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"Eigingildi í náttúrunni -- heimspeki á villigötum?" In Icelandic.
["Intrinsic Value in Nature -- A Philosophy Gone Wild?]. Interview by
Thorvardur Arnason in Hugur 17(2005), pages 12-26.   –  English
transcript.

People here in Iceland may be unfamiliar with, and even sceptical about,
the idea of intrinsic value in nature. Many philosophers that I’ve met
who are sympathetic to the environmental cause, and even have a great
love of nature, are seemingly unable to make the leap that your ideas
require.

Well, most of them don’t make that leap. They find some other way to
save nature, on account of its beauty, or its utility or something like
that. Maybe they think that we don’t need the concept of intrinsic
value in nature, that we can get all the conservation job done that we
need to do without it.  Maybe they are non-realist in some sense; they
don’t think we have that kind of access, epistemologically, to the
natural world.  Perhaps they are just agnostic about these things, and
lots of other things as well. They concede that there might be intrinsic
values in nature, but if there are such, they take it to be something
that is beyond our capacities to know.  So we should be much more
pragmatic, operating in traditional terms about what good nature is
for us.  From this perspective, ethics comes into play when you
jeopardize what is important for some other human being.

A large and important part of your life’s work as a philosopher has
centered on questions of natural value. Could you give me a brief
argument about why you feel it is so important for philosophers to study
values in nature?

Well, it’s important for philosophers to study values of all kinds. Value
in this generic sense is a somewhat recent term in the history of
philosophy, more anciently we might have spoken of goods, goods of
various kinds. There is a long history of searching for the good things
in life - that is what philosophy is mainly about, in a certain sense.
The search for value in nature is, in this sense, entirely consistent with
traditional philosophy’s search for the good things that are to be had,
living in the world.

To give an example of where I think I differ with much traditional
philosophy we could go back to Socrates. Socrates claims “the
unexamined life is not worth living” and I certainly don’t disagree with
him on that point, but Socrates felt that the examined life was in Athens,
in cities of Greece, and he made an enormous contribution to thinking
about the good life in the human community. However, once Socrates
once looks around and says that the trees and the country places, have
nothing to teach him. That’s where I think Socrates went wrong. 
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Maybe it took the discoveries of modern science, of evolutionary theory,
to realize that we’re on a much vaster planet than Socrates realized. But
now I claim to know more than Socrates!!  I claim that the examination
of life includes an examination of the place where we live, the natural
community in which we reside. Today, going past Socrates, we
understand that we live on a planet with a marvellous evolutionary
history of life that’s been around for billions of years, that’s generated
diversity and complexity. We humans, almost in our century, have for
the first time jeopardized this large community of life. This is partly a
matter of our fouling our own nest, our own life support system, but I
think we need a bigger view than that.

We need to see humans as members of this larger community of life on
earth, which, as far as we know, is the most marvellous thing in the
universe. In that sense, I think that we humans have duties and that we
therefore need a more comprehensive and inclusive ethic.

In my lifetime, people have constantly expanded ethics. My great-
grandparents in the Southern US owned slaves. So we had to free slaves.
When I grew up in the Southern US, blacks and whites did not have
equal opportunity. We’ve made enormous progress in recognizing and
respecting minority groups. In my lifetime, we’ve expanded our ethic to
take the rights and well-being of women more seriously.  It’s not that
women never counted ethically, but we are now concerned that women
have equal opportunity with men.

My grandparents had some concerned about animals, they worried
about the pain and suffering we might cause animals. Grandaddy made
me check my trapline even on the Sabbath. But now we need to expand
to a really inclusive ethic, a really comprehensive ethic, one that has
respect for all life; a larger respect for the whole community of life on
Earth. That requires, I think, recognizing intrinsic value in nature.

The cornerstone of this  more comprehensive ethic that you are arguing for,
is that there are objective values in nature.  These intrinsic values in nature
have therefore an ontological reality.  They are actually there.  Was this
perhaps an unnecessarily hard route for you to take, philosophically?
Would it perhaps have been easier to go the way of  J. Baird Callicott and
posit some type of interaction between subjective and objective factors  in
the process of valuing?

Value in nature is objective in the sense that such value is present
independently of the human presence; that it is there before and after we
humans encounter the plants and animals present in nature. There are
others that think that we can value nature relationally, so that humans
are required to be present for value to exist. Humans interact with a
natural world, and sometimes they do this instrumentally, sometimes
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they want plants as food to eat, in which case the plants are valuable as
nourishment for humans.

But sometimes people want to enjoy the flowers, or to enjoy the large
trees, such as the sequoias we have in the US. In those cases they want
to value nature for what it is in itself, but nevertheless this requires
humans being present. And that’s a possibility, and there are people like
Baird Callicott who call this intrinsic value. When I press him more
closely, he concedes that it is what he calls a “truncated” intrinsic value.
Now, why don’t I accept that?

 I do accept that account for some kinds of values.  For example when I
go out into the woods in the fall in the Rocky Mountain West, where I
live, the aspen trees are a nice golden colour and spruce trees are dark
green, so I enjoy colours in nature.  I accept that value of this aesthetic
kind arises relationally and is not present when humans are not there.
So I can on occasion accept a truncated intrinsic value theory.

But that is inadequate as a full account of value in nature.  I can’t accept
Callicott’s account as the whole truth, because although the trees are not
pleasantly coloured when humans are not interacting with them, the
trees are photosynthesizing, before we come and after we leave. In fact,
the fall colours - the yellows, the browns, the reds - are what is left after
the green chlorophyll has been removed. The chlorophyll that is in the
leaves is vital to the life of the tree. So I think there are other aspects of
living things in which they defend their own lives, whether or not
humans are present.

In that sense, I think that the people who want a humanized version of
an account of intrinsic values in nature ought to study more biology. It
looks to me as though life on this planet was present for billions of years
before we came, and that it involves the defence of goods in life.  For me
to arrive, for humans to arrive, and say that nothing had any value of
any kind until we arrived on the scene seems to me to be philosophical
arrogance of the highest kind.

Maybe you can have good reasons for valuing nature; if you enjoy it
aesthetically, if you like scenic beauty, or if you like to go out and watch
the birds and so forth - but I’m a philosopher, and I want the best
reasons, I want the right reasons, I want the full suite of reasons, not
simply those good enough to persuade the state legislature to set parks
aside so that humans can go there and recreate. I want a comprehensive
ethic, I don’t want a truncated ethic.

In presenting your ethic, you commonly build your argument in a stepwise
fashion.  You often begin by speaking of the intrinsic value of human beings
or higher animals, and then turn to the values of plants, species, ecosystems
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and so forth. Given that there are indeed multiple levels of value in the
natural world, are all these values of one kind or is there some essential
difference between them? For example, is the intrinsic value of a sentient
animal the same kind as that of a plant, or the value of a plant the same
as the value of an ecosystem?

If you ask a parallel question of human life, human life has many
intrinsic values; you can go and enjoy a symphony concert in the
evening, or you can go out and enjoy the scenery in a national park, or
you can enjoy reading a novel; would you ask the question: “Are all of
these of the same kind, or are they different?”  There could be a plurality
of intrinsic values, all of them are intrinsic in the sense that they are an
end in themselves, they are not done with a view toward their
contribution to other sorts of good. In nature, I find that there is a
plurality of intrinsic values, so that the sorts of value that are embodied
in a whale are different kinds of values from the sorts of values that are
embodied in a butterfly, and, likewise, the kinds of values that plants
incorporate and instantiate are different from the kinds of values that
are embodied in human beings. There is a plurality of values, both
intrinsic and instrumental.

Also values are multi-levelled, in human life for example, certain values
are local and individual, certain values occur as I participate in the life
of my nation, or in the life of the discipline I love, such as philosophy. In
biology it is almost richer than that, the processes of life take place at
many levels, they are molecular, sub-molecular; the processes of life take
place in the genes, in living organisms, but living organisms are placed
in their larger species lines. You need a broader view: A living creature
is what it is as a member of an ongoing species line that is usually very
old – typically, the life of a species is about five million years on this
planet.  A species is a dynamic ongoing lineage, one that requires and
transcends individuals.

Also, those species are what they are where they are, so to be a wolf or
to be a bear or to be a sequoia tree, the organism must exist in this
webwork, the interconnected community of life.  A species is valuable
in the ecological niche it occupies. Now I want to say that value exists
at all these levels, value is connected with the appropriate survival unit,
value is a matter of defending life. But defending life does not just mean
an individual surviving, defending life means continuing the species line
of which one is part, defending life means occupying a niche, a position,
in a larger community of life. Animals can’t exist unless the trees are
photosynthesising with their leaves, capturing the primary food energy
which is built up in a food chain.

I need that inclusive and comprehensive ethic.  I claim that respecting
the goodness of life, respecting the integrity of life, involves looking at
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life at all its levels, and this can  and must include ecosystems.

The last level, the highest level, at which I would defend an ethic is now
global, an Earth ethic.  For the first time in the history of the planet, for
the first time in the history of the human race, one species, Homo
sapiens, has come to jeopardize the integrity of life on the planet.   Yes,
environmental ethics extends to concern over global warming, because
humans might have something at stake; we might have storms or a
rising or lowering sea level. But an environmental ethics is not just
concerned about what humans have at stake in global warming. It is
concerned for the integrity of the biosphere, for sustaining the rich web
of biodiversity on this planet.

I have concerns for driving whales into extinction, as we have almost
done in some cases. I have concerns about driving the tigers into
extinction, or, in the US, the whooping cranes. In that sense, I think that
an ethic is very multi-levelled. But that is part of the richness of life. That
is not something to be embarrassed or troubled about,  that is something
to celebrate.

Given that we accept the multi-levelness of values, are all of these values
equal to one another, or is there one type of value, or one aspect of
valus, that may somehow ‘trump’ all the others? For example, the value
of an human life or the value of an healthy, robust ecosystem? This is
something that students reading your work often ask about. 

They are multi-levelled, but you must make some decisions. So, if your
students want me to say it, I’ll say it! Humans represent the highest
level, I think, of evolutionary achievement and value. Humans have
some skills that are especially impressive. Our mental capacities are
more developed, we have a larger number of neurons composing our
brains, and we have greater flexibility in our synaptic connections.  In
result, we are the only species that’s able to form what I call cumulative
transmissible cultures - so in that sense humans do represent a unique
evolutionary achievement.

We have to be a little careful, however, because in some sense every
species represents a unique evolutionary achievement. The bats that fly
around with their sonar at night and catch insects, can do things that
humans can’t do. The whales that live in the ocean around Iceland can
do things that humans can’t do; they are in the world uniquely.
Nevertheless humans are the only species in the world with these
enormous capacities, cognitive capacities, illustrated by the very fact that
we do threaten and jeopardize the integrity of the planet. The whales
don’t do that, the birds don’t do that. Humans in that sense are an
unusual and unique species.
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So if I’m faced in a one-on-one situation with saving a person or feeding
a person versus saving a whale then I’d say, save the human. However,
that has got to be put in the big picture, remember it’s a comprehensive,
inclusive picture. Thinking at the level of species, the whale species,
some of them, not all, are in danger of extinction. If we’re thinking at
the level of species, Homo sapiens as a species is certainly not at all in
danger of extinction.  Homo sapiens is in danger of escalating its
numbers to the point of jeopardizing the integrity of the planet.

So now, if you ask me about saving whales or even saving tigers or
saving the sequoia trees in America, where a majestic species is at stake,
there I might be willing to put the good of the species over against the
good of human beings.  As an example, say that some human beings
might like to come and cut down the old growth forest in the Pacific
North-West so that they could have a better salary, perhaps, or send
their children to college or maybe just to buy food.  But now I want to
prohibit and forbid that where the good of a species is at stake, such as,
famously, the spotted owl in the Pacific North-West

Likewise, I am somewhat notorious for claiming that in places like Nepal
or India, where there are tiger sanctuaries and where it looks like the
tiger might go extinct in the next fifty years, despite our best interests to
care for it, there I want to say: Yes, there should be some places where
tigers are protected, even if this means that hungry people are
prohibited from going there and cutting down the forest, shooting the
tigers, selling their body parts, and so forth. So there are occasions, I
think, when human goods such as these should not necessarily or always
take priority over respect for other forms of life.

Humans may enjoy hunting bears, but I would like to prohibit the
hunting of bears for sport. I do not think that human pleasures justify
shooting those majestic animals for sport. Humans would like to collect
the feathers of whooping cranes and I’m willing to forbid that, where the
species is at stake.

You’ve written quite a bit about the connection between values and duties.
Assuming that there are intrinsic values in natures, which are (as you
claim)  independent of our valuing, what implications would this have for
our duties toward each other or toward the world?

Well, it must be a widespread philosophical and everyday opinion, that
one ought not to cause unnecessary harm; that one ought not to destroy
something good without just cause. So it would seem to me to be fairly
straightforward that where you encounter or discover something of
value, then you ought not to be a vandal and to destroy it.  It ought in
some sense to count, in terms of your behaviour. I do not have much
difficulty thinking that people ought not to jeopardize and destroy value
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without appropriate argument.

On occasion values have to be traded off, indeed, they regularly have to
be traded off.  In some times and places in the US, people will have to
destroy a forest in order to plant pasture, to build a house, to plant crops
and grow food, and so forth. In result, we have enormously developed
the landscape. I do not object to that but now it seems to me that we
have developed and put to various degrees of uses – it depends a bit on
how you figure this – certainly 90-95 % of the American landscape. Only
in my lifetime that we have set aside designated wildlife areas, but these
occupy not more than four or five percent of the national landscape.
There I think I can say that humans ought to draw back, they ought to
let nature be, they ought to respect the integrity of nature in the
landscape.

You might say, well, how much is enough? Is four percent enough? Or
five percent? I don’t think I have to answer that question - I can simply
say what we have left is too little, it is not enough. Maybe it should have
been 10 %, 15 % or 20 % - but in any case we have too little. That’s
where I think Iceland is different from the US - Iceland does not have
95% of the island developed, most of the island is not developed. So
Iceland is going to face a different question from much of the US, and,
indeed, most of the rest of the world, in deciding on this particular
landscape: what’s the appropriate proportion of nature that might to be
conserved?

In the American case, many places on the landscape that did in fact get
conserved were wild and difficult, and cold and high, so a lot of our
wilderness area is a landscape that was not that easy to develop. But a
lot of it is not like this. The Eastern wilderness is often desirable for
timber, desirable for building summer homes, and development. Even
in the Western case, much of the national forest is highly desirable for
development, for building ski areas, and so forth. So we have to face the
question of setting aside large areas of nature, recognizing the good of
letting nature take its course.

Iceland has the same question but it’s going to have answers in different
proportions. A large part of the landscape is a sort of elemental nature -
wild, with lava-fields, ice-caps and so forth. In that sense, Iceland has to
figure out its own answers to the question of the appropriate mix
between nature and culture. Perhaps that’s a difficult question, but
maybe that’s going to be one of the beauties, one of the challenges, one
of the opportunities. Iceland could be one of the few nations in the
world that has this particular kind of mix of nature and culture that you
have here, as compared with, say, Denmark or France, or the state of
Pennsylvania, or even my state of Colorado. I haven’t been in Iceland
long, only been a week, but I have this impression that Iceland’s
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conservation assignment may be different. 

The only other landscape that has challenged me more--the continent
that challenged me most of all the seven continents I’ve visited--has been
Antarctica. Antarctica is one huge ice cap. Antarctica is essentially
uninhabitable. There are some people who live there all year round in
scientific stations and so forth, but it’s not habitable. So the seventh
continent is not a continent that humans can inhabit. The other six
continents humans can and do inhabit widely. Iceland is on the margins.
Iceland is not Antarctica, there are many rich opportunities for farming
and living in Iceland. But Iceland is different from the other nations of
the world in which I’ve been - it sits on the Mid-Atlantic ridge, it’s highly
volcanic, it’s extremely far north, and the life that you have on the
landscape is often limited, there are not many trees and forests as in
other countries, it’s lichens, it’s moss. Here you see life hanging tough at
the edges of the possibilities of life. And likewise humans can live here,
and live here well, and have done so for a thousand years. But they’re
sort living at the margins of the possibilities of life, in terms of living at
the far northern or southern portions of the planet. I think Iceland has
a particular opportunity and a challenge; at least that’s the way I’ve
come to see it in the last week.

How do you see your relationship to other non-anthropocentric thinkers.
Do you see your theories as being complementary with those of Arne Næss
or those of J. Baird Callicott.  Or are there some serious differences between
your theories and theirs?

Everybody who does philosophy finds that there are sorts of philosophy
with which you disagree entirely. There are other sorts of philosophy
with which you partially agree and partially disagree. But no philosopher
finds himself entirely in agreement with any other philosopher. So we
all carve out a little bit of a different niche, see the world from a little
different perspective. I’m a good friend of Baird Callicott, and I welcome
his work, I guess we complement each other. I write articles correcting
Callicott.  As an example, Callicott, I think, made a mistake in his
account of wilderness as being a social construction.  Callicott needs at
times to be corrected.  Nevertheless, I see Callicott as a complement as
much as a competitor.

I’ve constantly needled Bryan Norton over the years. Brian is much more
of a pragmatist, much more interested in environmental policy; he’s got
these claims about convergence amongst environmentalists and that sort
of thing.  He thinks I have quaint and disastrous epistemological
commitments, being the realist that I am. Bryan and I are good friends.
But I think Brian needs to be corrected, to be pushed; and I think I’ve
pushed Brian in some sense in the direction of respect for life. In his
more recent writings, he writes about respect for the creative processes
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at work. Amen - I think that’s great! But I don’t think that’s just being
pragmatic. He’s sometimes talked about the transformative value of
nature – nature is valuable because we can encounter the sand dollar,
a little sea creature found on the beach lines.  He uses one as the cover
picture of in one of his books, and finding one he gets a sense for the
creative processes in nature. I say amen! – but isn’t that objective value
in nature? 

So it’s a dialogue and an encounter that keeps me in conversation with
these people. I hope they’re glad to have me on their landscape, I’m glad
to have them on my landscape.

I like to think I do what I do to save nature, not to get some personal
gain out of it.  Still, there have been some unexpected career pleasures
that I find personally rewarding.   I grew up in the U.S. East, well
educated in physics and mathematics, took a Ph.D. at a famous Scottish
university, but then started wandering around alone in the woods.  This
crazy fellow named Rolston  thought there were values in the butterflies
and in the spruce trees.  He hadn’t listened to his teachers who taught
him that nature was value free.  He missed out on the Enlightenment.
Then he went West and went weird--a philosopher gone wild.  He got
himself lost in the wilderness.

But then I began to write and discovered that the world took some
notice. At least my books sold widely. I could have dropped out of the
seat of my chair when I got an invitation to give the Gifford lectures at
the University of Edinburgh. That’s a world-famous lecture series, and
here I am, the kind of weird guy out West in the US at a cow college,
who got an invitation to give perhaps the most famous lecture series in
the world.

A few years later, I got a phone call from Jack Templeton - Ye Gods! - I’d
won the Templeton prize, for the work I’d done. Again, people I think
dropped their jaws and they said: Wait a minute - Rolston, isn’t he the
guy that’s a tree-hugger and a canoe freak out West, and yet he’s gone
to New York City and Buckingham Palace to get a pile of prize money
larger than a Nobel Prize for the work he’s done. It’s a crazy world, but
it’s a delightful place in which to live and think; somebody seems to be
listening, to some extent.

In the thirty or so years that have passed since you published your first
book, have you noticed any change in the relationship between
environmental philosophy and its mother discipline, i.e.  philosophy more
generally?

Yes.  Philosophy, during these thirty years, has been compelled to
recognize environmental ethics as a legitimate sub-discipline of
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philosophy. When I started out, there wasn’t any literature in
environmental philosophy. People thought I was queer and on the
margins. Some of them – or even many - still think that. But they have
to face the fact that there have been some three dozen anthologies
published in environmental philosophy. They have to face the fact that
there have been some three dozen systematic works in environmental
philosophy. They have to face the fact that there are now four journals
in the field. They have to face the fact that even in general works of
applied ethics, at least half of them have a section that deal with animals
or the environment.

Nothing succeeds like success, in that sense. So now I find that
philosophers wherever I go, though they may want to do something else
entirely, they may do philosophy of language, continental philosophy,
philosophy of art or whatever, it’s hard for them to say that what I’m
doing is marginal. That’s pleasant; it’s pleasant in the sense that your
work is vindicated in part. But even more than pleasant, I think it’s
crucial that it’s improved philosophy as a discipline in that its urged it to
widen its horizon, to widen its concern and hopefully to make some
larger contribution to the conservation of nature on this marvellous
planet.

Your own background is very multi-disciplinary, you’ve studied the natural
sciences as well as philosophy and theology. I’d like to ask you two
questions relating to this background: What is the importance of
multidisciplinarity within environmental science or studies, and what is the
place or importance of philosophy within such a multidisciplinary
framework?

It’s important to be multidisciplinary. Theology gave up the claim to be
the queen of the sciences. Philosophy might have thought in the past
that it was the queen of the disciplines, that it was the discipline that
overlooks everything else and thinks about the larger and ultimate
questions. Now philosophers can and ought to do that, but philosophers
can’t do that any more without looking into science. Science has taught
us about the molecular and atomic structure of the world, science has
taught us about the construction of galaxies and about the Big Bang,
science has taught us about evolutionary history, and so forth.

So philosophers, if they’re going to think big, if they’re going to think
comprehensively, if they’re going to think about epistemology,
metaphysics, cosmology, they’ve got to know enough science to be able
to do that respectably. That’s one reason I think I have succeeded. I do
know a lot of biology.  I know a lot of ecological theory.  When I go out
in the woods, I bring in the plants and key them out. I’m just as likely to
be sitting in on a science class in my university as I am to be reading a
philosophy book.  Last fall I sat in on a class on population genetics.
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Just before that I did cellular neuroscience.  Before that I did remote
sensing. 

Philosophers have got to continue to think big, but if they think big
they’ve got to be able to look over their shoulders of people in these
other disciplines and think creatively and in interaction with these
disciplines.  That’s one reason why I enjoy doing what I’m doing. I’ve
published articles in first-class philosophy journals, but I’ve also
published an article jointly with a forester, on the kind of ethics and
values foresters should have. I’m just as proud of having published in a
journal of forestry as I am of having published in ethics. The business of
philosophers is not simply to talk to other philosophers, the business of
philosophers is to interact with these other disciplines, to talk to other
disciplines. That enriches philosophy, it enriches the contribution of
philosophy to the many disciplines of the university.

Does environmental philosophy have some sort of a public role?

Environmental philosophy does have a public role. Environmental
philosophers are incompetent to make some kinds of public decisions.
If you want to know what the toxic level of a chemical is in a stream and
if the fish will be poisoned or not, philosophers have no competence
whatsoever in making those kinds of decisions.  But philosophers do
have a competence, not only in the larger but in the middle-level
application. If you’re dealing with debates about the precautionary
principle, as it involves putting toxics in the stream, then I think
philosophers can have something to say. Also, if it’s a matter of the
difference between the toxic levels that different species can tolerate, for
example the wild salmon population in the US as opposed to the brown
trout, which is an introduced species, then I think philosophers do have
a contribution to make. Philosophers have a contribution to make in
bringing out the deeper value questions that are latent in many of the
practical decisions that have to be made.

As we’ve mentioned before, you tend to build up your arguments is a
stepwise fashion, resulting in a multi-levelled ethic. When doing so, you use
arguments which are very similar, in essence, to those that biocentric
thinkers such as Peter Singer or Tom Regan or Paul Taylor, might use.
Thus, up to a certain level at least, your ethic might just as well be called
biocentric as ecocentric. But then you move on to consider the values of
species, and ecosystems, and so forth. Can you imagine a possible
convergence of non-anthropocentric theories – or are bio-centric theories
and eco-centric theories, and their respective progenitors and adherents,
doomed to be on opposite sides of some deep philosophical divide?

‘Doomed to be on opposite sides’ is too strong. We’ve had some things
to say already about being multi-levelled, about being inclusive, about
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being comprehensive. So when Peter Singer wants to be concerned
about animal suffering - Amen!  I’m with him. Unlike Peter Singer, I’m
not a vegetarian, but I do oppose recreational hunting simply for sport.
Peter Singer has taught us a lot about that, and likewise has Tom Regan.
I don’t think the concept of rights is the best concept to use in wild
nature, I think the concept of values is a more adequate concept, but
nevertheless Tom has taught us greatly to be sensitive to suffering in
nature. That’s fine.

As for the word ‘bio-centric’, I almost wish that Paul Taylor hadn’t
commandeered the word for the particular philosophy he was
delightfully advocating when he wrote about biocentrism. He almost
made the word come to focus on respect for single living individuals. In
that sense, the word biocentric is too narrow and too limited for me.
Taylor subsequently wrote a preface to a translation of his Respect for
Nature into Chinese, which a Chinese student of mine was making.
When I read that, I think Paul Taylor, in many ways, now wishes he had
been a bit more comprehensive, paying attention to species and
ecosystems, and not so much focussed on individuals.

In the larger sense of biocentric, where it includes concern for species
and ecosystems, I’m prepared to accept the label biocentric. When you
have a comprehensive and multi-levelled ethic, labels don’t work as well
as you would like them to. I still think that the most comprehensive and
embracing term is value. Value is the most generic positive predicate we
have, maybe goods would have done as well. I’m inclined to cast my
argument in terms of values rather than in terms of rights, or in terms of
utilities, but the different schools of thought can and ought to be
complementary. There are times and places at which we will disagree.
So I might tolerate some forms of hunting or culling of wild animals to
protect an ecosystem in ways in which Peter Singer or Tom Regan would
disapprove. But we can work with that - for the most part I think we
complement each other.

Speaking of animal rights – Iceland is a bit of a challenge, because it
doesn’t have that many wild animals! It’s got whales, of course, and
whales are a great concern, but on land, it’s just got the fox. Plus lots of
birds, but you don´t have any big terrestrial fauna. The caribou was
introduced, and you have rats and mice. In a certain sense, Iceland is
like Hawaii.  Hawaii was too remote and isolated to have any land
animals at all, it only had some bats. And of course it had whales, and
those sorts of things.  But Hawaii had no land animals until the
Europeans, and the Polynesians before that, introduced them. For me,
it’s a challenge to come on a place and find that the phenomena that we
in the US so much admire and treasure - the wolves, the bears, the
coyotes, the foxes, the majestic fauna on the landscape - is missing. It’s
not there in Hawaii, it’s not here in Iceland.
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That’s something of a challenge. Your ecosystems are relatively simple,
even if ‘simple’ might not be the right word - their structure may be
complex, but they don’t present you with animals on the landscape in
the way that one finds in the US. There you go through the woods and
see deer and elk and you may see bears and bison or that sort of thing,
which are missing in this landscape. Your challenge to work out the
richness of the landscape in absence of what the charismatic megafauna.

One final question – this time about final causes. The way we have been
discussing your work, and the way that you most often present your ethic,
is based on secular arguments. You are open to religious values, but seldom
make reference to any higher power or any Creator.  Some commentators
on your work, however, contend that your ultimate source for objective,
intrinsic values in nature is God, rather than nature itrself. Are they correct
in this appraisal?

As I said earlier, I have a strategy – I start with animals, then I move to
plants and to ecosystems, and then I move to species. When I’m dealing
with an audience its frequently a sceptical one, it’s an audience that has
to be persuaded, so I have a way of subverting or seducing my audience.
Therefore I may say: ?Look, don’t you think that animals get tired and
hungry and suffer pain - we do too, so we should have an ethic for
animals’. I get them started there, and then I move on, to plants, to
ecosystems. 

With the religious question its something similiar. For the most part I’m
talking to sceptics, so I have a tendency to talk about the values in
nature that I think are there, I want to persuade my sceptics that there
are values, intrinsic values, in nature. So I preach a lot of biology to
them, about adaptive value in the world. I think that if there are intrinsic
values in nature, science can help us to discover that. So a lot of my
argument, as you say, is to a secular audience, trying to persuade them
to believe in values in nature. That may be enough to get the ethical
work I want done, done.

But do I have deeper convictions?  Yes, if I am thinking, again, at a
comprehensive scale, thinking cosmologically. Astronomical phenomena
such as the formation of galaxies, stars, and planets depend critically on
the microphysical phenomena.  In turn, those midrange scales where the
known complexity mostly lies, depend on the interacting microscopic
and astronomical ranges.  For example, change slightly the strengths of
any of those four forces that hold the world together, change critical
particle masses and charges, and the stars would burn too quickly or too
slowly, or atoms and molecules (including water, carbon, and oxygen)
or amino acids (building blocks of life) would not form or remain stable.

Think of life on Earth, think of getting the kind of planet that we have
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in the first place.  There are lots of other planets in our solar system,
probably lots of other planets in the universe, we don’t know that yet –
but in any case, Earth is a pretty special place.  Good planets are hard to
find. What’s happened on Earth? You began with nothing, zero species,
you’ve evolved probably 3, 4, 5 billion species, enriching in complexity
and diversity over time - we have on the planet now probably 5 or 10
million species.  Life persists over the millennia in the midst of its
perpetual perishing.

Now, when I do metaphysics and put that scheme into the larger picture,
I need enough power, enough understanding, to be adequate to explain
this kind of wonderland universe. It’s a big surprise that we have that
kind of universe. So at that point the world can seem sacred, holy. At
that point I can say: ?Well, if there is a God, we might have expected
this’. I don’t think these kinds of things prove God, but I don’t think
science has taught us anything either that makes nature self-explanatory,
in the larger sense, or that prohibits a sophisticated monotheistic
account.  Scientists may talk about a ̀ theory of everything,’ but they are
nowhere close to a nature that is self-explanatory.  They may talk about
it all coming out of a `vacuum,’ but there are still unanswered limit
questions that invite a sense of the numinous.

And, of course, you have human beings which, as we said earlier, are a
kind of ultimate outcome, or, at least, one deeply impressive outcome,
of all this process.  If I add in the human `spirit,’ the human genius, the
need of human beings for salvation, redemption, good and evil, the need
for justice and charity, and all those sorts of things that have not been
a part of this conversation at all because that’s not environmental ethics,
then I can maintain many of the attitudes of being classically religious.

If there is a God, if God did make a world, and if God made the world
good, as the Genesis says, then it’s got intrinsic value in it. Maybe most
people can discover that intrinsic value without having to go to the
deeper theological roots. So a lot of my argument is in terms of getting
an environmental ethic going that is adequate for saving nature. But
then, if you back me up into the deeper metaphysical, cosmological
reasons for this, I’m still a religious person.




