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Chapter 11.  Should biodiversity be conserved for its aesthetic value? 

§11.1 — Aesthetic value 

The previous four chapters considered whether conservation goals are supported by intrinsic 
value arguments. We found that extensionist arguments provide strong support for conserving 
sentient animals and possibly the habitats on which they depend. However, these arguments 
do not extend to non-sentient organisms and ecological wholes. Unfortunately, a 
communitarian argument fares no better. Where, then, does this leave us as 
environmentalists? The first part of this book found that instrumental-value defenses provide 
only partial support for environmentalism. This shortcoming motivated the exploration of 
intrinsic-value arguments as, potentially, a source of more comprehensive justification. Now, 
after a careful consideration of those arguments and their limitations, it seems that elements of 
the environmentalist agenda continue to lack rational support. 

Some environmentalists who find themselves in this predicament turn to aesthetic-
value defenses of conservation. They argue that certain organisms, species, and ecosystems 
ought to be conserved just because they are beautiful. This idea has prima-facia appeal for at 
least two reasons. First, beauty is a strong motivator for those who appreciate it. Environmental 
organizations often capitalize on this fact, presenting endangered species and habitats in the 
most appealing light possible. By the same token, emphasizing the more grotesque features of 
an industrial project is an effective way to rally opposition against it. Indeed, much of the 
‘discourse’ over environmental issues already happens at an aesthetic level. If aesthetic values 
could be made explicit and treated systematically by a philosophical theory, then perhaps the 
promotion of natural beauty could become a central plank of conservation policy.  

A second reason why some environmentalists are drawn to aesthetic value is because of 
its historical influence. Aldo Leopold’s canonical formulation of the land ethic: “A thing is right 
when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community,” seems to 
place beauty on a par with stability and integrity. Contemporary environmentalists like Paul and 
Anne Ehrlich (1992) also identify aesthetic value as an important reason to conserve 
biodiversity. But the most impressive example of aesthetic justification occurred during the 
19th Century, with the establishment of National Parks at Yosemite and Yellowstone. Efforts 
began in 1860 when Thomas Star King, a prominent Unitarian minister, published a series of 
travel letters describing the natural beauty of Yosemite and the impending threat of 
settlement. These letters prompted Frederick Law Olmstead to visit Yosemite in 1863 and he 
soon joined the campaign for its conservation. Olmstead is reported to have employed artists 
and photographers to depict the natural beauty of Yosemite, whose work he then presented to 



Congress alongside scientific findings of the Geological Survey of California (Huth, 1948). In 
1864, a bill was passed establishing a land grant to partially protect the Yosemite Valley, with 
Olmstead appointed as its chief commissioner. Olmstead continued to emphasize the aesthetic 
qualities of Yosemite, arguing that the preservation of scenic beauty was the “primary reason 
for its existence” (Hargrove, 1992). Examples such as this remind us that aesthetic value ought 
to be given serious philosophical consideration as a reason to conserve biodiversity. 
Philosopher J. Baird Callicott goes so far as to proclaim that, “In the conservation and resource 
management arena, natural aesthetics has, indeed, been much more influential historically than 
environmental ethics” (Callicott, 2008, p. 106). 

However, despite these prima-facia considerations, both professional philosophers and 
environmentalists have paid relatively little attention to the aesthetic values that are found in 
nature. Simple disciplinary inertia might account for the philosophers’ oversight. The field of 
aesthetics, a fairly small philosophical sub-discipline to begin with, has focused primarily on 
human artefacts (painting, music, literature, etc.) in lieu of naturally occurring objects 
(Hepburn, 1966). This focus has only started to shift during the last few decades with the 
emergence of environmental aesthetics as a research program (Carlson and Lintott, 2008). 
Nonetheless, even within this field, relatively little attention has been paid to the link between 
aesthetics and conservation. Philosophers have been much more interested in the question, 
What makes some natural object or scene beautiful? than in the question, Should species or 
ecosystems be conserved simply because they are beautiful?  

When it comes to the majority of environmentalists, a very different explanation for 
their neglect of aesthetic value seems likely. Judgments about beauty are commonly regarded 
as nothing more than an expression of personal preference. For example, we can easily imagine 
someone who prefers the sight of a large dam over a freely flowing river — perhaps because 
she has specialized interests in hydroelectric engineering. It is difficult to explain why, despite 
such individual preferences, the unobstructed river is in fact more beautiful. The temptation, 
rather, is to label all such judgments ‘subjective’ under the platitude that beauty lies in the eye 
of the beholder.  

Most philosophers reject this subjectivist account of beauty for reasons that will be 
considered momentarily. However, the popularity of this attitude seems to have dissuaded 
some thinkers from seriously entertaining aesthetic arguments for conservation.  As 
philosopher T.J. Diffey observes:  

“One of the reasons why the beauty of an area may not be a sufficient reason 
to protect it against the building of power stations, motorways, airports, and 
the like, I believe, is the popular philosophical belief that beauty is merely a 
matter of personal liking. I do not mean that professional philosophers think 
this; rather it is a popular philosophical belief that… is now entrenched within 
our mass consciousness.” (Diffey, 2000, p 141)   

According to Diffey, this popular attitude prevents aesthetic values from being publically raised 
during policy debates. A central tenet of modern democracy, he notes, is that individual 
preferences have no moral claim on the majority. In other words, we are free to pursue our 



individual preferences, within reason, but we cannot demand of society that they be satisfied 
— especially when doing so imposes an economic burden (see also Smith, 2000). Hence, if 
aesthetic value is regarded (accurately or not) as the mere expression of a personal preference, 
this would undermine its currency as a legitimate public concern. As Diffey poses the question: 
“Why should my preference for wild heathland be expected to carry any greater weight with a 
judicial tribunal than my liking, say, for strawberry ice-cream?”    

Diffey recommends that environmentalists would do better, strategically, to avoid 
aesthetic value arguments and focus instead on instrumental benefits. However, the problem 
with this suggestion, as we have seen (in Part I), is that instrumental-value arguments do not 
provide comprehensive support for the environmentalist agenda.  

In response to Diffey, it might be argued that he is underestimating the potential 
influence of aesthetic value on policy decisions. There are historical examples (like the 
establishment of Yosemite and Yellowstone) where aesthetic considerations have influenced 
public debate. It might be true that, in recent years, popular attitudes have shifted towards a 
more subjectivist understanding of aesthetic judgment. However, if this attitude is indeed 
mistaken, then the appropriate response is to combat this misconception rather than to abide 
it.  

 Why, then, do most philosophers reject the platitude that beauty is merely in the eye of 
the beholder?  It is important to clarify the meaning of this phrase. It means that judgments 
about aesthetic value tend to vary from one individual to the next, and, more importantly, that 
there is no rational way to resolve such disagreements. This is why judgments about beauty are 
regarded as merely the expression of a personal preference. Preferences tend to vary among 
individuals, as is demonstrated by our idiosyncratic tastes for certain types of food or 
entertainment. Moreover, we tend to think that everyone is ‘entitled’ to his or her own 
preferences, so that it would be nothing short of a conceptual mistake to tell someone that 
they really ought to prefer something which they decidedly do not enjoy. If judgments about 
beauty are nothing more than the expression of personal preference, this would imply that 
there is no rational basis for resolving aesthetic disagreement.  

 Now, it is hard to deny that people prefer different species and ecosystems. Our 
example of the hydroelectric engineer was meant to acknowledge this variation. The pertinent 
question, however, is whether the aesthetic value of those habitats, or any object, consists in 
nothing more than individual preferences. In other words, is beauty merely in the eye of the 
beholder? Or, are there general standards of beauty that transcend the preferences of a given 
individual? 

At this stage, it is perhaps important to remind the reader of our earlier distinction 
between different forms of intrinsic value. Recall that intrinsic value need not be a mind-
independent property that exists ‘out there’ in the world, as what we defined in §1.6.1 as 
‘objective intrinsic value.’ Intrinsic value can also be relational, in the sense that it arises out of 
an interaction between subject and object. A fairly general form of relational value involves the 
triggering of psychological dispositions that are common across human cultures. A less general 
form of relational value triggers psychological dispositions that are shared by members of a 
particular culture. The most limited form of intrinsic value is idiosyncratic to an individual. The 



subjectivist view, that beauty lies merely in the eye of the beholder, assumes that idiosyncratic 
intrinsic value is the only plausible account of aesthetic value.  

Let’s consider why many philosophers disagree with this claim. Perhaps the most 
influential objection appeals to the way aesthetic concerns are commonly discussed in our daily 
lives. It is generally considered reasonable to challenge an aesthetic judgment—to argue that it 
is mistaken—in a way that it would be unreasonable to challenge a judgment of personal 
preference. This practice suggests that aesthetic judgments make a claim to authority (they 
command assent or agreement) in a way that would make no sense if they were merely 
expressions of individual preference. To illustrate, consider the following two judgments.  

Judgment of individual preference: Sally and Jim are eating ice cream. Jim is 
enjoying strawberry flavour and Sally, his friend, is enjoying chocolate. Jim turns 
to Sally and says, “strawberry tastes better than chocolate.”   

Aesthetic judgment: Felicity and Sean are visiting an art gallery. They enter a 
wing exhibiting several works by the post-impressionist painter Paul Gauguin. 
After careful inspection of the work, Felicity turns to Sean and says, “Gaugin’s 
work has no business being presented in this gallery. It is simply not impressive 
artwork.” 

The difference between these two judgments can be illustrated by imagining how disagreement 
would proceed. Suppose, for example, that Sally disagrees with Jim about his preference for 
strawberry ice cream. She might inquire whether his opinion is well informed: “have you tried 
chocolate lately? Have you tried it from this shop?” However, were Jim to insist that strawberry 
ice cream tastes better than chocolate, there would be no reasonable grounds on which Sally 
could disagree. That is, there is no sense in which she could insist that his judgment is mistaken. 
Jim is, as they say, entitled to his opinion.  

 Now consider the disagreement between Sean and Felicity. Notice that Felicity isn’t 
merely claiming that she doesn’t enjoy the work of Gaugin. Rather, she is making a normative 
judgment about the value of his work. We might interpret her as saying that anyone who 
considers carefully the work of Gaugin ought not to find it aesthetically valuable. Once again, 
Sean might inquire into whether her judgment is well informed. This might involve asking 
whether Felicity is familiar with the historical and cultural context in which Gaugin’s work is 
situated. Has she familiarized herself with the appropriate standards, in other words, according 
to which this kind of work is appropriately judged? If Felicity is indeed familiar with the 
standards for judging the relevant genre of artwork, but she persists in her judgment that 
Gaugin’s work lacks aesthetic value, it is perfectly reasonable for Sean to insist that her 
judgment is mistaken. Felicity “just doesn’t get it,” one might say. 

 The fact that most people find it sensible to debate the accuracy of aesthetic judgments 
suggests that we as a society adhere to certain shared standards. As mentioned earlier, some of 
those standards might emerge out of cultural traditions, like a particular genre of painting or 
music. Other aesthetic standards might be shared more broadly across cultures. According to 
E.O. Wilson’s Biophilia Hypothesis (1984) most humans share an affinity for diverse and 
unmodified habitats. Similar ideas have been explored in greater detail under the banner of 



prospect-refuge theory (Appleton, 1988, 1996). More recently, philosopher Stephen Davies 
(2012) has identified a number of animal attributes for which most humans, arguably, share an 
evolved appreciation. A review of these evolutionary accounts of aesthetic value would take us 
beyond the scope of this chapter. The central point is that while some aesthetic judgments 
might turn out to be merely idiosyncratic, many others are grounded in values that are 
culturally and, perhaps, biologically shared (see also Stokes, 2007, Dutton, 2009).  

This discussion has brought us to the edge of a very challenging philosophical topic. It is 
not our current aim to develop a positive account of the inter-subjective validity of aesthetic 
judgment. Our more modest goal has been to challenge the popular view that all aesthetic 
judgment boils down to the mere expression of personal preference. We have suggested that 
some environmentalists shy away from aesthetic value as a justification for conservation, not 
because they see aesthetic value as illegitimate, but rather because the general public equates 
aesthetic judgment with an expression of personal preference. We have explained how this 
amounts to an extreme view, in the sense that it disregards alternative forms of relational 
value. We have also noted that the way in which people tend to discuss aesthetic value differs 
markedly from their discussion of personal preference. This tendency alone seems to indicate 
the existence of shared aesthetic standards. Some of those standards might arise out of 
particular cultural traditions. Others might be common to most members of our species. Taken 
together, these considerations suggest that aesthetic value ought not to be dismissed out of 
hand merely as the expression of an idiosyncratic preference. The remainder of this chapter will 
explore philosophical arguments for why aesthetic value might serve as a basis for conserving 
the kinds of entities (e.g. species, ecosystems, and other non-sentient entities) that 
environmentalists aim to protect.  

 

§11.2 — Russow, Sober, and the duty to conserve artwork  

Two of the earliest attempts to draw a link between environmentalism and aesthetic value 
were presented independently by two philosophers who publish primarily in other fields. Lilly-
Marelene Russow has contributed mostly to the field of bioethics, and Elliott Sober is a 
renowned philosopher of science. This perhaps explains why their work has a different focus 
than most papers in environmental aesthetics. For example, neither philosopher attempts to 
give an account of what makes certain natural objects beautiful. Instead, their goal is to make 
sense of the intrinsic values that environmentalists claim to locate in ecological wholes, like 
species and ecosystems. Drawing on many of the same arguments that were outlined in 
Chapters 9 and 10, both Russow (1981) and Sober (1986) find it implausible that ecological 
wholes have moral standing. Instead, they argue that certain environmental goals are more 
reasonably grounded in aesthetic value and the duty to conserve beautiful objects.  

Russow and Sober identify three factors that are thought to enhance the value of a 
species or ecosystem: rarity, historical origin, and context. They then argue that these factors 
cannot plausibly be associated with ethical value, but that they are quite easily understood as 
factors contributing to aesthetic value. Let’s consider each factor individually.  

 



§11.2.1 — Rarity can increase aesthetic value.  

Russow (1981) invites us to compare two individual whales: one belonging to an endangered 
species of blue whale (Balaenoptera musculus), the other a common species of right whale 
(Eubalaena australis). By hypothesis, let’s assume that both organisms enjoy the same level of 
sentience, have the same capacity for flourishing, play the same functional roles in their 
ecosystems, and are members of the same biotic communities. In these ethically relevant 
respects the two individuals are indistinguishable. Recall from Chapter 7 on methodology in 
philosophical that universalizability (judging similar cases similarly) is a logical requirement of 
ethical judgments. Hence, if the two whales are identical in their morally relevant properties, 
there is no ethical justification for treating them differently.  

But now suppose that we are confronted with a choice about which whale to save from 
a tragic situation. Both animals are locked in individual pockets of water which are surrounded 
by expanses of sea ice. The ice is rapidly closing in and will soon prevent access to the surface, 
at which point the animals will drown. Fortunately, we are able to break one whale free.  
Unfortunately, there is not enough time to save them both. Which animal should we rescue?  

From a strictly ethical perspective there is no rational basis for choosing one whale over 
the other. This is a classical moral dilemma in which you are damned if you do and damned if 
you don’t. However, in terms of their conservation value the animals are far from equal. Most 
people would be outraged if a member of an endangered species were to be sacrificed in 
favour of a member of a common one. But as we have seen, placing such value on rarity makes 
no sense from a strictly ethical perspective (see §9.2.5 for further discussion).  

 Russow and Sober point out, however, that rarity often enhances the value of artwork. 
To illustrate, they cite examples of renowned paintings whose value is enhanced when items 
from the same artist or period are scarce. Perhaps an even more illustrative example is the 
value of heritage listed architecture. Buildings can have a high degree of aesthetic value, 
especially when they are good representatives of a particular historical period. For example, in 
many contemporary North American cities, good examples of Victorian architecture are often 
heritage protected. Little attention was paid to their destruction when this style of building was 
common. However, as buildings from the period became scarce, heritage societies started 
speaking out in favour of their protection. It is now seen as something of a tragedy when good 
examples from this period are lost. The point that Russow and Sober are making is that the 
value which environmentalists place on rarity aligns much better with our treatment of 
aesthetically valuable objects than it does with our treatment of ethically valuable organisms.  

 

§11.2.2 — Aesthetic value is sensitive to authenticity of origin   

In our presentation of the environmentalist agenda (Chapter 1) it was noted that domesticated 
species tend to be regarded as less valuable than their naturally occurring counterparts. Russow 
(1981) illustrates this attitude with the example of laboratory bred strains of mice. Strains from 
genetically distinct lineages are no less distinctive than naturally occurring subspecies, like the 
Florida panther (see §9.3.2). Yet, engineered strains of mice are allowed to go extinct without 



any objection from most environmentalists. Presumably, such strains are considered less 
valuable because of the ‘unnatural’ influence on their evolution.  

Environmentalists also have tended to prefer relatively unaltered or ‘pristine’ 
environments over ones that have been more heavily impacted by humans. This issue has 
emerged in debates over restoration ecology. In his influential article “Faking Nature” (1998), 
philosopher Robert Elliott argues that a restored landscape is inherently less valuable than the 
one it was constructed to resemble. He describes an actual case in which a mining company 
proposed to restore a landscape to its former state after stripping it of precious metals. The 
restoration was to be so meticulous that nature lovers would discern no impact once the 
project was complete. However, members of the Environmental Commission responsible for 
evaluating this proposal argued that perfect restoration is impossible, even in principle:  

“…even if, contrary to the overwhelming weight of evidence before the 
Commission, successful rehabilitation of the flora after mining is found to be 
ecologically possible on all mined sites on the Island… the overall impression 
of a wild, uncultivated island refuge will be destroyed forever by mining.” 
(quoted in Elliott, 1998, p 82) 

Their point was that the very knowledge that the site had been reconstructed by human hands 
would rob it of value. Elliot argues that this sentiment reveals that, as in the case of artwork, 
the value of a natural landscape depends on the process by which it originated. Natural 
landscapes, he claims, are authentic only if they were created by ecological, evolutionary and 
geological processes that unfold over extended periods without intervention by humans.   

 It is difficult to justify this sentiment in terms of the values that were explored in any of 
the previous chapters of this book. By hypothesis, the two ecosystems are no different in their 
ability to provide ecosystem services, in their provision of medicines or food, in the recreational 
opportunities that they afford, etc. So there is no instrumental reason to prefer the original 
habitat over the restored one. Nor is this judgment justified in terms of the intrinsic values that 
are often associated with ecological wholes. In Chapter 9, we noted that the very distinction 
between natural and unnatural is hopelessly confused. On the one hand, humans are regarded 
by environmentalists as a part of nature. On the other hand, they are seen as somehow 
separate from nature. But even if this issue could be sorted out, the inference from natural 
origin to enhanced value is fallacious for a further reason: it is guilty of the naturalistic fallacy 
that was outlined in §9.2.1, and/or the origin fallacy outlined in §9.2.3.   

Once again, this component of the environmentalist agenda looks to be grounded in an 
aesthetic, not an ethical judgment. Russow and Sober note that authenticity of origin is a 
standard component of aesthetic value. To illustrate, consider the role that discoveries of 
forgery have on the value of artwork. When it comes to aesthetically valuable items, the quality 
of our experience requires that we are encountering an object that was produced by the 
accredited artist. For instance, suppose that the artwork that you admired during your visit to 
the Louvre, and always assumed to have been painted by Leonardo, turned out to be a very 
good replica of the original painting which, it turns out, was locked in a basement vault.  It 
doesn’t matter how convincing the replica might be. Most people would feel that the quality of 



their aesthetic experience is undermined unless they are viewing the actual Mona Lisa. It 
therefore appears that aesthetic judgment is sensitive to authenticity of origin in a way that 
mirrors environmentalist intuitions about the value of ‘natural’ species and ecosystems.  

 

§11.2.3 — The importance of context to aesthetic value 

In our summary of the objectives that define the environmentalist agenda (Chapter 1), it was 
noted that in-situ conservation is generally preferable to ex-situ conservation. This issue arose 
again in Chapter 4 of this book, when it was noted that various germ plasms are already being 
maintained under climate controlled conditions in secure facilities. We suspect that this is not 
what most environmentalists have in mind when calling for biodiversity conservation. But this 
raises the question of whether environmentalists are really prioritizing the conservation of 
these species for human use. If so, then there should be no objection to the highly clinical, but 
effective means by which this goal is currently being achieved. 

 Similar issues arise in cases where endangered animals are placed in zoological parks to 
ensure their protection and facilitate breeding. In some cases, this is the most effective 
conservation strategy at anyone’s disposal. Yet, environmentalists typically do not condone 
these sorts of intervention, except perhaps occasionally, or on a temporary basis. Again, this 
attitude is difficult to justify on strictly ethical grounds. Consider an individual who needs to be 
moved to a hospital in order to receive a life-saving treatment. We wouldn’t hesitate to move 
them. By the same token, if the reason for valuing species is because of their intrinsic moral 
worth, environmentalists shouldn’t balk when they are preserved in seed banks or zoos.  

However, as before, the importance of context makes sense in the case of artwork. As 
Sober (1986) points out, many great works of art depreciate in aesthetic value when they 
become decontextualized. His examples include frescos and architectural monuments whose 
significance is attached to a particular place. For instance, imagine if Michelaneglo’s 
masterpiece were somehow removed from the Sistine Chapel. Some forms of graffiti art also 
degrade in aesthetic value when they are taken out of context1. This has recently become a 
topic of discussion with the removal of street artist Banksy’s work by cutting away entire 
sections of building so that they can be transported to the auction house. Interestingly, 
removing Banksy’s paintings from their original context increased their monetary value while 
simultaneously decreasing their aesthetic value.  

 

§11.2.4 — Shared intuitions about the duty to conserve artwork 

Up to this point, we have considered three respects in which the value that environmentalists 
place on species and ecosystems looks more like aesthetic valuation than ethical valuation. Of 
course, there are a number of objections that might be raised against this analogy. Philosophers 
working in the field of environmental aesthetics point out that natural entities lack an author 

                                                      
1
 See e.g. http://bit.ly/2dt0vky 



who intentionally created them. It is also unclear whether there are culturally supplied 
standards for assessing the value of a species or ecosystem, as there are for particular genres of 
artwork. These differences suggest, to some, that the aesthetic value found in nature is 
different in kind from the value recognized in artwork. This topic will be explored in more detail 
in §11.5, where we discuss some developments in the field of environmental aesthetics. For the 
time being, let us accept (if only provisionally) that the value of certain species and ecosystems 
is entirely aesthetic—not grounded in some additional property that might be of instrumental 
benefit or intrinsic moral value (e.g. sentience). What does this imply about our duty to 
conserve such items?  

Russow and Sober take it for granted that artistic masterpieces and culturally significant 
artworks ought to be conserved. Interestingly, neither philosopher offers an argument to 
support this claim. Instead, they rely on a common-sense moral intuition which (they assume) 
will be shared by the majority of their readers. Russow puts the point thusly:  

“Most of us believe that the world would be a poorer place for the loss of bald 
eagles in the same way that it would be poorer for the loss of the Grand 
Canyon or a great work of art. In all cases, the experience of seeing these 
things is an inherently worthwhile experience.”  (1981, p. 142)  

Russow goes on to add an important qualification to this sentiment:  

“We believe that diminishing the aesthetic value of a thing for mere economic 
benefit is immoral, but that aesthetic value is not absolute –that the fact that 
something has aesthetic value may be overridden by the fact that harming 
that thing, or destroying it, may result in some greater good. That is, someone 
who agrees to destroy a piece of Greek statuary for personal gain would be 
condemned as having done something immoral, but someone who is faced 
with a choice between saving his children and saving a “priceless” painting 
would be said to have skewed values if he chose to save the painting.” (1981, 
p. 142)   

Put simply, the claim is that aesthetically valuable objects command an intermediate degree of 
moral standing: they cannot be harmed in the name of mere economic benefit, but they are 
morally subordinate to basic human needs. Sober concurs that a society must reach a certain 
level of material comfort before the duty to conserve artwork starts to apply. For example, 
imagine a society that spends a considerable amount of money conserving precious examples 
of rare architecture while it does nothing to address a significant homelessness problem. Sober 
would argue that the conservation of beauty is unwarranted in such cases. However, he agrees 
with Russow that once a certain degree of affluence is attained, the duty to conserve artwork 
and cultural items kicks in.  

 Putting these ideas together, we can reconstruct the following argument for the 
conservation of biodiversity on aesthetic grounds:  



Premise 1:  Certain species and ecosystems have the same type and degree of 
aesthetic value as great works of art.  

Premise 2:  Most people intuitively recognize that great works of art deserve 
an intermediate degree of moral consideration. Specifically, it is 
generally considered wrong to destroy or decrease the aesthetic 
value of a great artwork merely for economic gain, provided that a 
certain level of affluence is attained.  

Conclusions: It should, therefore, generally be considered wrong for members 
of sufficiently affluent societies to destroy or decrease the 
aesthetic value of certain species or ecosystems merely for 
economic gain.  

There are a few important things to note about this argument. First, as it was mentioned 
earlier, Premise 1 is based on an analogy between the beauty that exists in artwork and that 
which is found in nature. If one accepts that great artwork ought to be protected in order to 
preserve their aesthetic value then, as a matter of logical consistency, one ought to extend the 
same consideration to certain natural objects. The strength of Premise 1 therefore depends on 
how closely analogous these two modes of valuation turn out to be. This issue will be 
addressed in §11.5, where we discuss one of the most prominent theories of natural beauty to 
have been developed within the field of environmental aesthetics.  

 A second thing to note is that our conservation duties are limited to ‘great’ or culturally 
important works of art. It would be absurd to demand that every artwork demands equal 
protection. Presumably, the same point holds for species. As Russow admits, there are some 
species which are by no means aesthetically significant. She singles out the hapless snail darter 
(Percina tanasi) as a case in point. This implication alone might be unpalatable to some 
environmentalists. In particular, there is the problem of whether to conserve ‘unscenic’ 
examples of nature, as philosopher Uriko Saito (1998) describes them. This issue will be 
explored in more detail in §11.4.  

 Third, it is important to keep in mind that, as it has been presented so far, premise 2 
rests entirely on a shared moral intuition: that great works of art possess an intermediate 
degree of moral standing—above economic gain, but below basic human needs. One sort of 
worry is that this intuition might be highly culturally specific. It is conceivable that some affluent 
cultures might, despite having met the necessary material requirements, nonetheless continue 
to prioritize economic gain over aesthetic value. Alternately, we can imagine that in some 
cultures the value of certain culturally important artworks might trump human life. This is just 
to say that this argument is only powerful if the normative intuition is widely shared.  

 A related worry is that, even in our own (Western) culture, this normative intuition 
might not withstand careful scrutiny. Recall from our earlier methodological chapter (Chapter 
7) that, according to the strategy of reflective equilibrium, such intuitions must be balanced 
against general moral principles. Achieving consistency can require the revision of certain 
intuitions, even when they are strongly held. This raises the question of whether the intuition 
to which Russow and Sober appeal, regarding the duty to conserve aesthetically valuable 



objects even in the face of economic loss, survives scrutiny. We now consider this question in 
more detail.  

 

§11.3 — The superficiality objection  

Another potential reason why aesthetic value is an unpopular reason for conserving 
biodiversity is because aesthetic values are often seen as superficial or frivolous. This is most 
apparent in cases where they come into conflict with more ‘serious’ economic concerns. For 
example, philosopher Robert Loftis (2003) notes that protection of the Arctic National Wildlife 
Refuge represented a loss of over $800 million to the State of Alaska. According to Loftis, there 
would be no way to justify such a large economic sacrifice if this region offered only aesthetic 
benefits. On his view, aesthetic value is simply too frivolous to legitimately influence important 
policy decisions. Loftis offers the following analogy:  

“If a doctor had to choose between giving one of two patients a heart, she 
could not justify her decision by saying that one of the patients was more 
beautiful than the other (or more sublime, or more in possession of any other 
positive aesthetic characteristic.) A doctor certainly couldn’t let aesthetic 
characteristics outweigh non-aesthetic characteristics, like the likelihood of 
survival past five years. But if a doctor cannot make a decision regarding who 
gets a heart based on aesthetics, how can environmentalists ask thousands of 
loggers to give up their jobs and way of life on the basis of aesthetics?” (2003, 
p.43)  

Obviously, it would be immoral to base decisions about human life on judgments about beauty. 
Lofits maintains that conservation decisions often negatively impact human welfare, for 
example, in the form of lost economic opportunities. Therefore, he concludes that it would be 
morally impermissible to base conservation decisions on judgments about beauty.  

 In a second thought experiment, Loftis invites us to consider whether it would be 
morally acceptable to donate large sums of money to a particular person simply because she is 
beautiful. As a matter of fact, he notes, many of us already engage in this practice. We happily 
pay for the privilege of looking at movie stars and supermodels, making them exceptionally 
wealthy in the process. Loftis notes that although this practice is familiar, it is far from morally 
laudable. Indeed, many of us feel slightly ashamed about the disproportionate amount of 
money and attention that gets showered upon beautiful people. But what, then, is the 
pertinent difference between this practice and a conservation program that spends large sums 
on the conservation of pandas or polar bears, just on account of their beauty?  

This objection can be understood as a direct challenge to the second premise of the 
argument that was outlined earlier. Recall that, according to this premise, objects of 
considerable aesthetic value are more morally significant than the economic benefits that 
might be gained from their destruction. To support this claim, Russow and Sober presented us 
with examples in which a great artwork is sacrificed in the name of personal benefit. Loftis’ 



examples seem to tug our intuitions in an opposing direction. That is, we intuitively recognize 
that the superficial doctor is morally objectionable. Likewise, the salaries of supermodels and 
movie stars strike us as egregious. It would therefore appear that our intuitions are in conflict 
about the ethical standing of beauty. If so, then according to the method of reflective 
equilibrium (discussed in §7.1.4), we are left with two options. In order to achieve consistency 
in our convictions, either we must reject the claim that beautiful objects ought to take priority 
over personal profits, or, apparently, we must start advocating for the special treatment of 
beautiful people.   

Thankfully, this moral dilemma can be avoided. There are several reasons why human 
beauty does not provide an adequate test case for thinking about our duties to conserve art or 
nature. Consider, first, the example of the superficial doctor. As Loftis describes the case, the 
doctor ignores considerations about which patient is more likely to survive a heart transplant. 
In other words, the doctor is prioritizing aesthetic value above the human health and welfare. 
Recall that, according to the argument that was attributed earlier to Russow and Sober, 
aesthetic value should not be assigned this level of moral significance. It was argued, rather, 
that aesthetic value commands an intermediate level of moral consideration—below basic 
human needs, but above economic benefits. This explains why the decision of the superficial 
doctor strikes us as morally objectionable: because he fails to assign the appropriate level of 
significance to human life. In fact, we would be just as quick to condemn the doctor if a life-
saving treatment was allocated on the basis of social status, wealth, or almost any other factor. 
Hence, it does not follow from our views about this case that aesthetic value is a uniquely 
superficial type of consideration when human life is not at stake.  

Turning to Loftis’ second example, there are many reasons why people might feel 
uncomfortable about the inflated salaries of movie stars and supermodels. Most of us operate 
with an intuitive sense of justice which reacts negatively to gross inequities in the distribution 
of wealth. The allocation of resources to beautiful people triggers this sentiment. On this view, 
we do not necessarily reject the expenditure of funds on beautiful objects. For instance, many 
of us are comfortable with the payment of large sums to conserve exceptional artwork. Rather, 
it is the fact that certain people receive such disproportionately large sums that triggers a sense 
of outrage. Again, there is nothing special about the fact that these decisions are being based 
on beauty. Many people are similarly outraged by the salaries paid to professional athletes or 
to corporate CEOs.  

Another important thing to note about Loftis’ thought experiment is that beautiful 
people will not cease to exist if we suddenly refuse to lavish them with such exaggerated 
rewards. This is an important disanalogy with artwork and species. In those cases, failing to 
invest in conservation means that the items are lost forever.  

Finally, one might argue that the analogy between beautiful people and beautiful 
species breaks down for a very different reason. Recall that Russow and Sober identified 
authenticity and rarity as important contributors to aesthetic value. It seems entirely plausible 
that even popular movie stars and supermodels lack these properties. Most of us are aware 
that actors and models undergo all sorts of enhancements (makeup, digital touch-ups, surgery, 
etc.) to maintain their appearance. Indeed, the prototypical Hollywood star is the living 



embodiment of inauthentic beauty. At the same time, there appears to be no shortage of 
beautiful people for Hollywood producers to choose from. As handsome as Tom Cruise might 
be, he is much more replaceable (and therefore less unique as an aesthetic object) than the 
northern white rhino (Ceratotherium simum cottoni) or the hairy-nosed wombat (Lasiorhinus 
krefftii). On this view, the reason that many of us are outraged by the salaries of movie stars 
and models is not because we deny the importance of conserving aesthetic value, but rather 
because the beauty of these individuals is often inauthentic and, on the whole, somewhat 
common.  

 

§11.4 — The problem of unappealing species and ecosystems  

There is yet another reason why aesthetic values tend not to enter explicitly into debates about 
conservation. As it was noted earlier, aesthetic values might provide only limited support for 
the conservation of biodiversity. After all, we feel obligated to conserve only a select few pieces 
of artwork because, frankly, most examples are of mediocre quality. What does this imply 
about the conservation of biodiversity? How many species or ecosystems are sufficiently 
beautiful to demand conservation?  

A popular complaint from environmentalists is that so-called ‘charismatic megafauna’ 
already receive an inordinate amount of attention. This derogatory phrase refers to the very 
limited range of species that most people care about (pandas, bald eagles, marmots, and the 
like). The vast majority of animals, plants, and fungi fail to conform with popular notions of 
beauty. This is to say nothing of what E.O. Wilson (1987) called “little things that run the world,” 
which most people never even see. If conservation priorities were relegated to our shared 
aesthetic values, the thinking goes, then the majority of species on earth would be neglected.   

To compound this worry, a number of psychological studies reveal that even minor 
physical differences among species can have large impacts on our aesthetic judgments. For 
example, David Stokes (2007) compared people’s responses to similar-looking species of 
penguin and found that a small patch of warm colouration confers a major advantage. Body size 
(Knegtering et al., 2011) and neonatal characteristics (Gould, 1980, Lawrence, 1986) exert a 
similarly positive influence on aesthetic judgments about animals. When it comes to forest 
ecosystems, people prefer less ‘cluttered’ environments to those containing decaying logs and 
other important habitats (Brown and Daniel, 1986, Ribe, 1989). The worry, in all of these cases, 
is that aesthetic values tend not to align with ecologically significant features.  

In response to these concerns, it is important to keep in mind that aesthetic value is not 
being proposed as a replacement for all other kinds of value. For example, if the extinction of a 
species were to impact human health, then its aesthetic appeal should not even come into 
consideration. Many of the objections against the prioritization of ‘charismatic megafauna’ 
involve just this sort of trade off: some more ecologically significant species is neglected in 
favour of one that is cuter, more majestic, or whatever. Insofar as ‘ecological significance’ is 
understood in terms of human health and welfare, then even a proponent of aesthetically-
informed conservation would not condone the protection of a charismatic species over a more 
important one.  



But where does this leave us when it comes to species or ecosystems that make no 
contribution to the human health and welfare? In the first part of this book, it was argued that 
the majority of species in existence might fall into this category. Let us suppose that only a 
small handful of these non-essential species are regarded as aesthetically valuable according to 
our shared aesthetic standards. Let us also allow that most of these species are non-sentient, 
and therefore do not obviously fall under the umbrella of intrinsic moral value. Does this mean 
that we are left without any reason whatsoever to conserve them?  

One way to deal with these objections is to simply bite the bullet and acknowledge that 
aesthetic value provides only limited support for conservation. In this respect, aesthetic value is 
perhaps similar to every other kind of value that has been explored in previous chapters of this 
book. It was found that each of those values (ecosystem services, medicinal benefits, intrinsic 
moral value, etc.) applies to some entities and not others. No single factor, up to this point, has 
provided blanket support for the environmentalist agenda.  

However, most proponents of aesthetic value offer a very different response to this 
challenge, arguing that our more common aesthetic judgments have the capacity for expansion. 
Aldo Leopold puts the point as eloquently as anyone: 

“Among gallery-goers there are also those whose taste is limited to the 
pretty… Then there are those capable of appreciating successive stages of the 
beautiful present in ‘fine art,’ whether pretty or not. And finally there are 
serious and studied aesthetes who are alert to values beyond the beautiful: 
such subtler, aesthetic qualities in painting are composition, color 
combination, technique, expression, humor, historical allusion… Our ability to 
perceive quality in nature begins, as in art, with the pretty. It expands through 
successive stages of the beautiful to values as yet uncaptured by language.” 
(1949a, p. 96). 

The idea is that, just as with the appreciation of artwork, people’s appreciation of nature is 
enhanced with the appropriate knowledge or education. When this happens, a broader range 
of species are recognized as aesthetically valuable. It follows that our shared aesthetic 
responses are not necessarily so shallow, since most people have the capacity to appreciate a 
much broader range of species. The fact that ‘charismatic’ organisms are so popular reflects, on 
this view, a general lack of edification rather than a paucity of aesthetic value in nature.   

 This response brings us to the point where most philosophers working in the field of 
environmental aesthetics enter the debate. As mentioned, the central preoccupation of this 
field has been to provide an account of what makes natural objects beautiful. We can now 
appreciate the significance of this question. It has just been proposed that the acquisition of 
certain knowledge can enable a person to recognize a broader range of aesthetically valuable 
objects in nature. This claim presupposes that there is some fact of the matter about which 
species ought to be recognized as beautiful. In other words, it assumes that there is some 
standard of correctness for evaluating the accuracy of aesthetic judgments about nature, just as 
there are for evaluating Felicity’s judgment of Gaugin. Whether similar aesthetic standards can 
be found in the case of species and ecosystems is a question to which we now turn.   



 

§11.5 — Environmental aesthetics and the Natural Environmental Model  

The discipline of environmental aesthetics is a relative newcomer within the field of aesthetics. 
Nonetheless, there has emerged a diversity of theories attempting to explain why certain 
natural objects are aesthetically valuable. We do not have the space for even a cursory review 
of this discipline2 Instead, we shall focus on one of the most influential and well developed 
examples: Allen Carlson’s Natural Environmental Model locates the standards for natural 
beauty in criteria that are supplied by scientific ecology and evolutionary theory. As he explains,    

“What I am suggesting is that the question of what to aesthetically appreciate 
in the natural environment is to be answered in a way analogous to the 
similar question about art. The difference is that in the case of the natural 
environment the relevant knowledge is the commonsense/scientific 
knowledge that we have discovered about the environment in question.” 
(1979, p. 269) 

To understand how Carlson arrives at this position, it is helpful to revisit an example that was 
presented earlier in this chapter. Recall the disagreement between Felicity and Sean about the 
aesthetic merit of Gaugin’s artwork. Felicity thought that the work was entirely overrated. 
Sean, in his attempt to challenge Felicity’s judgment, invoked the standards of post-
impressionist painting, explaining how Gaugin’s work exemplifies them particularly well. 
Gaugin’s work has aesthetic merit, he might note, regardless of whether Felicity has a personal 
preference for artefacts from this period. Hence, there is room to argue that her aesthetic 
judgment is mistaken. 

Let us now consider an analogous case, where the focal object is a rare species of insect.   

Biodiversity judgment: Tony and Cass are watching a nature documentary about 
a species of critically endangered bumble bee (Suckley’s cuckoo bumble bee, 
Bombus suckleyi). This bee exhibits an unusual behaviour that is of considerable 
interest to naturalists — They kill the queen of another bee species, and then 
raise their young in the hive that is still tended by the other species’ worker 
bees. Suppose that Tony and Cass are informed that this bee offers no 
instrumental benefit to humans. After seeing examples of its nest parasitism 
behaviour and learning about their significance to naturalists, Tony turns to Cass 
and says, “I see no justification for protecting this species. Its value is totally 
overrated.”  

                                                      
2
 A number of recent anthologies provide an overview of the main positions in environmental aesthetics. In 

particular, see Allen Carlson and Arnold Berleant (eds), The Aesthetics of Natural Environments (Broadview Press, 
2004); Allen Carslon and Sheila Lintott (eds), Nature, Aesthetics, and Enviornmentalism: From Beauty to Duty 
(Columbia University Press, 2008). See also Glen Parsons, Aesthetics and Nature (Continuum Press, 2008) for an 
introduction to this discipline.  

 



Here, Tony is expressing the same sort of judgment towards a natural entity that Felicity 
expressed towards the work of Gaugin. The question is whether there are similar grounds for 
Cass to challenge Tony’s judgment.  

 Carlson, like many philosophers working in environmental aesthetics, would point to a 
disanalogy between the two cases. Unlike works of art, entities found in nature are not created 
with any sort of intention. This is important for Carlson because he takes artistic intentions to 
define the boundaries of an artwork. For example, Gaugin did not intend for us to consider the 
colour of frames in which his canvases were mounted or the shade of wallpaper surrounding his 
paintings in evaluating his work. These elements should therefore not be included in our 
aesthetic assessment of Gaugin’s work. However, objects found in nature possess no 
corresponding intention to specify their boundaries. For Carlson, this creates a problem when it 
comes to the resolution of aesthetic disagreement. In order for Cass and Tony to engage in 
meaningful dialogue, there needs to be some non-arbitrary way of identifying the object of 
their aesthetic judgments. Are they to consider a single species of bee in isolation?  Should they 
be taking into account the species on which it parasitizes, or, perhaps certain components of a 
larger ecosystem? Carlson calls this the “what” of an aesthetic judgment. Since there is no 
artistic intention to specify the what of natural objects, he notes, we require some other way to 
individuate them for the purposes of evaluating aesthetic judgments.   

Gaugin’s work also belongs to a particular cultural period that is associated with distinct 
standards of beauty. It would be inappropriate to judge his work according to the standards of 
hyper-realism or abstract expressionism, because Gaugin did not operate in either of these 
traditions. Carlson calls this the “how” of aesthetic judgment: the set of standards or criteria 
that legitimately apply to an object and determine its relative aesthetic merit. Since Gaugin 
painted before the move to pure abstraction, if we evaluate his work as failed abstract 
expression we get something wrong. Once again, natural objects pose a challenge in this 
regard. They are not created in a particular cultural period, so it is difficult to identify any 
specific aesthetic tradition to which they belong. So, in the context of our running example, to 
which set of standards might Cass appeal to in her aesthetic defense of Suckley’s cuckoo 
bumble bee? The answer is far from obvious. 

 This brings us to the role of the biological sciences (evolution, ecology, and natural 
history) as a basis for judgments about natural beauty. According Carlson, these disciplines 
supply objective criteria for establishing the what and the how of aesthetic appreciation: “Such 
knowledge,” he claims, “yields appropriate boundaries of appreciation, particular foci of 
aesthetic significance, and relevant acts of aspection” (2008, 127). Let us fist consider an 
example of how biological science is supposed to provide the what of aesthetic judgment. 
Historically, sea anemones were once classified as a type of plant. Visitors to the seashore thus 
admired their shape and colour by classifying them together with flowers. Carlson would point 
out that these aesthetic judgments were mistaken because, as we now know, sea anemones 
are in fact animals. When viewed in this light, their beauty arguably takes on a different 
significance. There is a sense in which it is more striking to see an animal that resembles a 
plant, at least in terms of its gross morphology and colour, than it is to see yet another species 
of flower.  



 Carlson further argues that the biological sciences provide legitimate standards for 
evaluating the how of natural beauty: “Just as the knowledge provided by art critics and art 
historians enables us to aesthetically appreciate art, that provided by naturalists, ecologists, 
geologists, and natural historians equip us to aesthetically appreciate nature” (2008, 127). 
Again, Carlson offers little in the way of a demonstration of this idea. However, the philosopher 
Ned Hettinger (2005) offers an example that Carlson would surely endorse.    

Hettinger describes an actual legal case in which scientific experts invoked aesthetic 
considerations to justify conservation of the Delhi Sands Flower-loving fly (Rhaphiomidas 
terminates). This was a controversial decision, in part, because this endangered species of 
insect stood in the way of a large development project—the construction of a hospital that 
would have destroyed its only known habitat. Advocates for development attempted to 
discount the value of the fly by portraying it in disparaging terms: “a creature that spends most 
of its life underground, living as a fat, clumsy, enigmatic maggot” (quoted in Hettinger, 2005, p. 
75). However, scientists familiar with the fly’s natural history offered a more informed account 
of its aesthetic value. As Hettinger explains,  

“They portrayed the inch-long fly as able to hover like a hummingbird above 
flowers and to use its straw-like mouth to extract nectar. Females of the 
species were described as telescoping their bodies three inches into the sand 
to deposit a clutch of eggs. Said one defender, ‘It’s a fly you can love. It’s 
beautiful. Nothing is too wonderful to be true in the world of insects.’” (2005)  

There are several things to note about this positive account of the Delhi fly. First, its 
admirers are drawing a behavioural comparison to other species (hummingbirds) which are 
more commonly regarded as beautiful. This highlights one potential way in which biological 
information can inform aesthetic judgments: by identifying similarities between lesser-
understood organisms and the ones that most people already consider beautiful. A second role 
for biological information is hinted at by the phrase, “nothing is too wonderful to be true in the 
world of insects.” This claim presupposes a comparative background of insect phenotypes, 
where the Delhi fly is thought to occupy an important place in the catalogue of evolutionary 
possibilities. For it to go extinct, in other words, would be to lose an important representative 
in the panoply of insect diversity. It is in light of these scientifically informed comparisons that, 
according to the Natural Ecological Model, the portrayal of the Delhi fly as an ‘enigmatic 
maggot’ was a mistaken judgment – on par with Felicity’s judgment about Gaugin.  

 

§11.5.1 — Some challenges specific to the Natural Environmental Model  

A wide range of objections have been raised in opposition to the Natural Ecological Model and 
we only have space to consider a few of the more pressing ones here. One objection claims 
that, contra Carlson, the biological sciences do not provide objective criteria for identifying the 
what of aesthetic judgments—especially in the case of holistic entities like subspecies and 
ecosystems. As we argued above in §9.3.2, the boundaries that scientists draw around these 
objects are often arbitrarily defined by pragmatic concerns facing a particular investigator. The 



Natural Ecological Model naïvely assumes that since these disciplines are ‘scientific,’ they must 
be in the business of carving nature at its joints. Most philosophers of biology and working 
biologists would deny that this is true for many of the entities that ecologists study.  

 Another objection to the Natural Ecological Model is that it fails to comprehensively 
describe the how of aesthetic judgments about nature. Opponents point to all sorts of 
examples where the appreciation of natural beauty is independent of scientific information. 
One can enjoy the vibrant colour of a sea anemone, for example, without understanding what it 
is. Hence, Carlson’s model offers, at most, only a partial account of the criteria that inform our 
judgments about natural beauty.  

 Perhaps a more serious objection concerns the scope of Carlson’s theory. Earlier, we 
were wrestling with the question of whether broadly unappealing species and ecosystems 
possess sufficient aesthetic value to occasionally demand conservation. This concern motivated 
the search for a philosophical theory of aesthetic value—a theory that could identify certain 
entities as aesthetically valuable given the right body of information, regardless of whether 
most people currently recognize them as beautiful. The Natural Ecological Model fulfils this role 
too well. The sciences of evolution, ecology, and natural history have a unique story to tell 
about each and every species. If these stories are the basis for the what and the how of 
aesthetic value, then it would seem to follow that every species is equally aesthetically 
valuable—at least, as far as the Natural Ecological Model is concerned. To his credit perhaps, 
Carlson embraces this implication of his theory (assigning it the title “positive aesthetics”). 
However, as environmentalists, we should be deeply concerned. What we require is some 
theory that provides rationally compelling reasons why certain species should be protected on 
aesthetic grounds. It does no good to be told, simply, that all species should be conserved 
because all are beautiful in their own way. The very credibility of aesthetic value as a basis for 
conservation requires that some species can be identified as lacking this property.  It remains to 
be seen whether some modification to the Natural Environmental Model can accommodate 
this important constraint. 

    

§11.6 — Outstanding challenges for an aesthetic defense of conservation.  

In this chapter we have wrestled with an issue that often lies below the surface of conservation 
debates. Although environmentalists do not hesitate to present species and ecosystems in an 
aesthetically appealing light, they often stop short of arguing that aesthetic value provides a 
sufficient reason to conserve them.  

We have considered several explanations for this discrepancy between our ‘hearts’ and 
our ‘minds,’ as it were. One possibility is that aesthetic value is widely conflated with personal 
preference. In reply to this worry, we pointed out that standards of correctness for aesthetic 
judgments already inform debates over the value of artwork. Some of those standards emanate 
from culturally shared values, while others have a possible basis in human biology. Regardless 
of their origin, it is mistaken to simply assume that aesthetic values are necessarily idiosyncratic 
to the individual.  



Notice that it is a further question whether an aesthetically valuable object ought to be 
conserved simply on account of its beauty. In this chapter, we have appealed to a widely held 
moral conviction: that it would be wrong to allow a great artwork, like the Mona Lisa, to be 
destroyed simply because one is reluctant to pay for its conservation. This sentiment applies on 
the proviso that people’s basic human needs are already satisfied, and that the expenditure of 
conservation funds would not generate undue suffering.  However, if someone agrees with this 
sentiment, and also admits that the aesthetic value of certain natural objects rivals what is 
produced by humans, then they ought also to agree that it would be wrong to allow a great 
‘work of nature’—be it a species or an ecosystem—to be destroyed simply because they are 
reluctant to pay for its conservation. This is just to say that the normative ‘oomph’ of the 
argument from beauty to duty, as it has been considered so far, rests on an intuition about the 
moral significance of great artwork.   

We can now start to see where the challenges emerge for this line of argument.  One 
set of challenges surrounds the identification of genuinely beautiful objects in nature. What we 
seem to require is an account of natural beauty that has the capacity to sway people into 
recognizing that certain items are not just beautiful, but exceptionally so. A second set of 
challenges surrounds the normative issue as to why there is a moral duty to conserve items that 
fall into this category. With these considerations in mind, there appear to be two very general 
ways to rationally defend the conservation of natural beauty.  

The first option involves an appeal to aesthetic values that most people recognize 
regardless of their education or background. This would include an appreciation for charismatic 
megafauna, a few exceptional plants, and a handful of other species, and possibly not much 
else. One benefit of this approach is that it points to a fairly obvious moral principle (utility 
maximization) as the basis for conservation. Up to this point, we have been relying on the 
shared moral intuition that exceptional natural beauty is just as morally significant as great 
artwork. Following philosophers like Loftis, we might inquire whether this intuition is grounded 
in some general moral principle, and if so, what is it? The principle that an action is right only if 
it maximizes net utility is standardly recognized in most policy settings. This principle could 
therefore supply the normative premise in an argument from natural beauty to conservation 
duty. The only catch, it would seem, is that this argument is restricted to just those species that 
are sufficiently appealing to the majority of people. Beyond those species to which we have a 
moral duty to protect (e.g. sentient animals) and those which provide essential ecosystem 
services, this argument provides only limited additional support for the environmentalist 
agenda.  

A very different line of argument is favoured by most practitioners of environmental 
aesthetics. The primary objective of this field, as noted, is to develop a philosophical theory of 
aesthetic value. Ideally, such a theory would supply inter-subjective standards for judging 
species and ecosystems. An advantage of such a theory is that it would potentially extend to 
items in nature that are commonly neglected. 

As we have seen, one of the more popular attempts to develop such a theory focuses on 
certain dissimilarities between artwork and nature. The Natural Ecological Model appeals to the 
biological sciences to both identify the aesthetic objects and to supply standards for their 



assessment. An issue for this particular model is that the biological sciences might not supply 
objective criteria for the individuation of many of the items (e.g. subspecies and ecosystems) 
that most people aesthetically admire. However, an even bigger problem is that a biological 
story can be provided for every organism.  Rather than providing criteria for resolving aesthetic 
disputes, the appeal to science pushes the problem back a step. Instead of asking, which items 
in nature are the most beautiful, we are left wondering which scientifically portrayed items are 
the really beautiful ones?   

Suppose, however, that some future theory is able to overcome these problems. That is, 
suppose we were in possession of an account of the how and the what of aesthetic value in 
nature. The question remains as to why it ought to be protected. If the theory in question 
reveals that natural beauty is essentially different from artistic beauty, then presumably it 
would not be an option to rely on our shared intuitions about the moral significance of artwork. 
Likewise, an appeal to utility maximization does not obviously justify the protection of entities 
whose aesthetic value is not apparent to the majority of people. Perhaps a solution to the 
problem of why it is important to conserve ‘unscenic’ natural beauty can be found in 
discussions about the importance of funding the so called ‘fine’ arts—artistic pursuits that are 
appreciated by a relatively small sector of society (see Carroll, 1987, Feinberg, 1994, Manning, 
1994, Brooks, 2000). However, this issue remains an open field for future investigation, and for 
that reason, we think environmentalists ought to develop this line of argument before relying 
too heavily on it for support.  

 


