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Biotic Welfare vs. Biodiversity:   

Non-anthropocentric Conservation in the Anthropocene 
 

Threats to Biocentrism 

 The outlook for non-anthropocentric conservation ethics in the Anthropocene is grim.  

Biocentrism is in retreat, hard pressed by at least four major threats: 

 

Threat 1:  The Pragmatic Turn:  Many environmental ethicists have been pragmatists, and 

pragmatists tend toward anthropocentrism.  But in their influential book Environmental Values 

John O’Neill, Alan Holland and Andrew Light, arguing from an anthropocentric, pluralistic, and 

pragmatic view, launch a broadside against biocentric ethics.
1
   They maintain that biocentrism is 

superfluous, since conservation initiatives that succeed with the public or in the policy arena 

nearly always rely on anthropocentric arguments.  They think that biocentric ethics stretches 

such concepts as health, welfare or intrinsic value so far that they lose their human meaning; that 

it makes too many things morally considerable, straining human sensibilities and depriving 

morality of salience and motivating power; that it employs a vocabulary so abstract that is 

insensitive to our attachments for the local and particular.  People, they say, will make great 

sacrifices to protect their homes and lands, but not to protect “biodiversity.”  Thus biocentrism is 

pragmatically ineffective; it “does not produce some special set of moral trumps that overrides 

considerations of human justice and human interests.”
2
 

 

Threat 2:  Attack on Holistic Biocentrism:  It is widely assumed that entities can be directly 

morally considerable only if they have goods of their own.  But many have argued that species 

and ecosystems are not goal-directed and hence are not the kinds of things that can have goods of 

their own.
3
  If true, these claims rule out the direct moral considerability of both species and 

ecosystems.  Conservation biology, which at its inception flirted with such non-anthropocentric 

holism, now relies increasingly on economic valuation of species and “ecosystem services.”  The 

disappearances a decade or so ago of the International Society for Ecosystem Health and its 

short-lived journal Ecosystem Health are perhaps symptomatic of a general failure to find 

plausible goals and goods for ecosystems.
4
  

 

Threat 3:  Attack on the Value of Biodiversity:  In What’s So Good about Biodiversity?
5
  Don 

Maier has produced a painstaking and devastating critique of the confusions and logical missteps 

involved in ascribing value to biodiversity per se.  Much of his fire is directed against the 

anthropocentric valuing of biodiversity that dominates conservation biology.  But his criticisms 

also weigh heavily against non-anthropocentric accounts of biodiversity’s value.  The book’s 

richness defies summary, so I’ll list only a small sample of his conclusions: 
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 Biodiversity is fungible; that is, it is unaffected if we remove, say, some species and 

replace them by species not already present.  

 Biodiversity need not be conceptually tied to place; there is no reason in principle why it 

could not be preserved ex situ. 

 If biodiversity is valuable, then there seems to be no good reason not also to enhance it—

by, for example, introducing non-native or even artificial life-forms. 

Of course the bare concept of biodiversity can be elaborated by various value assumptions that 

block such conclusions.  But then it is these assumptions themselves, not the value of biological 

diversity per se, that carry the ethical burden.  Maier infers biodiversity per se has no value that 

could ground its moral considerability. 

 

Threat 4:  Disintegration of Ecosystems:  As climate change warms the earth, species ranges are 

moving at differential rates to higher altitudes or latitudes, pulling ecosystems apart.  Extinctions, 

habitat destruction and biological invasions are accelerating, augmenting this disintegration.  

Ecosystem preservation therefore may soon become largely a lost cause.  While threat 2 merely 

erodes belief in the intrinsic value of ecosystems, threat 4 is the global erosion of ecosystems 

themselves.  

   

Assessment of the Threats 
 How serious are these threats to biocentrism?  I’ll briefly assess each, noting what in 

biocentrism it leaves unscathed. 

 

Threat 1:  The Pragmatic Turn:  O’Neill, Holland and Light have a point:  biocentrism is a hard 

sell both to policymakers and the public.  But it doesn’t follow that environmental ethicists 

should abandon biocentric consciousness-raising.  Public policy is not the only field in which 

ethics operates.  Biocentrism finds roles in film, music, the visual arts and literature.  It is taught 

in universities and preached from pulpits.  It influences our private lives:  what we hope for, the 

careers we choose, the sorts of energy we depend on, what we buy, and what we eat.  These 

things ultimately affect politics.  It is true that climate change and other environmental 

emergencies demand urgent action in the public arena where anthropocentric arguments work 

best.  Still, we can advance biocentrism simultaneously in a far-sighted effort at moral reform.   

 

Threat 2:  Attack on Holistic Biocentrism:  Species holism and ecocentric ethics still have 

advocates, but they lack decisive arguments and plausible measures of non-anthropocentric 

value.  The main criticism of holism is that holistic entities, such as species and ecosystems, are 

not goal-directed and hence lack goods of their own.  But that criticism is inapplicable to living 

organisms, which are goal-directed and do have goods of their own.  Thus biocentric 

individualism is not vulnerable to the main attack on biocentric holism.   

 

Threat 3:  Attack on the Value of Biodiversity:  Maier may well be right that biodiversity per se 

has no non-anthropocentric intrinsic value.  Yet certainly biodiversity fortifies life against 

extinction; the greater the diversity of species and genetic diversity within species, the better are 

the chances that life will endure whatever catastrophes befall.  Hence if the perpetuation of living 

individuals is non-anthropocentrically valuable, then biodiversity is instrumentally valuable to 

that end.  There may, in other words, be conceptual resources within biocentric individualism to 

justify biodiversity conservation.  
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Threat 4:  Disintegration of Ecosystems:  This is just a fact.  We may be able to save some 

ecosystems.  But their survival will be merely a matter of degree.  There is no clear answer to the 

question “when does an ecosystem change so much that it becomes another ecosystem?”  The 

transformations now taking place are not like the death of an organism, but rather like the 

evolution of one community into another.  Some of the relationships constituting that community 

dissolve, but new ones emerge.  If non-anthropocentric value resides fundamentally in 

individuals, rather than ecosystems, it does not depend directly on the nebulous issue of whether 

ecosystems themselves are preserved, but rather on how well, collectively, individual organisms 

are doing and on the prospects for future individuals.  Of course today such transformations 

amount, more often than not, to degradation of both ecosystems and individuals, so that value is 

lost either way.  Still we might preserve much life in the novel ecosystems that will (perhaps 

with our help) emerge—provided that we preserve habitat in which they can emerge. 

 

 In sum, ecocentrism is, or will soon become, largely unworkable.  Biodiversity, though 

instrumentally valuable for the perpetuation of living things, does not itself have any 

demonstrable form intrinsic non-anthropocentric value.  Arguments for the intrinsic value of 

species are inconclusive, though, as with biodiversity preservation, species preservation is in 

practice instrumentally necessary for the perpetuation of individuals.  But biocentric 

individualism is so far untouched by these criticisms.    

 

Intrinsic Value and Biotic Welfare 

 There is another pressure on biocentrism generally:  critiques of the various notions of 

non-anthropocentric intrinsic value.  Beginning with John O’Neill’s careful analysis in 1992,
6
 the 

multiply ambiguous idea of non-anthropocentric intrinsic value has also met with increasing 

skepticism.  I am one of the critics, having argued that the only defensible notion of non-

anthropocentric goodness is simply goodness-for a living thing—its welfare—and hence that the 

better off living things are the more non-anthropocentric value there is.
7
  This sort of value is 

objective; it existed even before there were humans and hence is wholly independent of our 

cognition.  But it is the not value of living beings themselves, which is what many theorists have 

meant by “intrinsic value.”  Instead, it is, for each, the degree of its flourishing, understood in 

terms of its goals, not of ours. 

 On non-welfare conceptions of intrinsic value, no one has ever plausibly defined how 

much of it there is or how valuable a given entity or condition is relative to any other.  But 

welfare comparisons are feasible, indeed commonplace, in the human case, and they can be 

generalized to life more broadly.
8
  I am not, of course, referring to the measures of welfare 

prevalent in so-called “welfare economics,” which is based on subjective human preferences—

or, more accurately, on willingness to pay—and thus grossly misrepresents actual well-being.
9
  

Rather, I mean more objective notions of welfare, such as those used in the now-popular 

capabilities approaches to ethics or by so-called “objective-list” theories, which posit a plurality 
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of human goods.  Human welfare, according to such notions, consists of such objectively 

assessable conditions as health, freedom from poverty and oppression, adequate education, and 

the like.  These are objective and often measurable criteria that can be used in policymaking at 

least as readily as can the ubiquitous but ultimately subjective monetary values of neoclassical 

economics.  

 Such notions of objective welfare can, moreover, be generalized from human to non-

human individuals.  There is a kind of good that all living beings (including all sentient beings 

and all human beings) share, though its manifestation varies across species:  the good of the 

living organism as such—which is, to a first approximation, its health.   

 More precisely, I have argued, it is the degree of an organism’s autopoietic functioning.
10

  

Autopoietic functions are those tend to establish, maintain or enhance survivability or health, 

e.g.: capturing sunlight, water or nutrients, resisting disease, respiring, healing injuries, growing, 

eliminating wastes, and so on.  I call this good biotic welfare.   

 Biotic welfare is most naturally conceived on a non-negative scale.  Zero, the lowest 

value, represents complete absence of autopoietic functioning—that is, death.   Complex 

organisms, which are capable of many forms of autopoietic functioning, can achieve higher 

levels of biotic welfare than those that are capable only of a few.  It follows that the capacity for 

biotic welfare is not equal among species.  The resulting biocentrism is therefore not egalitarian.   

 Sentient and cultural beings have still further levels of complexity and so their welfare is 

potentially of still greater value.  For sentient beings, enjoyment is good, in addition to biotic 

welfare, and suffering is bad.  Humans, who are highly creative, cultural, and intermittently 

rational beings, can institute other novel sorts of goods.
11

  A complete biocentrism would account 

for these forms of welfare, too.
12

  But, to keep things simple, I here consider only the most 

fundamental form, the biotic one—which, roughly speaking, is health. 

 

Measuring Welfare 

 Biotic welfare is an objective quality, or set of objective qualities.  But on what scale can 

we measure it?  None.  There is no reason to suppose that degrees of welfare for living beings or 

aggregate degrees of welfare for populations of them can be linearly ordered, like a scale of 

temperature.  But they are partially ordered, like a network.  Partially ordered values cannot be 

represented on a numerical scale.  Yet some are greater than, less than or equal to others, even 

though not all are comparable in these ways.  The welfare of a healthy tree, for example, is 

greater than the welfare of diseased tree of the same age and kind.  The welfares of identical 

organisms in identical conditions are equal.  In other instances, however, welfares are 

incomparable.  The welfare of a healthy tamarack tree is, for example, probably neither greater 

than nor less than nor equal to the welfare of a healthy (but, let us assume, also non-sentient) 

tarantula.  Tarantulas and tamaracks are so different that their welfares are incomparable.  But 

not always; presumably, a healthy tamarack has greater welfare than a nearly dead tarantula, 

whose welfare level is approaching zero. 

 We can also assess the welfare of a set or population of organisms by adding together 

their individual welfare values.  Surprisingly, even though biotic welfare values cannot be 

expressed numerically, the Swedish philosopher Erik Carlson has developed a general, formal, 
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and non-arbitrary way to make sense of sums of sometimes incomparable values.
13

  Such sums 

may or may not be incomparable with one another, just as the welfare values for individuals are.  

Remarkably, however, sometimes the sum of a set of mutually incomparable values is 

comparable to them all and to even to some values with which they are not comparable.  I call 

this phenomenon emergent comparability.
14

   Even with emergent comparability, however, 

considerable incomparability persists 

 This may seem fatal to rational decision-making.  But fortunately it is not.  In actual 

decision-making some of the choices before us usually yield lower aggregate welfare than others.  

These can be set aside.  The only troubling incomparabilities, then, are among those options that 

are worse than no other.  When faced with an array of such incomparable but unsurpassed 

options, we cannot choose the best, because there is no best.  We cannot, in other words, 

maximize welfare as classical consequentialists aim to do.  But if we have no other information 

to go on, then it is rational to select any of them.
15

    

 

Biocentric Minimalism and Species Ethics 

 Biocentric individualism thus still seems defensible, at least insofar as it is based on the 

value of biotic welfare.  Perhaps some holistic forms of biocentrism remain defensible as well.  

But it is reassuring to know that even if not, we can still fall back on a minimal individualistic 

form.   

 Actually, I think the situation is better than that; for, as I will argue in this section, 

biocentric individualism based on objective biotic welfare can account for much of what holists 

find important in a non-anthropocentric ethic. 

 Biocentric individualism is often thought incomplete since, for example, the welfare of a 

species is not reducible to the welfare of its members.  Predation by wolves, for instance, keeps a 

caribou herd fit, benefitting the species, but it is certainly bad for individual caribou.  This 

example and many others demonstrate that the welfare of a species is distinct from the welfare of 

its members—if we count only the present members.  But, since a species lasts longer than any of 

it members, its welfare at a given time need not consist only of the welfare of its present 

members. Conservation biologists tell us a species is doing well if, among other things, its 

members are healthy, sustainably numerous, widely distributed geographically (which protects 

the species from localized threats), and genetically diverse.  That is, it is doing well to the extent 

that its members are doing well now and the prospects for future members are good.   

 That can be understood as an analysis in individualistic terms.  But this analysis depends 

on two major assumptions.   The first is that the welfare of a species is not just the aggregate 

welfare of its present members, but the promise of welfare for its future members.  In other 

words, the welfare of prospective future members of a species count toward the welfare of the 

species today.  More deeply, this assumption presupposes that future welfare has value and that 

its value is not diminished by distance from us in time.
16

 

 The analysis also assumes that welfare can be aggregated; and, other things being equal, 

the more of it the better.  A population of many healthy living things has, in other words, greater 
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welfare than a population of few or none.   Therefore the better the prospects are for the long-

term perpetuation of a species, the greater is the welfare of that species today.   The only value 

under consideration is the aggregate welfare of present and future members of the species.  Yet it 

amounts to a non-anthropocentric value associated with the species—a value that is typically far 

larger than the aggregate welfare value of its current members.  Even if species have no intrinsic 

value apart from this, their non-anthropocentric value is great.  Thus, though it is a minimal form 

of biocentrism, biocentric individualism has surprisingly strong implications for species. 

 

The End of Conservation:  Biotic Welfare vs. Biodiversity 
 What, then, of biodiversity protection, the primary goal of conservation biology over the 

last couple of decades?  Maier may be right in maintaining that biodiversity per se (and hence 

the sheer variety of species) has no intrinsic non-anthropocentric value.  Still that diversity is 

crucial to life’s welfare and survival.  We can, of course, imagine high biotic welfare without 

biodiversity.  Think, for example, of a planet with huge numbers of healthy individuals, all of a 

single species.  That might be possible for a time, provided that these organisms were simple and 

self-sufficient.  But sooner or later, without complementary organisms with which to form 

ecological cycles, they would almost surely exhaust their resources.  And unless they diversified 

and evolved, they would almost certainly face extinction as environmental conditions changed.  

So even though biodiversity may have no special intrinsic value, it is in practice necessaryfor 

life’s long-term survival.  We can at minimum, then, understand biodiversity as instrumentally 

valuable for fending off future loss of biotic welfare.  Non-anthropocentric conservation ethics 

can thus retain the goal of biodiversity protection—but as a means, not as an end.  The end 

would be the welfare of life, in the form of present and future living individuals. 

 And what of ecosystems?  I see little hope of preserving most of them through the severe 

and rapid global climate change that is now all but inevitable.  Yet, as was just noted, the 

preservation of life itself requires biodiversity, which in practice demands ample and diverse 

habitats.  Many ecosystems will be so thoroughly transformed that they will lose their identity—

and we may account the transformation as destruciton.  But, even if we can’t preserve 

ecosystems, we can still defend habitat.  Conservation must therefore focus on the protection of 

habitats in which new ecosystems can emerge.  Even habitat, however, is only a means to an end.  

For those of us who remain die-hard non-anthropocentrists, the end is, or should be, long-term 

perpetuation of the biotic welfare of living beings. 

 


