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Since the very beginning, environmental ethicists saw their task as one of 

demonstrating the necessity of constructing a new ethical framework for the age of 

ecology. Their main goal was to expand the moral circle of members worth considering 

by appealing to the concept of intrinsic value. This attempt, however, did not succeed, 

mainly because they failed to argue for the significance of intrinsic value. In this paper, 

I will argue that the move to expand the moral circle, known as the "moral 

considerability argument", is wrong-headed in the following way: the argument is 

trapped between two senses of the objectivity of 'intrinsic value' and this is a good 

reason for its failure. I conclude by arguing that we need to rethink the concept of 

intrinsic value in a very different way. 

1. Moral Considerability in a Non-Anthropocentric Framework 

In environmental ethics, there are three basic positions regarding moral 

considerability of non-human entities: zoocentrism, biocentrism and ecocentrism. 

Despite the many irreconcilable differences, all of them share an assumption made by 

the moral considerability argument. That is, the question of moral considerability is 

equivalent to a question of what kind of entity has its own good. If an entity doesn’t 
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have any interests, we simply do not have any clue about what and how to morally 

consider it. As Peter Singer rightly points out, it “would be nonsense to say that it was 

not in the interests of a stone to be kicked along the road by a schoolboy1.” From now on, 

I will call this assumption ‘No harm principle’, for harm is something done against 

interests of an entity being harmed.  

The fundamental disagreement in three positions then lies in how to interpret 

‘interests’ or ‘harm’ that deserve moral consideration. For instance, zoocentric 

understanding of ‘interests’ is straightforward. They are related to sentience such as 

suffering and enjoyment. Although there is a difference between utilitarian zoocentrism 

and deontological zoocentrism―what demands for moral consideration is sentience for 

utilitarianists and the capability to value as an end for deontologists, they both claim 

that morally considerable entities should be able to value for their own sake. Aaron 

Simmons, for example, argues that there seems to be a link between valuing and 

desiring. “When we desire a thing, we regard that thing as good to some degree, 

meaning simply that we have some positive feeling toward that thing2.” Sentient beings 

desire and/or avoid things; in this way they consciously pursue their own good. 

Biocentrism and ecocentrism, on the other hand, claim that some non-sentient 

                                                   
1 Singer 2002, p.7-8. 
2 Simmons 2010, p.236. 
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beings are morally considerable as well. They argue that having a good of its own 

doesn’t have to be something consciously pursued. Crushing the roots of tree with a 

bulldozer, for instance, is clearly harming the tree despite the fact that trees have no 

desires or feelings. Indeed, we can hinder trees from growing up by not letting them get 

nutrition through the roots. We, therefore, “can act in a being’s interest or contrary to its 

interest without its being interested in what we are doing to it in the sense of wanting 

or not wanting us to do it3.”  

2. A Project of Non-anthropocentrism and Intrinsic Value 

Non-anthropocentrism as opposed to anthropocentrism is usually considered to be a 

position claiming that non-human entities have interests that deserve moral 

consideration. But we need to define it more narrowly in order to grasp the 

characteristic of a non-anthropocentric project in the context of environmental ethics. 

As seen in the previous section, biocentrism and ecocentrism claim that it makes sense 

to say that we can have a good of our own without referring to intentional states. In the 

following then, I will argue that this very insistence shapes the structure of a 

non-anthropocentric argument.  

First of all, since moral consideration concerning non-human entities is strongly 

                                                   
3 Taylor 1981, p.200. 
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motivated by the idea that these entities are not valuable merely for humans, interests 

that deserve moral consideration or having good of its own means that they have values 

for our own sake rather than for something else. Environmental ethicists often call it 

‘intrinsic value’ and use it against instrumental value. Accordingly, zoocentrism thinks 

that morally considerable entities are capable of consciously valuing for their own sake 

based on sentience. In other words, having wants and desires independently of humans’ 

makes them intrinsically valuable. Biocentrism and ecocentrism, however, cannot make 

such a claim because neither trees nor ecosystems are consciously aware of their 

conditions. What they argue instead is that there is goodness, often called ‘functional 

goodness’, which we can attribute to non-sentient entities as well as sentient ones. Let 

us first take an example of someone who is a heavy smoker knows that smoking at the 

current pace will definitely shorten his life. In this case, his desire of smoking goes 

against his health. This simple example shows that there is a kind of goodness different 

from the one related with wants and desires. This goodness, namely ‘functional 

goodness’, can be attributed to all living entities, whether sentient or not. Since living 

organisms have biological functions which looks too intentional to preserve themselves 

and to reproduce, we can harm or benefit them by hindering or helping their 

performance. I will call this goodness ‘objective’ intrinsic value whereas ‘subjective’ 
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intrinsic value is the goodness involving sentience.    . 

Zoocentrism, however, points out that just being functional isn’t enough to show that 

it is intrinsically valuable. Singer, for instance, argues as follows: “All we mean when we 

say that it is in the interests of a tree to be watered is that the tree needs water if it is to 

continue to live and grow normally; if we regard this as evidence that the tree has 

interests, we might almost as well say that it is in the interests of a car to be lubricated 

regularly because the car needs lubrication if it is to run properly. In neither case can 

we really mean (unless we impute consciousness to trees or cars) that the tree or car has 

any preference about the matter4.” In order to show that living entities have good of 

their own, therefore, we have to explain where the functional goodness of living entities 

comes from, if not from sentience.    

To settle the problem, environmental ethicists argue that functional goodness 

derives from itself; that is, intrinsic values are found in living entities themselves. 

Lubrication helps cars to move, but it never makes them grow. Trees, on the other hand, 

need to be watered due to the very nature of trees and because of that, it helps trees 

grow. In a word, since living entities are intrinsically functional (= in the sense of 

having biological function), we can attribute functional goodness to them. This 

                                                   
4 Singer 1979, p.57. 
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viewpoint motivates some non-anthropocentrists to argue that non-human entities are 

not only the locus, but also the source of value. In the case of sentient entities, we can 

easily claim that values we attribute to them are not human-centered because these 

entities have their own desires and preferences. For non-sentient entities, however, 

attributing functional goodness to them is not enough to show that this very attempt is 

independent of human interests. Having objective method of evaluating the well-being 

of an entity, for instance, doesn’t by itself mean that we morally consider its interest 

unless we show that this goodness is not relative to individuals or cultures but rather 

found in the entity itself. Thus, it is crucial for non-anthropocentrism to argue that an 

intrinsic value has two senses of objectivity: one is in a sense that we evaluate goodness 

independently from preference arising from conscious state and the other is that 

intrinsic goodness is thought to be constant in any and all circumstances. John O’Neil 

captures these two aspects explaining that intrinsic “goods are quite independently of 

human interests and can be characterized without reference to the experiences of 

human observers5.” 

3. The Limit of Moral Considerability Argument in Non-antropocentrism 

The moral considerability argument driven by non-anthropocentrism, however, 

                                                   
5 O’Neil 1992, p.138. 
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doesn’t seem to work well, for many people have trouble understanding ‘intrinsic value’ 

used in environmental ethics. Christine Korsgaard argues in “Two Distinctions in 

Goodness” that intrinsic goodness is usually thought of as something valued for its own 

sake, which makes the antonym as something valued for the sake of something else. 

This indeed is how environmental ethicists understand the concept. But Korsgaard 

claims that intrinsic value really means that it has its goodness in itself. “It refers, one 

might say, to the location or source of the goodness rather than the way we value the 

thing6.” The natural contrast to intrinsic value then is extrinsic value―the value an 

entity gets from some other source. Therefore, there are two distinctions in goodness: 

“one is the distinction between things valued for their own sake and things valued for 

the sake of something else7” (known as ends value and means/instrumental value), the 

other is “the distinction between things which have their value in themselves and 

things which derive their value from some other source8” (known as intrinsic value and 

extrinsic value).  

The two distinctions Korsgaard makes are often mixed up and environmental ethics 

is no exception. As shown previously, environmental ethicists use intrinsic value in two 

ways: goodness for its own sake and goodness in itself. In other words, they equate ends 

                                                   
6 Korsgaard 1983, p170. 
7 Ibid., p.170. 
8 Ibid., p.170. 
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value with intrinsic value. Failing to distinguish them consequently leads us to claim 

that intrinsically valuable things (extrinsically valuable things) ought to be treated as 

an end (as a mean), and vice versa. Korsgaard criticizes this equivocation because it 

excludes the possibility of “something which is extrinsically good yet valued as an end9”.   

There are some environmental ethicists who apply these distinctions and attempt to 

reformulate the moral considerability argument. Karen Green, for instance, argues that 

environmental values should best be expressed as ‘extrinsic values’ because the 

necessity of preserving species depends on extrinsic properties such as rarity, 

uniqueness and diversity. Assigning a value to a species per se undermines the 

relational character of the species with environment. Similarly, Simon Hailwood claims 

that environmental values arise from nature’s otherness (‘not-us-ness’) which should be 

understood as a relational property, that is, giving rise to extrinsic values.  

These attempts, however, directly oppose to non-anthropocentrism. As an example of 

extrinsically ends values, Korsgaard raises “something that was good as an end because 

of the interest that someone took in it, or the desire that someone had for it, for its own 

sake10.” But this possibility is exactly what non-anthropocentrists want to exclude from 

the moral considerability argument. We have seen that one of the main problems for 

                                                   
9 Ibid., p.172. 
10 Ibid., p.172. 
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non-anthropocentrism is that non-sentient entities cannot be valuers. We humans have 

to decide what their ends values are based on functional goodness. In order to show that 

these values are genuinely for their own sakes, then, we appeal to values in themselves, 

namely intrinsic values. In a word, intrinsic values work as a justification for ends 

values to be non-anthropocentric.  

Korsgaard argues that equating intrinsic values with ends values will lead us to 

“two  alternative theories about final goods―either that “good” is subjective or that 

good things are the possessors of some particular attribute11.” Non-anthropocentrism 

takes the latter path: they treat intrinsic goodness as a property attributed to morally 

considerable entities because these entities should be valuable even when there are no 

valuers around. This line of argument underlies ‘No Harm Principle’ because 

non-anthropocentrists try to argue for the concept of ‘harm’ by showing that intrinsic 

goodness exists. In the next section then, I will explore the implication of this point and 

examine a limitation of the moral considerability argument more specifically.  

4. Is the ‘No Harm Principle’ Enough? 

First of all, what kind of question is behind the moral considerability argument? 

Given what we have seen so far, we can say that the argument is partly motivated by 

                                                   
11 Ibid., p.171. 
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the fact that we are increasingly aware of the necessity of expanding the realm of 

justifying our actions. In other words, we are facing the necessity to justify ourselves to 

non-human entities. But this attempt will at the same time provide us a justification of 

not morally consider things that are failed to be qualified. Thomas Birch, for instance, 

warns that this aspect can be very problematic. He argues that “the institution of any 

practice of any criterion of moral considerability is an act of power over, and ultimately 

an act of violence toward, those others who turn out to fail the test of the criterion and 

are therefore not permitted to enjoy the membership benefits of the club of 

consideranda. They become “fit objects” of exploitation, oppression, enslavement, and 

finally extermination. As a result, the very question of moral considerability is ethically 

problematic itself, because it lends support to the monstrous Western project of 

planetary domination12.” In a word, expanding the moral circle of members worth 

considering throughout nature, ironically, can be a way of justifying our oppression 

towards nature.  

What is responsible for such a criticism is the ‘No Harm Principle’ presupposed by all 

three positions of moral considerability argument (zoocentrism, biocentrism, and 

ecocentrism). As shown previously, the ‘No Harm Principle’ requires us to specify the 

                                                   
12 Birch 1993, p.317. 
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interests that deserve moral consideration and non-anthropocentrists have done this by 

attributing intrinsic value to an entity. The “usual or standard way of treating moral 

status has been to link it to the possession of a characteristic that one takes to be a 

moral-bearing characteristic. If something possesses this characteristic, then it has 

moral status13.” A question of whether an entity has moral status or not, therefore, is 

matter of kind and this clear cut aspect causes some worry like the one Birch expresses.  

To overcome a non-anthropocentric framework that has been occupied in the moral 

considerability argument, I suggest that looking at examples of technological 

intervention is one of the valid strategies. In addition, since these examples often 

overlap with some issues dealt in bioethics, it will be helpful for this strategy to remove 

the disciplinary wall between environmental ethics and bioethics. In the final section 

then, I will consider a case of transgenic animals, which will hopefully show the limit of 

‘No Harm Principle’ and illustrate what would be an issue beyond this principle. 

Let us think of a case where we can genetically engineer or alter living entities. 

There are many ways to do it with various purposes. For instance, as “the number of 

recipients who could benefit from organ transplantation continues far to outstrip the 

number of donors14”, we can design animals using genetic engineering “to produce the 

                                                   
13 Frey 1998, p.200. 
14 Ibid., p.192. 
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sorts of organs that best fit the human case15.” We can also think of altering the 

characteristic of farm animals for reducing the risk factors to human health. In fact, 

there actually are pigs that are given spinach genes to prevent us from some risks 

arising from eating meat. These two examples show that genetic engineering enables us 

to create entities in a way to fit for our purposes. It would be fair to say that this very 

act makes most of us feel uncomfortable because it doesn’t seem to care about or respect 

these animals’ interests. But what if the purpose is for concerning animal welfare? Some 

animal ethicists, for example, advocate transgenic animals that are incapable of feeling 

pains so that it is less dreadful to slaughter them. Even if creating such an entity would 

result in decreasing pains and suffering, however, we would still feel awkward about the 

very idea of creating animals without sentience. Although it is necessary to examine 

each case in more detail for a further discussion, what we feel something wrong in all 

these cases comes from the fact that we transform sentient entities into something else 

so that we don’t have to concern them morally. This aspect cannot be grasped by ‘No 

Harm Principle’ because moral status under this principle is a matter of kind. That is, if 

some entity loses the qualification to have moral status, we automatically remove it 

from the membership of moral consideration.  

                                                   
15 Ibid., p.195. 
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You may say that it is still possible to morally consider these transgenic animals 

appealing to functional goodness. It is true that their biological functions don’t 

disappear even if we impose artificial function on them. They don’t lose moral status 

completely. But the problem is not just whether we can keep the moral status of entities 

even after intervening them. What is at issue here is that since we are capable of 

altering the characteristic of morally considerable entities, questioning the moral 

significance of such an act cannot be achieved by merely looking at intrinsic goodness 

found in the entity itself.  
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