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1 Introduction 

The Anthropocene epoch is characterized by the magnitude and extent to which people have 

transformed and continue to transform the natural world.  Many view these changes as leaving 

nature in some worse state.  This normative proposition has triggered many projects – both 

practical and conceptual – that promise to leave nature in some better state. 

Many, if not most, and perhaps all reasons offered for why we ought to pursue these 

"conservation" projects have little normative force.  Some reasons take the form of unsound 

arguments, led by the Archetypal Anthropocene Argument, according to which the mere fact of 

anthropogenic change justifies "conservation" action.  Other reasons are instances of kinds of 

reasons that, in general, are normatively unimportant.  Yet others take the form of a conceptual 

maneuver, which changes the subject from nature – something that many of us think matters in 

some unique and noncontingent way – to something else – "nature" – that does not matter in this 

way. 

Taking nature seriously in the Anthropocene requires rejecting a mistaken supposition that 

engenders many of these unsound arguments and normatively unimportant reasons – that 

nature's goodness is predominantly grounded in its having particular state and functional 

properties.  It also requires that, in rejecting this mistaken normative approach, our reasoning 

does not succumb to the other normative error of embracing conceptions of good things that 

exclude what is good about them. 

Because the rubric of "ecosystems" has become the scientized lingua franca for normative

discussion of nature, my discussion adopts that term alongside "nature" to refer to the thing 

whose state is supposed to be better or worse.1 

1 The argument of the main text may be completely understood without reading the extensive endnotes. 
However, those who are keenly interested will find in them many supporting and elaborating details. 
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2 Kinds of value 

2.1 Natural versus normative facts

It is important to begin by observing that the question of whether or not some state of an 

ecosystem is good or better than another state, as well as the question of whether it is right to act 

to make some state of an ecosystem actual are not questions of science.  Questions of science are

questions whose correct answers are non-normative or natural facts about what things exist in 

the spatio-temporal world and how these things behave.  These facts attribute non-normative 

properties to things.  And when scientists attend to "norms" in the things they study, they're

concerned to uncover truths about norms in the statistically descriptive, this-is-how-our-world-

normally-is-and-behaves sense. 

In contrast, questions about the goodness of things and the rightness of acts are normative 

questions; true answers to them are normative facts, which attribute normative properties (such 

as goodness) to certain things (such as ecosystems).1  These are truths about norms in the 

prescriptive, good-and-bad, ought-to-do, ought-to-make-actual, right-and-wrong senses.

Normative facts are not, and do not reduce to, natural facts.  Despite that, both normative inquiry 

and scientific inquiry seek propositions in their respective domains that we have most reason to

believe. 

2.2 Value to be respected 

Some good things are persisting entities, such as individual biological organisms, which might 

have a kind of value that we may call "inherent worth".  On Ron Sandler's account (2012, 36-37), 

these things meet three criteria:  (i) They comprise some internally organized set of parts and 

processes; (ii) this organization causally arose from some selection criteria; and (iii) the 

organization capacitates this thing's pursuit of certain goals.  The selection etiology (criterion ii) 

combines with the teleology (criterion iii) to give meaning to in order that explanations for why

this thing has the parts and processes that it has (criterion i).  So:  Black-footed ferrets have large 

Draft Copy: Do Not Cite or Distribute Without Author's Permission



Taking Nature Seriously in the Anthropocene (Draft) - 3 - Donald S. Maier 

front paws armed with sharp claws in order that they can dig out and dispatch prairie dogs, which

fuel each ferret's pursuit of its ferret way of life.  Intuitively, some thing with inherent worth has 

"a good of its own".  That is, it has interests, which consists in its having goals that it pursues by 

dint of parts and processes that arose via selection.  As a consequence, it makes sense to speak of 

harming and benefiting it directly – by thwarting or abetting its interests – without reference to

something else.2  These harms and benefits are normatively important and action-guiding; they 

give us reason to adopt respectful attitudes, which engender respectful acts towards an entity, 

which takes into account the ways that it can be harmed or benefited. 

Nothing in Sandler's account of inherent worth disqualifies things that are not individuals.  

Nonetheless, ecosystems (and nature more broadly) fail to qualify.  An ecosystem has no interests 

or goals that it can be said to pursue in any non-metaphorical sense.  What goals might an 

ecosystem aim to achieve:  to form, to persist over time, to incorporate more organisms, to resist 

"invasion"?  Because an ecosystem is not a unit of selection, it has no internal organization by 

virtue of which it acts so as to do any of these things.  What parts might it have:  the biotic 

individuals that inhabit it?  These parts strive to serve their own, individual interests – often by 

behaving in ways that are quite deleterious to the ecosystem's persistence, incorporation of more 

organisms, or resistance to invasion.  Whether or not these states of affairs obtain is a causal 

consequence of (among other factors) the pursuit of goals of individual resident organisms, but 

not by the chance assemblage of coexisting and interacting biotic parts in some abiotic setting, 

which constitutes the ecosystem.  The ecosystem has no internal organization, ascertainable from 

some selection etiology, which determines the teleology – that is, goal-serving functions – of its 

various parts and processes.3 

Hence, an ecosystem cannot have a good of its own and there is no coherent respect in which one 

can talk about harming or benefiting an ecosystem – except indirectly and with reference to 

directly harming or benefiting some other thing.  Nevertheless, invasion biologist Dan Simberloff 

(2013)4 joins many others in trying to justify extirpating or controlling "invasive organisms" 

because, as he repeatedly says, they sometimes harm ecosystems.  A similar error is committed 
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when it is said that we harm some state of affairs, such as some biodiverse state of affairs, which 

characterizes some ecosystem.  When ecologist David Hooper5 says that we are harming 

biodiversity and offers ten things you can do the help it, one might suppose that he thinks that 

his ecosystem-related state of affairs has inherent worth. 

In a similar vein, every ecologist that I've heard on NPR and many others in "scientific" papers 

utilize the term "ecosystem health"6 or, as in the cases of Ron Sandler (2012, 20, 21, 22, 56, 60, 66, 

68–73, 78, 80–81, 103n7, 112, 114) and Sahotra Sarkar (2012, 5, 50–51, 151), and others too 

numerous to list,7 "ecosystem integrity", to express the normative proposition that it is good for 

an ecosystem to possess certain state and functional properties.  No one has ever convincingly 

characterized, solely in terms of an ecosystem's natural properties (such as that it contains some 

particular entourage of biotic parts in some specified proportions) what constitutes an 

ecosystem's state of health.  That is because "health", at least in its central application to (for 

example) a person, is a thick normative concept.  The health of a person8 is only partly 

characterized by natural properties, such as those revealed by stethoscope and 

sphygmomanometer readings, which constitute her physical state.  Whether or not a person is 

healthy also and crucially depends on the truth of a normative proposition, which concerns the 

person's ability to function in the sort of human ways that enable her to conceive of, and pursue, 

her own good. This (and not stethoscope or sphygmomanometer readings) explains9 why it's 

wrong to act so as to make a person less healthy – to poison or to maim her – and why it's right to 

act in ways that help to maintain or improve her health. 

Despite the fact that "health", when applied to ecosystems, lacks the normative force that it has 

with regard to persons, many scientists, conservationists, and philosophers appear to use the 

term "ecosystem health" normatively.  This leaves to conjecture what they could possibly mean.  

One possibility is that a state of "ecosystem health" is simply a state that someone – some scientist 

or conservation organization – wants it to be in.  This is a desire-given reason, which as I shall 

shortly observe, has little normative relevance.  The natural fact that someone desires that some 

patch of nature assume some particular state – characterized by its diversity or in any other way 
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– is not a normatively compelling reason for why it ought to be in that state, or for why we should 

act so as to realize it. 

Another possibility is that the term "healthy ecosystem" is a metalepsis for "economically healthy" 

or "conducing to human health" or "conducing to human welfare" more generally.  This trope 

pivots, without justification, from the concept of an ecosystem's good, to the substantively 

different normative topic of ecosystems as means to human goods or satisfying human desires.  I 

take up that topic in §3.2. 

A third possibility is that the "health" of an ecosystem is much like the "health" or "integrity" of 

some piece of property.  Some such notion is one possible interpretation of the single-premise 

and clearly incomplete Archetypal Anthropocene Argument for "conservation" mentioned in §1, 

which is voiced with astonishing frequency10 by many, including Emma Marris, Erle Ellis, 

Richard Hobbs, Joe Mascaro, Andrew Light, Allen Thompson, and Eric Higgs:11 

P: People have transformed essentially every ecosystem on the planet.12 

C: Therefore, people now are responsible for creating and maintaining ecosystems with state 

and functional properties that they desire. 

The Premise expresses the central non-normative fact, which warrants labeling our epoch "The 

Anthropocene".  The Conclusion is a normative claim.  Inferring it from the Premise requires 

some unstated normative principle that establishes the premise's normative relevance.  

Candidates for this missing principle include: 

Pi) Nature has a good of its own.  This would make it conceivable that, by changing the parts 

and processes whose functional capabilities nature uses to pursue its goals, people have 

harmed it (in the morally relevant sense).  They might therefore have a duty to somehow 

design ecosystems so as to undo or reduce that harm or to compensate nature for it.  But as 

we have seen, this normative principle is not credible. 
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Pii) Nature is to be regarded as property whose functions therefore are determined, at least in 

part, by how its human owners see fit to use it.  Someone who changes nature in a way that 

compromises these functions thereby damages this property; though note that only the 

owners are directly harmed in a morally relevant sense, not their property.  The damaging 

party (though presumably part owner) then is responsible to other owners for compensation 

or for the property's repair – that is, to return it to its state of satisfying their desires for how 

it should work.  §3.2 suggests why and how unattractive is this view of nature – as property 

whose "unbroken" state is defined by how well it satisfies its owners' desires. 

Piii) Lastly, Nature is to be regarded as the property of God because it's His Creation, which 

functions in some way that serves His Design.  Changes to Nature not in accord with His 

Design are bad because they violate The Divine Law.  While coherent, this normative 

principle requires a broad defense of the theology on which it is based. 

2.3 Value to be promoted 

Things that have the kind of value that is to be respected need not have, and often do not have, a 

different kind of value, which we say, is to be promoted.  Consider some good person who has 

been reduced to a slide towards death with pain so terrible as to preclude her doing anything 

that she finds important.  These conditions are reasons to think that her continued existence is not 

good.  If that is so, then while the life of such a good person should be respected for all that it is 

and has been, it should not be promoted by acting so as to protract it.  On the other hand, it is not 

uncommon for bad things, which are not worthy of respect, to be good as means for attaining 

some good end, which makes their continued existence good.  Grotesquely bad sculptures can be 

very good doorstops. 

More generally, the kinds of things that have the kind of value to be promoted are events in the 

broad sense that includes acts and states of affairs.  This includes the state of affairs that consists 

in some ecosystem having certain state and functional properties – for example, having some 

state of biodiversity – despite the fact that every such ecosystem state of affairs is, in some sense, 
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built up from persisting biotic entities such as individual organisms and species, as well as other 

persisting entities that are abiotic.  Because it appears that if ecosystems have value, it is the kind 

of value to be promoted, and because most normative claims regarding ecosystems express the 

goodness of ecosystems with certain state and functional properties that we therefore ought to 

bring about, I focus on this kind of value for the remainder of this paper. 

3 Unimportant normative reasons for promoting some state of affairs 

Possible states of affairs can have a kind of value that is to be promoted when facts about them 

give us reasons to act so as to make them actual or to maintain them, if already actual.  It's more 

accurately these things – for example, a world devoid of injustice – not their value, which are to be 

promoted.  Keeping in mind how promoting events differs from respecting things, we can state 

the central normative question regarding ecosystems, namely:  What facts about certain 

ecosystem states of affairs give us reasons to promote them by making them actual or 

maintaining them? 

Answering this question requires answering another central normative question regarding 

reasons:  What, exactly, counts in favor of regarding some state of affairs as good and thereby 

worth promoting?  This question has no brief answer.  But it's important to beware of certain 

kinds of "reason" that are sometimes mistakenly thought to be normatively important. 

3.1 Mental-state-given and causal reasons 

First among the kinds of reason that are normatively unimportant are those that we may call 

mental-state-given.  When it would be in some way good to be in a psychological state of believing 

some proposition, or in a state of desiring some thing, some say that this constitutes a reason for 

having this belief or for desiring this thing.  For example, if Dick Cheney, on discovering that I 

read many subversive books, diabolically threatens to waterboard me unless I believe that 2 + 2 = 

5, it would be good for me to have this belief.  But this circumstance does not count in favor of 

this false proposition's truth.  Similarly, if, as Andrew Light (2000, 62–65) and others claim, I'd 
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feel better about my relationship with nature by engaging in acts of restoring ecosystems, this is a 

normatively unimportant reason for believing that restoration good.13 

Also, if I'd be less upset about the Museum of Modern Art's steep admission fee, and therefore it 

would be good for me, to find some of its paintings beautiful rather than annoying jumbles of 

blotches, this is not a normatively important reason for thinking those paintings beautiful.  This 

point directly bears on "aesthetic reasons" to promote certain ecosystem states of affairs.  Many 

have suggested that ecosystems are preeminently valuable as a consequence of having one or 

more properties that enhance their beauty.  The biodiverse state of an ecosystem is often 

supposed to be one such property, which features in this representative argument: 

P1: The biological diversity of an ecosystem saliently contributes to, and increases, its beauty. 

P2: We have reason to promote beauty over ugliness and greater beauty over less. 

C: Therefore, we have reason to promote the biodiversity of ecosystems. 

This argument appears to be sound.  However, we should reject both premises.  Premise 1 is 

mistaken because biodiversity is neither necessary for an ecosystem's beauty nor even generally 

beauty enhancing.  It isn't necessary because some people find beauty in the most visibly stark 

and non-biodiverse ecosystems.  Most of these people would find deserts, the artic tundra, and 

high alpine "moonscapes", among many other places, much less beautiful were their visible 

biodiversity augmented.  So far as I can tell, the only normative proposition that succeeds in 

setting aside the many exceptions is:  "Beauty-enhancing biodiversity makes ecosystems more 

beautiful."  But this is not substantive normative proposition. 

Sufficiency is also undercut because most of the biodiversity in any place is the microbial 

diversity in the soil under foot, which almost no one is aware of, let alone, finds beautiful.  And 

many people find palpably diverse ecosystems messy or just plain boring. 

Premise 2 is also mistaken.  One might grant that we all have reason to (and so perhaps should) 

want to experience beauty in things and to prefer beautiful things to ugly ones.  But these are 

mental-state-given reasons.  As I previously observed, such reasons are not central to justifying 
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action.  Also normatively unimportant are so-called "reasons" that figure in causal explanations of 

why some person enjoys some thing for its beauty.  For example:  My "reason" for finding great 

beauty in a particular passage of Schubert's Sonata D. 960 is that it modulates from F major to d♭ 

minor with riveting legerdemain through two modal interchanges.  But you would not be 

unreasonable for finding this passage merely odd or even jarring.  That's because the 

aforementioned musical features are part of a causal explanation for my particular aesthetic 

response, which might differ from yours.  This account of my aesthetic psychology gives no 

warrant for saying that you ought to find it beautiful, too – in the normatively central sense of 

having decisive, action-guiding reasons to do so, reasons of the sort that would, for example, 

justify saying that you ought to turn your car's wheel to avoid hitting that child in your path. 

Other aesthetic arguments, which substitute some other property or set of properties for 

biodiversity fail in a similar way to yield anything other than non-substantive propositions.  

More generally, connections between aesthetic judgment and the primitives of moral discourse 

are tenuous at best.  That's why we rightly don't regard artists who create bad or ugly artwork as 

morally reprehensible and why we're rightly disinclined to incarcerate them. 

3.2 Desire-given reasons 

Other unimportant reasons may be called, following Derek Parfit (2011, §3), desire-given.  Like 

mental-state-given reasons, desire-given reasons presume that certain actual mental states of 

persons have normative force.  In this case, the presumption is that actual telic desires or certain 

expressions of them count directly and saliently in favor of regarding the object of these desires as 

good.  Marketing firms would be strongly inclined to endorse this view because it implies that 

one can increase the world's goodness by arranging for people to desire more things. 

Some desire-given theories restrict the relevant desires to those that are fully informed.  

Biologists, one might reasonably believe, are as well or better informed than anyone about 

biodiversity and other properties that figure in ecosystem states.  But no matter how well 

informed, the mere fact that some person desires some thing does not make that thing worthy or 
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more worthy of being desired.  If things were principally good merely because desired by those 

who are informed, then these persons could not have important reasons to have the desires that 

they have – other than desiring to have those desires.  Therefore, biologists who express the 

normative proposition that we ought to promote certain states of ecosystems that they or we 

most desire offer only a normatively unimportant, desire-given reason to think this proposition 

true. 

The mistaken presumption regarding the normative relevance of desire-given reasons grounds 

an increasingly prevalent view, according to which the aggregation of actual desires, as expressed 

in the choices that people make in market transactions14, determines what is good and what states 

of affairs we ought to promote.  This, in essence, is how neoclassical economics conceives a 

thing's value.  The Natural Capital Project15 embraces this normative principle as its central 

tenet16.  According to Natural Capitalism, ecosystems are good saliently insofar as they provide 

the capital goods and services that people desire or demand.  This conception of valuable nature 

as Natural Capital and ecosystem service provider even waives the "well-informed" provision of 

some accounts of desire-given norms.  Also absent are provisions to exclude desires or 

preferences that are formed by whim; that are maladaptive, perverse, or even vile; or more 

generally, that simply are not worthy of satisfaction – sometimes even by the lights of the persons 

whose desires they are. 

These mistakes lead to false but nonetheless disturbing normative claims.  For example, for the 

most part, the planet's biological diversity is an economic liability.  There's some economic cost to 

keeping most organisms in the biotic warehouse.  Many organisms perform salient disservices in 

their respective ecosystems.  The greater diversity of organisms in lower latitudes makes more 

people sick there.17  The Anchorage-area mayors who pursued former Alaska governor Sarah 

Palin's move to delist the Cook Inlet population of beluga whales (Bryson 2009) embraced and 

leveraged this economic framework to make their case.  They said that these little white whales 

obstruct "government projects and activities in and near the Inlet, as well as fisheries and oil and 

gas development" (Hunter 2009). 
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Another example of Natural Capitalism in action helps to more fully appreciate the dismal 

implications of economics for ecosystems:  If the global economy dictates that the value of 

minerals exceeds that of the overlying ecosystem, then by the precepts of Natural Capitalism, this 

literally removes the ground for the ecosystem's continued existence.  This is precisely the 

reasoning that appears to justify mountaintop removal for coal, as well as the decision by Rio 

Tinto (one of the world's largest mining corporations) to lop down, or as an economist would say, 

"develop" a Malagasy littoral forest in order to extract the ilmenite under root:  The preeminent 

value of nature in this unique place lay in the market for ilmenite; the forest merely obstructed 

realization of this natural capital.  That value, in turn, ultimately resides in the satisfaction of 

market-expressed desires for the cosmetics and white paint in which the ilmenite ends up.18 

3.3 Procedure-given reasons 

In a similar way, theories of what we may call "procedure-given" reasons mistakenly hold that a 

choice is right by virtue of the rational or "correct" deliberative procedure leading up to it.  A 

telltale field mark of such theories is prominent insistence on including so-called "stakeholders"19 

– with little attention to whether these stakeholders aim at normatively defensible or even 

respectable goals.  Procedure-given reasons ultimately hinge on these stakeholders' telic desires, 

which have no claim to be fulfilled merely because some stakeholder has them. 

Allied with appeals to these normatively unimportant reasons is confusion regarding the norms 

that some biologists, psychologists, sociologists, and anthropologists spend their careers 

investigating.  These norms are statistical descriptions.  What we therefore may call statistical-

norm-given reasons have little normative significance in the prescriptive sense because, as your 

mother correctly observed when you were a child, the fact that some behavior is the norm 

amongst your friends does not make your like behavior permissible.  An alarming number of 

environmental philosophers – Daniel Doak with Ben Hale and others (2014, 79–80)20, Andrew 

Light (2003, 244)21, Ron Sandler (2012, 22, 33, 73n64)22, and Sahotra Sarkar (2012, 152)23, among 

others – seem to have forgotten their mother's words when they propose that sociologists and 

cultural anthropologists can tell us what's valuable in nature by educing statistical norms of 
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motivation and evaluation.  These philosophers apparently forget the fact that the norm of 

owning and condoning ownership of slaves in many societies did not make this practice good in 

those societies.  Nor was the persecution and execution of many Jews by Nazis, who regarded 

Semites as outside human norms.  And contrary to the views that Ned Hettinger expresses in this 

Conference's keynote address24, the fact that the recent norm for biodiversity or any other 

ecosystem state or functional property has existed for some geologically brief time does not make 

that state of affairs good.  Descriptive norms are not generally prescriptive or action-guiding. 

3.4 Professional-interest-given and descriptive-power-given reasons 

Similar to statistical-norm-given reasons are two other, interrelated kinds of reason, which we 

may call professional-interest-given and descriptive-power-given reasons.  These suppose that 

professional interest in some thing or that thing's embodiment of some descriptively powerful 

property make it good.  James Maclaurin and Kim Sterelny (2008) offer an attractive non-

normative characterization of biodiversity as any one of many kinds of biotic variability, which 

interest some scientist for its power in describing, and revealing insights about, some aspect of 

evolutionary theory, developmental biology, ecology, morphology, or taxonomy.  But the 

potency of these biodiversity-based descriptions does not make the states of affairs that they 

describe good.  When these authors channel Daniel Faith's normative claim (1992, 2007) – that 

phylogenetically distinctive organisms are "more equal" than those in speciose clades – by stating 

(2008, 152) that there is little reason to have moral regard for snail darters because they are 

biologically or phylogenetically unremarkable creatures, they take account only of professional-

interest-given reasons, which carry little normative weight. 

My wife's practice as a clinical psychologist illustrates the normative unimportance of these last 

three kinds of reason.  She is interested in the many dysfunctional ways that people go about 

their life, making it much worse than it could be.  Her interest in characterizing this behavior in 

clinically powerful ways does not make that behavior good.  She's also interested in the norms of 

human behavior – in the statistically descriptive sense.  But her clinical practice would not be a 

good one were it to consist wholly in encouraging behavior that more closely approximated some 
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descriptive norm.  Such a practice would discourage a patient from pursuing singular projects or 

exercising extra-ordinary talents, though these could make her life very good.  Achieving a state 

characterized by some descriptive norm can be good; but not uncommonly it is not:  That's why 

the citizens of Lake Wobegon quite sensibly wish for all their children to be above average. 

I've tried to characterize what sort of value states of affairs, such as an ecosystem having certain 

state or functional properties, might have.  As well, I've offered a field guide to kinds of reason, 

which though often invoked, do not importantly count in favor of regarding some state of affairs 

as good or bad.  And since states of affairs are the sorts of things with value that is to be 

promoted by making them actual, these marginal kinds of reason should be largely ignored when 

deciding whether or not to realize some state of an ecosystem. 

4 Emancipating the concept of "nature": Saving nature by changing the subject 

So what kinds of reason do count in favor of acting so as to make actual some possible state of 

affairs such as an ecosystem with certain state and functional properties?  These reasons are (as 

Parfit (2011) would say) object-given reasons, which refer to certain features of the object – in this 

case, the ecosystem – rather than to mental states that refer to that object.  Unfortunately, the 

customary suggestions for which features count do not pan out.  For example, an ecosystem's 

historical "continuity", as championed by Robert Elliot (2003, 384, 386)25 or, as Holmes Rolston 

(1994, 30)26 says, its "storied achievement" cannot do the trick.  The mere fact that some state is an 

endpoint and starting point in some historical sequence is shared by every state of every thing; it 

therefore cannot provide a normatively relevant reason for why that current state is good or 

especially good.  So only the "right kind" of continuity will do.  This, according to Elliot, is an 

historical sequence that excludes human contributions.  But he offers no independent reason to 

think that such a sequence is "right".  Other theories, such as that an ecosystem is good to the 

extent that it has good productivity (the kudzu theory of nature's value), or that an ecosystem is 

good to the extent that it mimics some previously extant ecosystem chosen according to ad hoc 

criteria (the Marcel Marceau theory of nature's value27) lack some credible normative principle, 

which might suggest why productivity or mimicry is relevant to an ecosystem's goodness. 
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These failures to identify some state of nature that makes it good has led a growing, but already 

numerous and vociferous, contingent to resort to a conceptual maneuver.  According to them, by 

merely revising the concept of "nature", it is possible to see the truth of the normative proposition 

that people ought to design and implement the "novel ecosystems" that they desire to have.  

Executing this maneuver, Emma Marris (2011) conjures up a "rambunctious garden" – her vision 

of what "Conservation Everywhere" brings about – as a liberating conception of nature.  Echoing 

the thinking of some number of conservation biologists, she (and some philosophers) would have 

us think that it frees our thinking of what conservation can be from the constraints of traditional 

thinking, which (according to her and her like-thinking colleagues) inevitably funnel our 

valuations of nature into the dead end of unachievable baselines.  This, she thinks, allows us to 

see that more things than we previously realized qualify as nature-worth-saving. 

Marris offers an analogy, which is key to this line of thought (Marris 2011, 56):  The conceptual 

history of the term "nature", she says, should be regarded as similar to that of "citizen".  In the 

case of the latter, she points out that, the progression of political thinking has expanded our 

conception to include more and more kinds of people.  This has been a good thing, which should 

help us realize that it would be a good thing to admit a similar expansion of our conception of 

nature. 

The analogy is beguiling; but it beguiles by failing to notice two radically different means of 

expanding the extension of these terms.  Consider "citizen":  A citizen, in essence, always has 

been and continues to be a person who plays a certain role with respect to the governance of the 

state in which that person lives.  This role is partly defined by certain duties and responsibilities, 

as well as by the individual's entitlement to certain rights and privileges, with relation to that 

state.  In different times or places through course of history, different rules have bestowed 

citizenship on different groups of individuals, defined according to their other roles or 

characteristics.  Notably, the extension of "citizen" increased in the United States – when full 

citizenship was granted to former slaves, persons who did not own real property, and women.  

But the concept of "citizen" remained more or less stable:  People with characteristics, which 
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previously prohibited their assuming a full citizen's role, were granted that full citizen's role, 

essentially as that role existed before this change. 

But this way of increasing the extension of "citizen" is not analogous to Marris' proposals with 

regard to "nature".  The analogous means would be to redefine "citizen" to include former slaves, 

non-property owners, and women without giving these new "citizens" (now in scare quotes) the 

right to vote or some number of other entitlements, which citizens (in the standard sense of the 

term) enjoy.  In other words, we would have made more people "citizens" by abandoning the 

(culturally constructed) role, which includes those entitlements and which formerly made 

citizenship valuable. 

This point can be further illustrated with the concept of "justice":  We cannot make the world 

more just by offering a new conception of "justice", which subsumes the principle that those who 

have more deserve more.  This is true despite the fact that redefining justice in this way would 

better align the concept ("justice") with what actually exists and what is more easily achieved.  As 

a consequence of this conceptual adjustment, there would be far more "justice" in this world than 

there had been justice.  But such a world would not be a better world. 

Marris' means of expanding the extension of "nature" resembles these two last-described ways of 

expanding the extension of "citizen" and "justice".  Her proposed expansion is indeed bounded 

only by the imaginations and efforts of "conservationists" who increase "conservation value"28 by 

turning scraps of land and water into the object of their various actual telic desires.  As a result of 

these development efforts, we gain much more "nature". 

But some of us who still take nature seriously believe that it is nature, not "nature", which is 

valuable in some unique way that is not contingent on the actual telic desires of people.  Because 

of that, we believe that nature, not "nature", is worth saving.  And those of us who take nature 

seriously believe that, unlike "nature", nature is not something that people design, implement, 

manipulate, or manage.  Nature is not, and cannot be, the issue of some development project. 
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6 Endnotes 

                                                        

1 The distinctiveness of normative claims holds even though a) some concepts (which we call "thick 
normative concepts") refer to both natural and normative properties and b) irreducibly normative facts 
commonly supervene on non-normative facts regarding conditions and circumstances.  Characterizing the 
precise nature of this supervenience is beyond this paper's scope. 
2 These broad teleological considerations apply to all organisms.  Alongside these considerations, 
philosophers such as Peter Singer (2009) emphasize other considerations, which apply to a tiny group of 
organisms that happens to include ferrets.  Most saliently, the complex mental capabilities of ferrets 
capacitate their suffering from hunger, thirst, pain, fear, terror, and frustration of individual and social 
needs and drives.  If one joins Singer in regarding an organism's interests in avoiding these kinds of 
suffering to be central to its inherent worth, then one should regard an ecosystem's lack of inherent worth 
as even more obvious than on the basis of the broad teleological considerations alone. 
3 Holmes Rolston, III (1994, 23–24) agrees that ecosystems do not have interest-based inherent worth; 
though he (differently) characterizes this assessment as a "category mistake" because it inappropriately 
attempts to apply to ecosystems normative categories that apply only to individual organisms.  However, 
the categories that he proposes as value-conferring substitutes for those that test for inherent worth are 
based on normatively unimportant or irrelevant facts – including that ecosystems contain many interacting 
and interdependent parts; that these interconnections constitute an ecosystem's "organization"; and that 
evolutionary processes have played out in ecosystems, giving rise to increasing numbers of species.  On the 
other hand, his claim that some process of ecosystem-level selection "selects for individuality, for diversity, 
for adapted fitness, for quantity and quality of life" is not normatively peripheral.  Rather, it is simply 
mistaken.  Of course, we can agree that each organism that might be found in an ecosystem is (as 
evidenced by its residence) sufficiently fit to reside in it.  But many ecosystems comprise notably non-
diverse biotic assemblages of organisms whose populations are severely limited by (for example) limited 
abiotic resources.  And the success of an "invasive species" can show that a resident's fitness is marginal. 
4 Simberloff (2013) sometimes talks about "economic damage".  For example, he cites "massive damage to 
wheat crops" (12), "economic damage caused by insect pests attacking agricultural crops" (70, 228), David 
Pimentel's claim "that the United States economy loses about $120 billion annually to invasions in terms of 
damage and management costs" (99), the "staggering" damage that the golden apple snail on rice crops in 
southeast Asia (102), damage from floods for which salt cedar in the U.S. southwest is partly responsible 
(103), which includes the "damage and control costs" to "clear water pipes clogged by [the zebra mussel 
and Asiatic clam]" (99), the fact that "Colonies of the monk parakeet damage electrical utility structures" 
(133), and others. 
 
However, Simberloff also expresses concern about "damage", not to the economy, but rather to ecosystems 
or to one or another species whose demographics "invaders" sometimes alter – though he does not crisply 
distinguish this very different concept of "damage".  At the ecosystem level are hydrology-changing plants 
such as salt cedar in the U.S. southwest (Simberloff 2013, 15), beaver-engineered changes in Tierra del 
Fuego (15), the "enormous damage to entire ecosystems" caused by "European wild boar, feral pigs, and 
their hybrids" (15), the nitrogen-fixing Myrica faya, which has altered the nutrient equation for plants in 
Hawaii (59), and many more.  At the species level, Simberloff makes note of "introduced pathogen and 
parasites", which "can damage native species" (13), camels in Australia, which "damage trees and shrubs" 
(69), rabbits on Macquarie Island (and many other places), which "caused enormous damage to the 
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vegetation" (87), "strawberry guava, brought to Hawaii in the early 19th century for food", which has 
"become a significant threat to biodiversity" (135), Myrica faya (again), which has tilted the competitive 
playing field against long-time residents adapted to nitrogen-poor soils, and many more. 
 
Simberloff (2013, 254) suggests (though again, does not clearly distinguish) a third, perfectionist 
interpretation of "damage" by way of taking note of invasion biology's symbiotic relationship with 
restoration biology:  Restoration efforts often involve extirpating "invaders".  According to this perfectionist 
interpretation of "damage" (Simberloff here uses the word "destruction"), an ecosystem is damaged if it 
deviates from the trajectory of state and functional properties that (it is posited) it would have taken absent 
human-caused deflection.  This kind of "damage" is anchored in what Emma Marris (2011) calls a "baseline 
view" and what I call "the Marcel Marceau theory of nature's value" – even though Simberloff avoids the 
most extreme and least plausible version of these views according to which some baseline state should not 
just be made actual, but also maintained forever.  I discuss the difficulties of justifying a perfectionist 
normative stance elsewhere (Maier 2012, 272–284). 
5 http://www.biol.wwu.edu/hooper/10thingsforbiodiversity.pdf 
6 As one example among a multitude, ecologist Young Choi (2007, 35) suggests: 

Future-oriented restoration should focus on ecosystem functions rather than recomposition 
of species or the cosmetics of landscape surface.  If a person lost one of her or his legs, the 
physician would put a prosthetic leg [sic].  The primary purpose of the prosthetic is to 
rehabilitate the function of leg rather than to recompose original flesh and bones.  
Physicians call this process rehabilitation, not restoration. 

Choi makes the glaring yet terribly common and commonly condoned error of ignoring the critical 
normative elements of disanalogy in his analogy to human health:  A human amputee might well have an 
interest in restoring her ambulatory function. 

Nevertheless, an entire subdiscipline of ecology, complete with its own acronym – Biodiversity Ecosystem 
Studies (BEF) (Selmants et al., 2012, 723) – has emerged, firmly anchored in the notion that it makes sense 
to think in terms of paraplegic ecosystems. 

Ned Hettinger appears to make a similar mistake when, in this Conference's keynote address, he supposes 
(p. 9) that the normative implications of reduced autonomy for paraplegic (or enslaved) people transfers to 
ecosystems. 
7 Of course, Aldo Leopold (1949, 249), whose famous line, "A thing is right when it tends to preserve the 
integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community", heads this list of legions.  But in suggesting this 
"land ethic", Leopold is not responsible for the errors of those who claim that "ecosystem integrity" and 
"ecosystem health" refer to normatively important features of ecosystems that parallel the functional 
integrity and health of people. 
8 I make my point concerning how the health of an organism must differ in normatively salient ways from 
the health of an ecosystem by reference to people.  The choice of the organism Homo sapiens is a choice of 
convenience, not of principle. 
9 Of course, the suffering that poor health sometimes causes also contributes to the normative importance 
of health for individual organisms such as individual people.  But ecosystems do not suffer in any similar 
way that is normatively relevant. 
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10 This argument also is a central concern of Ned Hettinger's keynote address for this conference. 
11 The single-premise version of the Archetypal Anthropocene Argument in the main text has a two-
premise variant, which is often favored by those who promote projects involving the design, 
implementation, or management of "novel ecosystems".  The second premise of this variation is: 

P2: "Baseline norms" (as Marris 2011, 153 calls them) entail the rightness of "putting things back the way 
they were" (and which express the Marcel Marceau theory of nature's value) are not credible. 

As an aside, it's worth noting that Marris and many others who promote these novel ecosystem projects do 
not object to "baseline norms" (as I do) by calling into question the normative principle according to which 
a successful instance of ecosystem mimicry would be good.  Rather, their objections are grounded in the 
claim that baseline norms cannot be achieved (largely because of prohibitively large shifts in conditions 
and limited means) and that this circumstance has a negative psychological effect on people.  That is, you 
should avoid thinking in terms of baseline norms because that would doom you to "perpetual 
disappointment" (Marris 2011, 54–55).  Just two years later, the prognosis for this psychological malady 
had become significantly more bleak – a "spiral into a black hole of despair" according to Marris and 
colleagues (2013, 348).  Of course, the fact that it might not be possible to realize some good state of affairs 
does not make that state of affairs less good, although it may well entail that one ought not to act futilely, 
trying to make that state of affairs actual.  And the fact that a true proposition might make you sad is not a 
normatively important reason to believe that proposition false.  

Returning to the second premise of the two-premise variant:  While it appears to be true, it is not 
normatively relevant absent a third premise: 

P3: There exist only two possible norms for nature.  These are expressed either by baseline views or by the 
view that we ought to design, implement, or manage new ecosystems that satisfy human desires. 

I know of no one who has even attempted to argue for P3.  We should reject it – both because there is no 
reason to think that this speculation is true and because there is some reason to think that it is false.  
Contrary to what this dichotomy speculation supposes, Maier (2012, §8; 2013, §4) gives us reason to think 
that there are credible norms for nature's value – along lines that avoids both poles of the dichotomy. 

Aside from this unsound argument, the normative doctrine that seeks to justify novel ecosystem projects 
relies on the conceptual maneuver, which is the topic of §4 of the current paper. 

From a mother lode of recitations of the single-premise argument and its two-premise variant, here are a 
few nuggets:  In a 2007 Discovery News interview, landscape ecologist Erle Ellis says: 

The biosphere . . . [is] a system that’s already been transformed by human activity. . . . [So] 
we are responsible for the way that nature behaves now . . . and in the future. If we want to 
live in an environment that is desirable for all of us, it’s up to all of us to make that happen. 

He says much the same thing in 2011, inferring from the fact of widespread human influence on nature that 
"nature is something that [people] create" and that this is our "job" (that is, what we ought to do) 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XLCa1njCK0E.  Sometimes, Ellis (2011) – channeling  Stewart Brand's 
1968 Whole Earth Catalog credo, "We are as gods and might as well get good at it" – simply exudes giddy 
enthusiasm for the opportunity to remake the planet as we please, without encumbering himself (or us) 
with some reason for why we ought to share his enthusiasm for doing this. 

Echoing Ellis, ecologist Richard Hobbs and colleagues (2006, 5) infer from the single Premise – that "it is 
clear that humans all over the planet are assisting with the development of new ecosystems" – that "we 
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need to consider how best to manage these ecosystems, and utilize them for benefit to society".  James 
Harris et al. (2006, 173) move from observing the extent of human-induced change to recommending that 
"restoration" move towards creating ecosystems in the interest of "'restoring natural capital' and restoration 
of delivery of ecosystem goods and services".  Margaret Palmer and her colleagues (2004, 1252) echo Harris 
et al. on the impossibility of restoration.  On that basis they urge that, "systems… be designed… by means 
of a blend of technological innovations, coupled with novel mixtures of native species, that favor specific 
ecosystem functions".  Hobbs et al. (2009, 604), again observing the decreasing practical possibility of 
restorative mimicry (though not its normative irrelevance in principle), claim that the key normative 
principles that should guide management of an ecosystem derive from such considerations as its 
thermodynamic efficiency and how it might provide ecosystem goods and services.  Terrestrial ecologist 
Timothy Seastedt and his colleagues (Hobbs among them) (2008, 550, 551) similarly observe "that biotic and 
abiotic manipulations can be used to generate 'what we want' under conditions outside the HRV [historical 
range of variability] of the pre-existing system".  This observation is the basis on which they suggest that 
we ought to perform these manipulations to attain "important ecosystem services".  In stating this, these 
authors apparently express their belief about "what we want". 

Emma Marris (again), Joe Mascaro, and Erle Ellis (again) (2013, 347) deploy the same non sequitur: 

When [the goal of historical fidelity] is no longer tenable, or is reduced to a minor category 
of lands managed for museum-style pedagogic values or as shelters for precarious 
endangered species, then we, collectively, have to decide on management goals for every 
piece of land. 

These authors express their impatience for the coming of the day when "stakeholders" (see §3.3) 
will decide how to mine each acre for all the things that they might want from it: 

Everyone will be looking forward…, trying to balance all the potential values to be gained 
from every acre. 

Some philosophers, too, ply this argument.  Andrew Light and Allen Thompson join Eric Higgs (2013, 267) 
to observe that novel ecosystems predominate in the Anthropocene (the single, non-normative premise).  
To this they add that these systems might have some kind of value.  But this second (normative) 
proposition is not relevant to their conclusion, which is implicit in the one, salient question that these 
propositions suggests to them – namely, "what new goals ought to guide ecosystem intervention?" [my italic 
emphasis].  In other words, they mistakenly believe that their observations make it obvious that we ought 
to intervene, leaving only the question of "how?" 
12 Among those who deploy this argument, some, such as Allen Thompson (2009, 96), use the word 
"responsible" in a variant of premise P: "[The] fundamental conditions of the biosphere are something that, 
collectively, we are responsible for."  Thompson's statement yields the variant premise: 

P': People are responsible for transforming essentially every ecosystem on the planet. 

The word "responsible" in P' might make it seem inevitable that "human beings now shoulder the 
responsibility of planetary management", which expresses this variant conclusion: 

C': People are responsible for transforming essentially every ecosystem on the planet. 
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However, if "responsible" has the same meaning in P' and C', then C' merely repeats P'.  On the other hand, 
if "responsible" is taken in its causal sense in P' and in its normative sense in C', then the argument is 
unsound as it stands. 
13 Mental-state-given reasons are familiar from "Pascal's wager" and other, similar attempts to show that 
God exists. 
14 Neoclassical economists are not reluctant to invent and imagine markets when none actually exist – with 
such constructs as contingent evaluation, hedonic pricing, and "shadow" prices.  My remarks apply to all 
markets – real and imaginary.  That is because the normative foundation of them all is the precept that the 
mere fact that someone desires some thing constitutes a reason for acting to satisfy that desire. 
15 http://www.naturalcapitalproject.org/ 
16 The subtitle of Natural Capitalism's inspirational work (Daily and Ellison 2002) is The quest to make nature 
profitable. 
17 One of ecology's best-known and most reliable generalizations is Rapoport's rule, which states that 
terrestrial biodiversity increases as the latitudinal distance to the equator decreases.  As a corollary, the 
diversity of parasitic and infectious diseases is greatest in low latitudes.  It's therefore unsurprising that 
human infection rates are also highest in the tropics.  In other words, biodiversity is generally very bad for 
human health, and on a global scale. 
18 Even Gretchen Daily, the doyen of Natural Capitalism and the Natural Capital Project, seems aware of 
the poison fruit of her principles:  She is quoted as saying (Marris 2011, 166): 

If you are focused on carbon sequestration, you could plant fast-growing eucalyptus all 
over the planet. 

Of course, it is the fact that Natural Capitalist principles have no credible normative grounding, rather than 
their poisonous implications, which warrant their rejection. 
19 Inclusion of "stakeholders" features prominently as justification for decisions to pursue projects that 
Natural Capitalists endorse.  That is one reason why such stake-holding corporations as Rio Tinto exert 
great leverage in them.  Nor are some philosophers reluctant to appeal to stakeholders.  Andrew Light and 
Allen Thompson (along with Eric Higgs) (2013, 267) suggest that we should shun moral theory.  Instead, 
"we should… seek to find the greatest overlapping consensus" that "a variety of stakeholders" converge 
upon. 
20 Doak et al. (2014) focus on psychological facts concerning motivation and the sociological facts that polls 
can reveal. 
21 Light (2003, 244) suggests that that "get[ting] the right sort of pluralism" with regard to "practical 
environmental ethics" is an "empirical question".  So far as I can tell from Light’s explication of this 
suggestion, he means that we can find the right kind of environmental practice by performing social 
experiments. 
22 Sandler (2012, 22) suggests that "widespread preferences… toward good functioning and biodiverse 
ecosystems" and "membership in and contributions to environmental organizations" which advocate for 
"ecosystem integrity" (whatever that might be) show that these things are good.  He also states that 
"people's evaluative attitudes" are "the basis for natural value" (73n64) [my italic emphasis]; and stipulates 
that natural value is nothing more than "people's evaluative attitudes" (33).  Therefore, his statement 
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regarding natural value expresses the unhelpful proposition that people's evaluative attitudes are people's 
evaluative attitudes. 
23 Sarkar (2012, 152) states that "… the extent of human intervention permissible in a successful 
reconstruction remains a matter of cultural choice".  This is something that a sociologist can study and 
describe. 
24 In his keynote address, Ned claims that rewilding is justified when it restores "ecological processes".  By 
"ecological processes" in this context, he means "certain functional properties", such as the ecosystem 
property of having wolf-elk predation. 
25 In considering the restoration of a forest, Elliot (2003, 386) states, "the regenerated environment does not 
have the right kind of continuity with the forest that stood there initially" [my italic emphasis].  And he 
speaks (2003, 384) of "primeval nature" having "a special kind of continuity with the past" [my italic 
emphasis].  He reveals that by this, he means, "not… shaped by human hands". 
26 Rolston utilizes the metaphor of nature-as-story-told in several contexts.  In his striking deployment of 
the metaphor with regard to species, he states (1995, 523), "to superkill a particular species is to shut down 
a story of many millennia and leave no future possibilities." 
27 This is what Marris (2011) calls "baseline views", which undergird traditional restoration-as-mimicry. 
28 Many who advocate conservation-as-development-project make abundant use of the phrase "X has 
conservation value", where X typically is some natural entity such as a species or biotope.  When the 
context of its use omits any further characterization of what kind of value this might be, we must rely on 
the keyword "conservation" to characterize it:  Conservation value, when attributed to some entity X is that 
kind of value, which justifies a project to conserve X.  This, however, is not so much a characterization of a 
kind of value as a characterization of the justificatory role of some reason, which the mere attribution of 
"conservation value" does not itself supply.  The attribution merely marks the place where we are owed a 
reason.  Those who use this rubric apparently have the mistaken belief that their use of the phrase does 
supply a reason because they do not make good on this debt.  In sum, the proposition, "X has conservation 
value" is not a substantive normative proposition, despite the fact it is customarily deployed as if it were. 

In a similar vein, many use the phrase "ecological value" to characterize some feature or component of an 
ecosystem.  This is not a reason to think that feature or component good.  Rather, it is a promissory note to 
supply such a reason.  Those who use this phrase, too, appear not to realize that making some substantive 
normative claim about ecological value requires that they make good on this promise. 

Draft Copy: Do Not Cite or Distribute Without Author's Permission




