes that human 
rationality is on a par with a cheetah’s  foot-  speed. In 
this case, though, perhaps it is Taylor who begs the 
question. It hardly seems unreasonable to see the dif-
ference between the  foot-  speed of chimpanzees and 
cheetahs as a difference of degree, while seeing the 
difference between the sentience of a chimpanzee and 
the nonsentience of a tree as a difference in kind.

Anthropocentrists might argue that the good asso-
ciated with cognitive capacity is superior to the good 
associated with vegetative capacity. Could they be 
wrong? Let us suppose they are wrong. For argument’s 
sake, let us suppose vegetative capacity is the superior 
good. Even so, the exact nature of the good associated 
with an organism’s vegetative capacity will depend 
upon the organism’s other capacities. For example, 
Anderson (p. 358) points out that even if health in a 
human and health in a tree are instances of the same 
thing, they need not have the same moral standing. 
Why not? Because health in a human has an instru-
mental value that health in a tree lacks. John Stuart 
Mill’s swine can take pleasure in its health but trees 
cannot. Animals have a plant’s capacities plus more. In 
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level without thereby taking any position on whether 
rationality makes a moral difference at the token level. 
A speciesist could say humanity’s characteristic ratio-
nality mandates respect for humanity, not merely for 
particular humans who exemplify human rationality. 
Similarly, once we note that chimpanzees have charac-
teristic cognitive capacities that mice lack, we do not 
need to compare individual chimpanzees and mice on 
a case by case basis in order to have a moral justifica-
tion for planning to use a mouse rather than a chim-
panzee in an experiment.

Of course, some chimpanzees lack the character-
istic features in virtue of which chimpanzees com-
mand respect as a species, just as some humans lack 
the characteristic features in virtue of which humans 
command respect as a species. It is equally obvious 
that some chimpanzees have cognitive capacities (for 
example) that are superior to the cognitive capacities 
of some humans. But whether every human being is 
superior to every chimpanzee is beside the point. The 
point is that we can, we do, and we should make deci-
sions on the basis of our recognition that mice, chim-
panzees, and humans are relevantly different types. 
We can have it both ways after all. Or so a speciesist 
could argue.

VII. EQUALITY AND TRANSCENDENCE

Even if speciesists are right to see a nonarbitrary dis-
tinction between humans and other species, though, 
the fact remains that, as Anderson (p. 362) points out, 
claims of superiority do not easily translate into justi-
fications of domination. We can have reasons to treat 
nonhuman species with respect, regardless of whether 
we consider them to be on a moral par with homo [sic] 
sapiens.

What kind of reasons do we have for treating other 
species with respect? We might have respect for chim-
panzees or even mice on the grounds that they are sen-
tient. Even mice have a rudimentary point of view and 
rudimentary hopes and dreams, and we might well 
respect them for that. But what about plants? Plants, 
unlike mice and chimpanzees, do not care what hap-
pens to them. It is literally true that they could not 
care less. So, why should we care? Is it even possible for 

important, then being in danger of losing them is not 
morally important either. Vulnerability, on any inter-
pretation, is essentially of derivative importance; any 
role it could play in ranking species must already be 
played by the capacities themselves.

Yet, although I reject French’s argument, I do not 
reject his inegalitarian conclusion. The conclusion 
that mice are the moral equals of chimpanzees is about 
as insupportable as a conclusion can be. Suppose that, 
for some reason, we take an interest in how chimpan-
zees rank compared to mice. Perhaps we wonder what 
we would do in an emergency where we could save a 
drowning chimpanzee or a drowning mouse but not 
both. More realistically, we might wonder whether, 
other things equal, we have any reason to use mice in 
our medical experiments rather than chimpanzees. 
Species egalitarianism seems to say not.

Suppose we decide upon reflection that, from our 
human perspective, chimpanzees are superior to mice 
and humans are superior to chimpanzees. Would the 
perceived superiority of our form of life give us reason 
to think we have no obligations whatsoever to mice, 
or to chimpanzees? Those who believe we have fewer 
obligations to inferior species might be pressed to say 
whether they also would allow that we have fewer 
obligations to inferior human beings. Lawrence John-
son, for example, rhetorically asks whether it is worse 
to cause a person pain if the person is a Nobel Prize 
winner.7 Well, why not? Echoing Peter Singer, John-
son argues that if medical researchers had to choose 
between harvesting the organs of a chimpanzee or a 
 brain-  damaged human baby, ‘one thing we cannot 
justify is trying to have it both ways. If rationality is 
what makes the basic moral difference, then we can-
not maintain that the  brain-  damaged infant ought 
to be exempt from utilisation just because it is human 
while at the same time allowing that the animal can be 
used if utility warrants’ (p. 52).

Does this seem obvious? It should not. Johnson 
presumes that rationality is relevant to justification 
at the token level when speciesists (i.e., those who 
believe some species, the human species in particu-
lar, are superior to others) presumably would invoke 
rationality as a justification at the type level. One can 
say rationality makes a moral difference at the type 
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light of our sensibilities, knowledge, and cultural/per-
sonal histories. . . . The limits of moral regard are set 
only by the limitations of one’s own (or one’s species’ 
or one’s community’s) ability to respond in a caring 
manner.’9 Should we believe Cheney’s rather startling 
proposal that moral regard is appropriate whenever we 
can manage it? One reason to take it very seriously is 
that exercising our capacity for moral regard is a way of 
expressing respect for that capacity. Developing that 
capacity is a form of  self-  realization.

Put it this way. I am arguing that the attitude we 
take toward gazelles (for example) raises issues of  self- 
 respect insofar as we see ourselves as relevantly like 
gazelles. My reading of Cheney suggests a different 
and complementary way of looking at the issue. Con-
sider that lions owe nothing to gazelles. Therefore, 
if we owe it to gazelles not to hunt them, it must be 
because we are unlike lions, not (or not only) because 
we are like gazelles.

Unlike lions, we have a choice about whether to 
hunt gazelles, and we are capable of deliberating about 
that choice in a reflective way. We are capable of car-
ing about the gazelle’s pain, the gazelle’s beauty, the 
gazelle’s hopes and dreams (such as they are), and so 
forth. And if we do care, then in a more or less literal 
way, something is wrong with  us—  we are less than 
fully  human—  if we cannot adjust our behaviour in 
the light of what we care about. If we do not care, then 
we are missing something. For a human being, to lack 
a broad respect for living things and beautiful things 
and  well-  functioning things is to be stunted in a way.

Our coming to see other species as command-
ing respect is itself a way of transcending our animal 
natures. It is ennobling. It is part of our animal natures 
unthinkingly to see ourselves as superior, and to try to 
dominate accordingly; our capacity to see ourselves 
as equal is one of the things that makes us different. 
Thus, our capacity to see ourselves as equal may be one 
of the things that makes us superior. Coming to see all 
species as equal may not be the best way of transcend-
ing our animal  natures—  it does not work for  me—  but 
it is one way. Another way of transcending our animal 
natures and expressing due respect for nature is simply 
to not worry so much about ranking species. This lat-
ter way is, I think, better. It is more respectful of our 

us to have any good reason, other than a purely instru-
mental reason, to care what happens to plants?

When we are alone in a forest wondering whether 
it would be fine to chop down a tree for fun, our per-
spective on what happens to the tree is, so far as we 
know, the only perspective there is. The tree does not 
have its own. Thus, explaining why we have reason to 
care about trees requires us to explain caring from our 
point of view, since that (we are supposing) is all there 
is. In that case, we do not have to satisfy trees that we 
are treating them properly; rather, we have to satisfy 
ourselves. So, again, can we have noninstrumental rea-
sons for caring about  trees—  for treating them with 
respect?

One reason to care (not the only one) is that gratu-
itous destruction is a failure of  self-  respect. It is a repu-
diation of the kind of  self-  awareness and  self-  respect 
that we can achieve by repudiating wantonness. So far 
as I know, no one finds anything puzzling in the idea 
that we have reason to treat our lawns or living rooms 
with respect. Lawns and living rooms have instrumen-
tal value, but there is more to it than that. Most of us 
have the sense that taking reasonable care of our lawns 
and living rooms is somehow a matter of  self-  respect, 
not merely a matter of preserving their instrumental 
value. Do we have similar reasons to treat forests with 
respect? I think we do. There is an aesthetic involved, 
the repudiation of which would be a failure of  self- 
 respect. (Obviously, not everyone feels the same way 
about forests. Not everyone feels the same way about 
lawns and living rooms, either. But the point here is 
to make sense of respect for nature, not to argue that 
respect for nature is in fact universal or that failing to 
respect nature is irrational.)8 If and when we identify 
with a Redwood, in the sense of being inspired by it, 
having respect for its size and age and so on, then as a 
psychological fact, we really do face moral questions 
about how we ought to treat it. If and when we come 
to see a Redwood in that light, subsequently turning 
our backs on it becomes a kind of  self-  effacement. The 
values that we thereby fail to take seriously are our val-
ues, not the tree’s.

A related way of grounding respect for nature is 
suggested by Jim Cheney’s remark that ‘moral regard 
is appropriate wherever we are able to manage  it—  in 
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to me, which suggests the burden of proof lies with 
those who claim we should have respect for other 
species.

I would not say, though, that this burden is unbear-
able. One reason to have regard for other species has to 
do with  self-  respect. (As I said earlier, when we mistreat 
a tree that we admire, the values we fail to respect are 
our values, not the tree’s.) A second reason has to do 
with  self-  realisation. (As I said, exercising our capacity 
for moral regard is a form of  self-  realisation.) Finally, 
at least some species seem to share with human beings 
precisely those cognitive and affective characteristics 
that lead us to see human life as especially worthy 
of esteem. Johnson describes experiments in which 
rhesus monkeys show extreme reluctance to obtain 
food by means that would subject monkeys in neigh-
bouring cages to electric shock (p. 64n). He describes 
the case of Washoe, a chimpanzee who learned sign 
language. Anyone who has tried to learn a foreign 
language ought to be able to appreciate how astonish-
ing an intellectual feat it is that an essentially nonlin-
guistic creature could learn a  language—  a language 
that is not merely foreign but the language of another 
species.

Johnson believes Washoe has moral standing 
(pp. 27–31), but he does not believe that the moral 
standing of chimpanzees, and indeed of all living 
creatures, implies that we must resolve never to kill 
(p. 136). Thus, Johnson supports killing introduced 
animal species (feral dogs, rabbits, and so forth) to pre-
vent the extermination of Australia’s native species, 
including native plant species (p. 174).

Is Johnson guilty of advocating the speciesist 
equivalent of ethnic cleansing? Has he shown himself 
to be no better than a racist? I think not. Johnson is 
right to want to take drastic measures to protect Aus-
tralia’s native flora, and the idea of respecting trees is 
intelligible. Certainly one thing I feel in the presence 
of Redwoods is something like a feeling of respect. But 
I doubt that what underlies Johnson’s willingness to kill 
feral dogs is mere respect for Australia’s native plants. 
I suspect that his approval of such killings turns on the 
needs and  aesthetic sensibilities of human beings, not 
just the interests of plants.10 For example, if the endan-
gered native species happened to be a  malaria-  carrying 

own reflective natures. It does not dwell on rankings. It 
does not insist on seeing equality where a more reflec-
tive being simply would see what is there to be seen 
and would not shy away from respecting the differ-
ences as well as the commonalities. The whole idea of 
ranking species, even as equals, sometimes seems like 
a child’s game. It seems beneath us.

VIII. RESPECT FOR EVERYTHING

Thus, a broad respect for living or beautiful or  well- 
 functioning things need not translate into equal 
respect. It need not translate into universal respect, 
either. I can appreciate mosquitoes to a degree. My 
wife (a biochemist who studies mosquito immune 
systems) even finds them beautiful, or so she says. My 
own appreciation, by contrast, is thin and grudging 
and purely intellectual. In neither degree nor kind is 
it anything like the appreciation I have for my wife, 
or for human beings in general, or even for the rab-
bits I sometimes find eating my flowers in the morn-
ing. Part of our responsibility as moral agents is to be 
somewhat choosy about what we respect and how we 
respect it. I can see why people shy away from openly 
accepting that responsibility, but they still have it.

Johnson says speciesism is as arbitrary as racism 
unless we can show that the differences are morally 
relevant (p. 51). This is, to be sure, a popular sentiment 
among radical environmentalists and animal libera-
tionists. But are we really like racists when we think it is 
worse to kill a dolphin than to kill a tuna? The person 
who says there is a relevant similarity between specie-
sism and racism has the burden of proof: go ahead and 
identify the similarity. Is seeing moral significance in 
biological differences between chimpanzees and pota-
toes anything like seeing moral significance in biologi-
cal differences between races? I think not.

Is it true that we need good reason to exclude 
plants and animals from the realm of things we regard 
as commanding respect? Or do we need reason to 
include them? Should we be trying to identify prop-
erties in virtue of which a thing forfeits presumptive 
moral standing? Or does it make more sense to be try-
ing to identify properties in virtue of which a thing 
commands respect? The latter seems more natural 
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Equating these three projects has important rami-
fications. Suppose for the sake of argument that what 
makes us morally important is that we are capable of 
suffering. If what makes us morally important is neces-
sarily the same property that constitutes our essence, 
then our essence is that we are capable of suffering. 
And if our essence necessarily is what makes us dif-
ferent from all other species, then we can deduce that 
dogs are not capable of suffering.

Likewise with rationality. If rationality is our 
essence, then rationality is what makes us morally 
important and also what makes us unique. Therefore, we  
can deduce that chimpanzees are not rational. Alter-
natively, if some other animal becomes rational, 
does that mean our essence will change? Is that why 
some people find Washoe, the talking chimpanzee, 
threatening?

The three projects, needless to say, should not be 
conflated in the way philosophy seems historically to 
have conflated them, but we can reject species equal-
ity without conflating them. If we like, we can select 
a property with respect to which all species are the 
same, then argue that that property confers moral 
standing, then say all species have moral standing. To 
infer that all species have the same standing, though, 
would be to ignore the possibility that there are other 
morally important properties with respect to which 
not all species are equal.

There is room to wonder whether species egali-
tarianism is even compatible with respect for nature. 
Is it true that we should have no more regard for dol-
phins than for tuna? Is it true that the moral standing 
of chimpanzees is no higher than that of mosquitoes? 
I worry that these things are not only untrue, but also 
disrespectful. Dolphins and chimpanzees command 
more respect than species egalitarianism allows.

There is no denying that it demeans us to destroy 
species we find beautiful or otherwise beneficial. 
What about species in which we find neither beauty 
nor benefit? It is, upon reflection, obviously in our 
interest to enrich our lives by finding them beautiful 
or beneficial, if we can. By and large, we must agree 
with Leopold that it is too late for conquering the 
biotic community. Our most pressing task now is to 
find ways of fitting in. Species egalitarianism is one 

mosquito, I doubt that Johnson would advocate wip-
ing out an exotic but minimally intrusive species of 
amphibian in order to save the mosquitoes.

Aldo Leopold urged us to see ourselves as plain 
citizens of, rather than conquerors of the biotic com-
munity, but there are some species with whom we can 
never be fellow citizens.11 The rabbits eating my flow-
ers in the back yard are neighbours, and I cherish their 
company, minor frictions notwithstanding. I feel no 
sense of community with mosquitoes, though, and 
not merely because they are not warm and furry. Some 
mosquito species are so adapted to making human 
beings miserable that moral combat is not accidental; 
rather, combat is a natural state. It is how such creatures 
live. Recall Cheney’s remark that the limits of moral 
regard are set by the limits of our ability to respond in 
a caring manner. I think it is fair to say human beings 
are not able to respond to  malaria-  carrying mosqui-
toes in a caring manner. At very least, most of us would 
think less of a person who did respond to them in a 
caring manner. We would regard the person’s caring 
as a parody of respect for nature.

The conclusion that all species have moral stand-
ing is unmotivated. For human beings, viewing apes as 
having moral standing is a form of  self-  respect. View-
ing viruses as having moral standing is not. It is good 
to have a sense of how amazing living things are, but 
being able to marvel at living things is not the same as 
thinking all species have moral standing. Life as such 
commands respect only in the limited but nonetheless 
important sense that for  self-  aware and reflective crea-
tures who want to act in ways that make sense, delib-
erately killing something is an act that does not make 
sense unless we have good reason to do it. Destroying 
something for no good reason is (at best) the moral 
equivalent of vandalism.

IX. THE HISTORY OF THE DEBATE

There is an odd project in the history of philosophy 
that equates what seem to be three distinct projects:

 1. determining our essence;
 2. specifying how we are different from all other 

 species;
 3. specifying what makes us morally important.
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way of trying to understand how we fit in. In the 
end, it is not an acceptable way. Having respect for 
nature and being a species egalitarian are two differ-
ent things.
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From The Land Ethic
Aldo Leopold

structure of that day covered wives, but had not yet 
been extended to human chattels. During the three 
thousand years which have since elapsed, ethical cri-
teria have been extended to many fields of conduct, 
with corresponding shrinkages in those judged by 
expediency only.

This extension of ethics, so far studied only by 
philosophers, is actually a process in ecological evolu-
tion. Its sequences may be described in ecological as 
well as in philosophical terms. An ethic, ecologically, 
is a limitation on freedom of action in the struggle for 
existence. An ethic, philosophically, is a differentia-
tion of social from  anti-  social conduct. These are two 
definitions of one thing. The thing has its origin in the 
tendency of interdependent individuals or groups to 

When  god-  like Odysseus returned from the wars in 
Troy, he hanged all on one rope a dozen  slave-  girls 
of his household whom he suspected of misbehavior 
during his absence.

This hanging involved no question of propriety. The 
girls were property. The disposal of property was then, 
as now, a matter of expediency, not of right and wrong.

Concepts of right and wrong were not lacking 
from Odysseus’ Greece: witness the fidelity of his wife 
through the long years before at last his  black-  prowed 
galleys clove the  wine-  dark seas for home. The ethical 

Aldo Leopold, “The Land Ethic” from A Sand County Almanac, 
2nd Edition, pp. 201–226. Copyright © 1949, 1977 by Oxford Uni-
versity Press, Inc. By permission of Oxford University Press, Inc.
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compete for his place in the community, but his ethics 
prompt him also to  co-  operate (perhaps in order that 
there may be a place to compete for).

The land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of 
the community to include soils, waters, plants, and 
animals, or collectively: the land.

This sounds simple: do we not already sing our love 
for and obligation to the land of the free and the home 
of the brave? Yes, but just what and whom do we love? 
Certainly not the soil, which we are sending  helter- 
 skelter downriver. Certainly not the waters, which we 
assume have no function except to turn turbines, float 
barges, and carry off sewage. Certainly not the plants, 
of which we exterminate whole communities without 
batting an eye. Certainly not the animals, of which 
we have already extirpated many of the largest and 
most beautiful species. A land ethic of course cannot 
prevent the alteration, management, and use of these 
‘resources,’ but it does affirm their right to continued 
existence, and, at least in spots, their continued exis-
tence in a natural state.

In short, a land ethic changes the role of Homo 
sapiens from conquerer of the  land-  community to 
plain member and citizen of it. It implies respect for 
his  fellow-  members, and also respect for the commu-
nity as such.

In human history, we have learned (I hope) that 
the conquerer role is eventually  self-  defeating. Why? 
Because it is implicit in such a role that the conqueror 
knows, ex cathedra, just what makes the community 
clock tick, and just what and who is valuable, and what 
and who is worthless, in community life. It always 
turns out that he knows neither, and this is why his 
conquests eventually defeat themselves.

In the biotic community, a parallel situation exists. 
Abraham knew exactly what the land was for: it was to 
drop milk and honey into Abraham’s mouth. At the 
present moment, the assurance with which we regard 
this assumption is inverse to the degree of our education.

The ordinary citizen today assumes that science 
knows what makes the community clock tick; the sci-
entist is equally sure that he does not. He knows that 
the biotic mechanism is so complex that its workings 
may never be fully understood.

* * *

evolve modes of  co-  operation. The ecologist calls these 
symbioses. Politics and economics are advanced sym-
bioses in which the original  free-  for-  all competition 
has been replaced, in part, by  co-  operative mecha-
nisms with an ethical content.

The complexity of  co-  operative mechanisms has 
increased with population density, and with the effi-
ciency of tools. It was simpler, for example, to define 
the  anti-  social uses of sticks and stones in the days of 
the mastodons than of bullets and billboards in the 
age of motors.

The first ethics dealt with the relation between 
individuals; the Mosaic Decalogue is an example. 
Later accretions dealt with the relation between the 
individual and society. The Golden Rule tries to inte-
grate the individual to society; democracy to integrate 
social organization to the individual.

There is as yet no ethic dealing with man’s rela-
tion to land and to the animals and plants which grow 
upon it. Land, like Odysseus’  slave-  girls, is still prop-
erty. The  land-  relation is still strictly economic, entail-
ing privileges but not obligations.

The extension of ethics to this third element in 
human environment is, if I read the evidence correctly, 
an evolutionary possibility and an ecological neces-
sity. It is the third step in a sequence. The first two have 
already been taken. Individual thinkers since the days 
of Ezekiel and Isaiah have asserted that the despolia-
tion of land is not only inexpedient but wrong. Soci-
ety, however, has not yet affirmed their belief. I regard 
the present conservation movement as the embryo of 
such an affirmation.

An ethic may be regarded as a mode of guidance 
for meeting ecological situations so new or intricate, 
or involving such deferred reactions, that the path 
of social expediency is not discernible to the average 
individual. Animal instincts are modes of guidance for 
the individual in meeting such situations. Ethics are 
possibly a kind of community instinct  in-  the-  making.

THE COMMUNITY CONCEPT

All ethics so far evolved rest upon a single premise: 
that the individual is a member of a community of 
interdependent parts. His instincts prompt him to 
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of Congress, the Conservation Bureaus, and many 
state legislatures.

Some species of trees have been ‘read out of the 
party’ by  economics-  minded foresters because they 
grow too slowly, or have too low a sale value to pay as 
timber crops: white cedar, tamarack, cypress, beech, 
and hemlock are examples. In Europe, where forestry 
is ecologically more advanced, the  non-  commercial 
tree species are recognized as members of the native 
forest community, to be preserved as such, within rea-
son. Moreover some (like beech) have been found to 
have a valuable function in building up soil fertility. 
The interdependence of the forest and its constitu-
ent tree species, ground flora, and fauna is taken for 
granted.

Lack of economic value is sometimes a charac-
ter not only of species or groups, but of entire biotic 
communities: marshes, bogs, dunes, and ‘deserts’ are 
examples. Our formula in such cases is to relegate 
their conservation to government as refuges, monu-
ments, or parks. The difficulty is that these commu-
nities are usually interspersed with more valuable 
private lands; the government cannot possibly own 
or control such scattered parcels. The net effect is 
that we have relegated some of them to ultimate 
extinction over large areas. If the private owner were 
ecologically minded, he would be proud to be the 
custodian of a reasonable proportion of such areas, 
which add diversity and beauty to his farm and to his 
community.

* * *

To sum up: a system of conservation based solely 
on economic  self-  interest is hopelessly lopsided. It 
tends to ignore, and thus eventually to eliminate, 
many elements in the land community that lack com-
mercial value, but that are (as far as we know) essential 
to its healthy functioning. It assumes, falsely, I think, 
that the economic parts of the biotic clock will func-
tion without the uneconomic parts. It tends to rel-
egate to government many functions eventually too 
large, too complex, or too widely dispersed to be per-
formed by government.

* * *

SUBSTITUTES FOR A LAND ETHIC

When the logic of history hungers for bread and we 
hand out a stone, we are at pains to explain how much 
the stone resembles bread. I now describe some of the 
stones which serve in lieu of a land ethic.

One basic weakness in a conservation system 
based wholly on economic motives is that most 
members of the land community have no economic 
value. Wildflowers and songbirds are examples. Of the 
22,000 higher plants and animals native to Wiscon-
sin, it is doubtful whether more than 5 per cent can be 
sold, fed, eaten, or otherwise put to economic use. Yet 
these creatures are members of the biotic community, 
and if (as I believe) its stability depends on its integrity, 
they are entitled to continuance.

When one of these  non-  economic categories is 
threatened, and if we happen to love it, we invent 
subterfuges to give it economic importance. At the 
beginning of the century songbirds were supposed 
to be disappearing. Ornithologists jumped to the res-
cue with some distinctly shaky evidence to the effect 
that insects would eat us up if birds failed to control 
them. The evidence had to be economic in order to 
be valid.

It is painful to read these circumlocutions 
today. We have no land ethic yet, but we have at 
least drawn nearer the point of admitting that birds 
should continue as a matter of biotic right, regard-
less of the presence or absence of economic advan-
tage to us.

A parallel situation exists in respect of predatory 
mammals, raptorial birds, and  fish-  eating birds. Time 
was when biologists somewhat overworked the evi-
dence that these creatures preserve the health of game 
by killing weaklings, or that they control rodents for 
the farmer, or that they prey only on ‘worthless’ spe-
cies. Here again, the evidence had to be economic 
in order to be valid. It is only in recent years that we 
hear the more honest argument that predators are 
members of the community, and that no special inter-
est has the right to exterminate them for the sake of 
a benefit, real or fancied, to itself. Unfortunately this 
enlightened view is still in the talk stage. In the field 
the determination of predators goes merrily on: wit-
ness the impending erasure of the timber wolf by fiat 



468 Á  PART 4: ETHICAL ISSUES

depends on the  co-  operation and competition of its 
diverse parts.

In the beginning, the pyramid of life was low 
and squat; the food chains short and simple. Evolu-
tion has added layer after layer, link after link. Man 
is one of thousands of accretions to the height and 
complexity of the pyramid. Science has given us 
many doubts, but it has given us at least one cer-
tainty: the trend of evolution is to elaborate and 
diversify the biota.

Land, then, is not merely soil; it is a fountain of 
energy flowing through a circuit of soils, plants, and 
animals. Food chains are the living channels which 
conduct energy upward; death and decay return it to 
the soil. The circuit is not closed; some energy is dis-
sipated in decay, some is added by absorption from the 
air, some is stored in soils, peats, and  long-  lived forests; 
but it is a sustained circuit, like a slowly augmented 
revolving fund of life. There is always a net loss by 
downhill wash, but this is normally small and offset 
by the decay of rocks. It is deposited in the ocean and, 
in the course of geological time, raised to form new 
lands and new pyramids.

The velocity and character of the upward flow of 
energy depend on the complex structure of the plant 
and animal community, much as the upward flow of 
sap in a tree depends on its complex cellular organi-
zation. Without this complexity, normal circulation 
would presumably not occur. Structure means the 
characteristic numbers, as well as the characteristic 
kinds and functions, of the component species. This 
interdependence between the complex structure of 
the land and its smooth functioning as an energy unit 
is one of its basic attributes.

When a change occurs in one part of the circuit, 
many other parts must adjust themselves to it. Change 
does not necessarily obstruct or divert the flow of energy; 
evolution is a long series of  self-  induced changes, 
the net result of which has been to elaborate the flow 
mechanism and to lengthen the circuit. Evolutionary 
changes, however, are usually slow and local. Man’s 
invention of tools has enabled him to make changes of 
unprecedented violence, rapidity, and scope.

* * *

THE LAND PYRAMID

An ethic to supplement and guide the economic 
relation to land presupposes the existence of some 
mental image of land as a biotic mechanism. We can 
be ethical only in relation in something we can see, 
feel, understand, love, or otherwise have faith in.

The image commonly employed in conservation 
education is ‘the balance of nature.’ For reasons too 
lengthy to detail here, this figure of speech fails to 
describe accurately what little we know about the land 
mechanism. A much truer image is the one employed 
in ecology: the biotic pyramid.

* * *

Plants absorb energy from the sun. This energy 
flows through a circuit called the biota, which may be 
represented by a pyramid consisting of layers. The bot-
tom layer is the soil. A plant layer rests on the soil, an 
insect layer on the plants, a bird and rodent layer on the 
insects, and so on up through various animal groups to 
the apex layer, which consists of the larger carnivores.

The species of a layer are alike not in where they 
came from, or in what they look like, but rather in 
what they eat. Each successive layer depends on 
those below it for food and often for other  services, 
and each in turn furnishes food and services to 
those above. Proceeding upward, each successive 
layer decreases in numerical abundance. Thus, for 
every carnivore there are hundreds of his prey, thou-
sands of their prey, millions of insects, uncountable 
plants. The pyramidal form of the system reflects this 
numerical progression from apex to base. Man shares 
an intermediate layer with the bears, raccoons, and 
squirrels which eat both meat and vegetables.

The lines of dependency for food and other ser-
vices are called food chains. Thus  soil-  oak-  deer-  Indian 
is a chain that has now been largely converted to  soil- 
 corn-  cow-  farmer. Each species, including ourselves, is 
a link in many chains. The deer eats a hundred plants 
other than oak, and the cow a hundred plants other 
than corn. Both, then, are links in a hundred chains. 
The pyramid is a tangle of chains so complex as to 
seem disorderly, yet the stability of the system proves 
it to be a highly organized structure. Its functioning 
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all land relations hinges on investments of time, fore-
thought, skill, and faith rather than on investments of 
cash. As a  land-  user thinketh, so is he.

I have purposely presented the land ethic as a 
product of social evolution because nothing so impor-
tant as an ethic is ever ‘written.’ Only the most super-
ficial student of history supposes that Moses ‘wrote’ 
the Decalogue; it evolved in the minds of a thinking 
community, and Moses wrote a tentative summary 
of it for a ‘seminar.’ I say tentative because evolution 
never stops.

The evolution of a land ethic is an intellectual as 
well as emotional process. Conservation is paved with 
good intentions which prove to be futile, or even dan-
gerous, because they are devoid of critical understand-
ing either of the land, or of economic  land-  use. I think 
it is a truism that as the ethical frontier advances from 
the individual to the community, its intellectual con-
tent increases.

The mechanism of operation is the same for any 
ethic: social approbation for right actions: social dis-
approval for wrong actions.

By and large, our present problem is one of attitudes 
and implements. We are remodeling the Alhambra 
with a  steam-  shovel, and we are proud of our yardage. 
We shall hardly relinquish the shovel, which after all 
has many good points, but we are in need of gentler 
and more objective criteria for its successful use.

THE OUTLOOK

It is inconceivable to me that an ethical relation to 
land can exist without love, respect, and admiration 
for land, and a high regard for its value. By value, I 
of course mean something far broader than mere 
economic value; I mean value in the philosophical 
sense.

* * *

The ‘ key-  log’ which must be moved to release the 
evolutionary process for an ethic is simply this: quit 
thinking about decent  land-  use as solely an economic 
problem. Examine each question in terms of what 
is ethically and esthetically right, as well as what is 
economically expedient. A thing is right when it 
tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty 
of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends 
otherwise.

It of course goes without saying that economic 
feasibility limits the tether of what can or cannot be 
done for land. It always has and it always will. The fal-
lacy the economic determinists have tied around our 
collective neck, and which we now need to cast off, is 
the belief that economics determines all land use. This 
is simply not true. An innumerable host of actions 
and attitudes, comprising perhaps the bulk of all land 
relations, is determined by the  land-  users’ tastes and 
predilections, rather than by his purse. The bulk of 
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