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One of the many virtues of Defending Biodiversity: Environmental Science and Eth-
ics is the serious attention that its authors pay to aesthetic defenses of environmental 
conservation. As Jonathan A. Newman, Gary Varner, and Stefan Linquist note, in 
recent decades “professional philosophers and environmentalists have paid relatively 
little attention to the aesthetic values that are found in nature.” (355) To many, this 
neglect will seem remarkable, given the frequency of such appeals in the inspira-
tional texts of earlier environmentalists, such as Henry David Thoreau, John Muir, 
Rachel Carson, and Aldo Leopold. J. Baird Callicott has famously argued that “in 
the conservation and resource management arena, natural aesthetics has, indeed, 
been much more influential historically than environmental ethics.” (355) Why then 
have so few sought to systematically exploit the resource that aesthetic value might 
represent for conserving biodiversity?

That philosophers of art did not take the lead is understandable given the chal-
lenges of applying leading twentieth century theories of art and art criticism to natu-
rally evolved species and communities of life. Unlike art works, species and eco-
logical systems are not means by which ideas, emotions, truths, or points of view 
are intentionally embodied, represented, signified, or expressed. As a result, the 
techniques of appreciation, interpretation, and criticism most widely discussed by 
art theorists in this period did not seem directly applicable to natural entities. Only 
recently has environmental aesthetics come to be recognized as a field worthy of 
philosophical attention and as yet few practitioners have attempted to deploy their 
theories specifically in defense of biodiversity conservation (Carlson and Lintott 
2008).

An author’s reply to this comment is available at https ://doi.org/10.1007/s1053 9-019-9726-7.
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Environmental ethicists’ doubts about defending conservation on aesthetic 
grounds had other sources beyond the lack of support from philosophers of art. One 
is captured by the old adage that ‘there is no arguing about tastes;’ i.e., the widely-
held view that our so-called aesthetic judgments are merely expressions of personal 
subjective preferences. A second builds on the first; if aesthetic values are merely 
personal preferences regarding wild species’ perceivable characteristics, they seem 
superficial and trivial as compared with other values that may be at stake, economic, 
moral, social, and political. Third, because “the majority of animals, plants, and 
fungi fail to conform with popular notions of beauty,” environmentalists fear that 
the general public’s aesthetic interests in wildlife will be too narrow and ephemeral 
to motivate ongoing conservation of more than a handful of charismatic megafauna 
and flora. (374) Fourth, even if we resolved all these concerns about the aesthetic 
value of wild nature, they argue, “the question remains as to why it ought to be 
protected.”(385)

The adage that there is no arguing about tastes is false empirically as people 
argue constantly about the aesthetic merits of persons, places, things, and events. 
As the authors point out, the apparent force of the adage relies on a conflation of 
two different kinds of disagreements; disagreements in attitudes and disagreements 
in evaluations. If for example my attitude towards the flavour of parsnips is nega-
tive, this is an unfortunate fact about me for which no justification can reasonably be 
demanded. If, however, I declare that braised parsnips add nothing of aesthetic value 
to a casserole, I am not simply expressing an attitude. I am expressing an evalua-
tion of the qualities of parsnips in relation to some set of standards or ideals for the 
composition of aesthetically meritorious casseroles. As such, demands for justifying 
reasons are entirely appropriate.

That we can legitimately argue about our aesthetic evaluations does not directly 
entail that the aesthetic values we assign wild species provide non-trivial reasons for 
making sacrifices to preserve those species, let alone morally overriding reasons. 
And it remains an open question whether the species prioritized for conservation 
on aesthetic grounds would be the same species environmentalists would champion 
on ecological grounds. The authors then introduce and review Lily-Marlene Rus-
sow’s and Elliot Sober’s frequently reprinted suggestions that reasoning by analogy 
from our intuitions about aesthetically significant artworks to aesthetically signifi-
cant species provides a way forward (Russow 1981; Sober 1986). Public funding for 
museums, libraries, and concert halls is evidence of a widely held, “prima facie,” 
moral intuition that we have a duty to preserve such objects for future generations’ 
benefit, even when they have no instrumental value for human life.1 (Ross 1930) 
As the existence of future generations is conditional on our choices, our relation to 
them is analogous to our relations to our own children and grandchildren. When we 
(individually or collectively) bring them into existence, we become implicated in 
the harms that will befall them through no fault of their own. If refusing to conserve 

1 As described in Ross (1930), prima facie duties are duties intuitively recognized as valid but non-abso-
lute by common sense. Any prima facie duty may be overridden by any other depending on the circum-
stances obtaining in particular cases.
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aesthetically valuable species for them would constitute a harm, our refusal may vio-
late duties of justice, benevolence, and/or non-malevolence towards them. So if we 
accept the analogy between aesthetically significant artworks and aesthetically sig-
nificant species, and if we could show that aesthetic values play a sufficiently impor-
tant role in human flourishing to warrant the sacrifices required to conserve them 
for future generations (more about this below), it would follow that we would have a 
duty to future generations to try to conserve aesthetically valuable wild life on their 
behalf.2

Sober sees further importance in the analogy on which this line of reasoning 
depends. He thinks it helps us see that much of the intrinsic value environmentalists 
assign wild species is actually aesthetic. If he were correct, we would have much 
less reason to worry that aesthetic and environmental rationales for species conser-
vation would diverge. According to Sober, three of the most important values by 
which environmentalists prioritize species for conservation are rarity, authenticity, 
and contextual continuity. Each of these, he argues, is a value species share with 
artworks. Rare artworks are assigned a higher aesthetic significance than common 
ones, authentic artworks a higher value than copies, and artworks intended for spe-
cific places a higher value when maintained in situ than when removed from their 
original context. If environmentalists themselves are use aesthetic criteria in evaluat-
ing species, surely well-formed judgments of a species’ aesthetic significance must 
align with well-formed judgments of its environmental value?

The authors do an excellent job of pointing out important disanalogies that under-
mine Russow and Sober’s conclusions. Of all the artwork produced, only a tiny 
percentage is judged sufficiently significant to warrant preservation. Biodiversity 
conservation pursued along analogous lines would preserve a much smaller percent-
age than most environmentalists consider desirable. Many species lack perceptu-
ally striking outward forms. Environmentalists may value such species nonetheless 
for peculiarities of their evolution or microbiology. But since these are not directly 
“observable” properties of such species form or behavior, they do not quality as 
aesthetic.

There is a further problem one might also raise against Sober’s claims that 
environmentalists rely on aesthetic criteria in evaluating species. It is doubtful 
that rarity, authenticity, or contextual continuity are kinds, categories, or bases 
of aesthetic value. For example, rarity may increase the demand for particular 
artworks and thus their economic value. But rarity is not a perceptual property 
per se nor one that has any essential relationship to aesthetic value. (Novels and 
films are not less aesthetically significant for being mass produced.) The rela-
tion of authenticity to aesthetic value is highly contested. To engage in forgery 
and misrepresentation is clearly morally wrong and, if undetected, can distort 

2 At least those future generations not so distant in time from our own to trigger non-identity paradoxes 
of the sort Parfit (1984) discusses. Oddly the authors do not comment on the answer Russow or Sober 
suggest to the question of whether we have a moral duty to preserve aesthetic goods for our successors. 
Possibly it is passed over because they consider Russow’s and Sober’s approaches fatally flawed in other 
respects discussed below.
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our historical understanding of artistic practices. But these negative values are 
moral and epistemic, not aesthetic, and attach most directly to an artist’s character 
and choices, rather than the artwork produced. Finally, while some artworks are 
created for specific places and circumstances and so lose some of their aesthetic 
value if preserved ex situ, this is not true for the majority of artworks. So it is 
dubious that importance environmentalists assign in situ conservation is derived 
from aesthetic considerations.

If this is correct, if the intrinsic values environmentalists assign biodiversity 
are not fundamentally aesthetic, then the aesthetic evaluation cannot be presumed 
to track environmentalists’ evaluations. Aesthetic and environmental evaluations 
of wild species could diverge in ways disastrous for biodiversity protection. If the 
public’s aesthetic appreciation for nature is as narrow and superficial as some fear, 
appeals to aesthetic values would only be efficacious for a minority of the species 
now at risk. Even these would be conserved for what environmentalists would surely 
consider the wrong kinds of reasons, reasons that took little or no account of the 
values central to the environmentalists’ agenda for species conservation. So if we are 
to defend Russow’s and Sober’s approach against the charge of producing superficial 
and narrow justification for a collective moral obligation to conserve biodiversity on 
aesthetic grounds, we need another and better way of forging a link between envi-
ronmentalism and environmental aesthetics.

Allen Carlson and Glenn Parsons argue their theory of environmental aesthetics, 
scientific cognitivism, offers a solution (Carlson 1999; Parsons 2006, 2007). Scien-
tific cognitivism develops a point made earlier by Kant, updated by Kendall Wal-
ton, that aesthetic evaluations seem to fall into two categories (Kant 2000; Walton 
1970). Some rest purely on the perceptual qualities of objects or performances, in 
which conceptual knowledge plays no part. Others rely on concepts of the sort of 
thing the object or performance appreciated is, as a basis for its appreciation. (Com-
pare appreciation of architecture that is based solely on a building’s appearance with 
appreciation that incorporates concepts of what the building is for.) Most artworks 
are routinely created to fulfill specific kinds of aesthetic functions on the basis of 
which we assign them to different conceptual categories (or genres.) When this is 
the case, failing to grasp and deploy appropriate concepts is apt to result in super-
ficial, trivial, and misguided aesthetic estimations (judging a novel negatively for 
portraying fictional events, for example, or a comic opera for lacking tragic dimen-
sions.) Since knowledge of the nature and functions of different artistic genres is 
the basis for proper appreciation of artworks, they reason, knowledge of the nature 
and functions of different species of wildlife should be the basis of proper apprecia-
tion of their members. Just as knowledge of the history and functions of different 
genres of art prevents superficial, trivial, and misguided art appreciation, knowledge 
of evolutionary history and ecological function will prevent superficial, trivial, and 
misguided environmental appreciation. If their proposal were accepted, environmen-
talists need not fear that aesthetic evaluations of nature would diverge significantly 
from environmental evaluations nor justify conservation of wild species for the 
wrong kinds of reasons.

But as the authors point out, scientific cognitivism poses problems of its own. As 
Sheila Lintot points out, one problem is that this theory can seem too demanding:
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“At worst, it makes appropriately aesthetically appreciating nature impossible 
for children and the (relatively) scientifically uninformed; at best, it seems to 
make the natural scientist the paradigmatic nature appreciator. Neither of these 
claims is prima facie intuitively compelling. (Lintot 2004)

A further problem arises when we compare the results of discovery of new informa-
tion about wild life versus works of art. New discoveries that alter our understanding 
of the evolutionary history or ecological function of a species always warrant revi-
sions in our conclusions about them. So it would seem to follow that our aesthetic 
conclusions should be similarly revisable on the basis of new information. But it 
is not clear that discoveries which alter our understanding of an artwork’s history 
always warrant revisions in our aesthetic conclusions about it. Say we discovered 
that Leonardo Da Vinci’s Last Supper was based on an earlier design by Cesare 
da Sesto, a younger contemporary, whose ideas Da Vinci stole. We would certainly 
think differently of Da Vinci, but not the aesthetic merits of the painting.

Some, including the authors, find a third implication of this approach prob-
lematic. While scientific cognitivism provides a means of aesthetically ranking 
the members of an organic species as better or worse instances of the species to 
which they belong, as yet it provides no non-arbitrary way of ranking organic spe-
cies against one another. To do that we would have to possess an all-encompassing 
concept of “an organism” that we could use to compare actual species as better or 
worse instances of “an organism.” Here art theory offers no guidance about how to 
proceed. No generally accepted method for generating a suitable all-encompassing 
concept of “an artwork” for ranking different genre of art has ever been developed. 
There is no reason to expect greater methodological success regarding organisms. 
As the authors note, this situation would seem to entail that we have no non-arbi-
trary means of ranking species. Each is as aesthetically meritorious as any other. 
Each possesses the same intrinsic aesthetic value.

For the “total commitment environmentalist” who “admits no compromise” on 
any plank of the environmentalist agenda, including the prevention of extinction, 
this implication is a boon because it applies equally to our own species’ intrinsic 
value as well as others. (22) If the intrinsic value of species is a reason to prevent its 
extinction, and every species possesses the same aesthetic intrinsic value, then every 
species is equally entitled to protection, human or nonhuman. For “ceteris paribus” 
environmentalists, such as the authors, who wish to retain the option to “give up 
any particular plank of the environmentalist agenda for one reason or another,” such 
an argument proves too much. (22) “What we require, is some theory that provides 
rationally compelling grounds why certain species should be protected on aesthetic 
grounds,” they note [emphasis added]. “It does no good to be told, simply, that all 
species should be conserved because all are beautiful in their own way.” (382) Why 
does it do no good? What does it prevent? The total environmentalist will argue that 
what it prevents are assertions of human exceptionalism, that the intrinsic value of 
our own species’ interests always outweighs that of others. As such, she will argue, 
scientific cognitivism is good for the environmentalist’s agenda. What is at issue 
here is not, as the authors suggest, a disagreement about the efficacy of appeals to 
aesthetic value for environmental policy making. It is a disagreement about whether 
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environmental policy should or should not be thoroughly egalitarian in its assign-
ment of intrinsic value to species. Total commitment environmentalists will argue 
that it should, even though this disallows assigning greater value to our own over 
other species’ priorities. Ceteris paribus environmentalists unwilling to accept 
this result must necessarily reject any position or principle entailing that our own 
species’ intrinsic value might not be exceptional, including scientific cognitivist 
aesthetics.

Unsurprisingly, the authors advise (ceteris paribus) environmentalists to abandon 
Carlson’s and Parson’s scientific cognitivist aesthetics of nature and so also their 
strategies for overcoming the apparent superficiality and narrow scope of the pub-
lic’s aesthetic interests in nature. This leaves the authors dubious about the viability 
of relying on appeals to aesthetic values for justifying biodiversity protection, coun-
selling environmentalists to “develop this line of argument before relying too heav-
ily on it for support.” (385)

I share the authors’ concerns about scientific cognitivist aesthetics but I disagree 
with some of their worries about whether or how institutional policy makers can 
justifying taking aesthetic considerations into account. Here I think they have been 
inadvertently misled by Carlson and Parsons, who tried to bolster the acceptance 
for scientific cognitivist aesthetics by claiming that unless aesthetic evaluations of 
natural entities can be established as (at least) inter-subjectively valid for all human 
percipients, liberal political institutions can not justifiably protect those species for 
future generations. This claim was incorrect. Unfortunately, the authors’ repackag-
ing of Carlson’s and Parson’s presumption in more explicitly consequentialist form 
does not dispel the underlying error. “The principle that an action is right only if it 
maximizes net utility is standardly recognized in most policy settings,” they write. 
(384) So to justify public investments to protect environmental aesthetic goods, as 
they see it, liberal political institutions must have reason to believe both that (1) the 
aesthetic value of the species to be protected would be enjoyed by the majority of 
its citizens and (2) that protecting the species would produce greater happiness for 
its citizens than any available alternative. But this too mischaracterizes how liberal 
political institutions work in Canada, the United States, and other Western societies. 
Liberal political institutions are not designed to maximize personal utility. On the 
contrary, in theory (if not always in practice) liberal political institutions are com-
mitted to prioritizing liberty and fair opportunity over promoting individuals’ happi-
ness. Further, liberal political institutions are barred from overriding individual pref-
erences about what constitutes a good life, even those which seem clearly mistaken. 
To establish that liberal political institutions should conserve particular aesthetic 
goods it is not necessary to show that those goods are the ‘best’ or ‘right’ goods for 
the populace to enjoy. What matters is whether one can argue that denying access to 
those goods would violate basic rights or deny individuals fair opportunity to pursue 
ways of life they value.

A defining feature of politically liberal polities is their central commitment to 
neutrality about their citizens’ conceptions of the good life. Rather than aiming to 
maximize personal utility, their goal is to provide a neutral framework ensuring indi-
viduals’ the liberty and fair opportunity to pursue their own conceptions of the good 
life. In theory, intervention in individuals’ affairs, through legislation and taxation, 
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is compatible with the neutrality requirement only to the extent necessary to protect 
liberty rights and fair opportunity for all from undue constraint. Exercising oppor-
tunities to lead virtually any minimally decent human life requires access to certain 
basic goods; goods that as John Rawls puts it, are goods everyone has reason to want 
available to them to whatever their life plans might be (Rawls 1999). These include 
goods such as literacy, healthcare, shelter, nutrition, and the means of becoming 
economically self-supporting. Thus liberal public institutions may justifiably inter-
vene in individuals’ affairs to the extent necessary to ensure fairness of access to the 
basic goods without which realizing any kind of minimally decent life is impossible. 
Liberal political institutions may also justifiably intervene in individuals’ affairs to 
protect biodiversity, provided that failure to do so would undermine access to basic 
goods necessary for the fair opportunity to lead a life one values. Some environmen-
tal goods are goods everyone has reason to want whatever way of life they mean 
to pursue, goods such as clean air and potable water. So intervention to ensure the 
availability of these goods is readily justifiable. To justify public investment to pre-
serve biodiversity for its aesthetic intrinsic value, we must be able to show that the 
aesthetic goods in question are likewise basic in the relevant sense, goods everyone 
has reason to want whatever the life plan they adopt for themselves.

Certain intrinsic goods are also basic goods in the relevant sense, goods we have 
reason to want whatever our conception of the good life may be. This is because 
a human life valuable for its own sake is a complex whole constituted by other 
intrinsic goods, goods including health, friendship, knowledge, culture, and aes-
thetic appreciation. The relation of these goods to the goodness of our lives is not 
an instrumental one. Constitutive goods are not external means to a flourishing life, 
they are each parts of what it is to lead such a life.3 Some are so essential to any 
decent human life that no rational person would choose to do without them, what-
ever their conceptions of a flourishing life might be.

Given human psychology, we cannot flourish if we are denied education, social 
relationships, cultural membership, or aesthetically rewarding experiences. Because 
these intrinsic goods are recognized as basic constituents of lives valuable for their 
own sakes, the social obligations of parents and guardians to their dependents are 
not limited to providing them instrumental goods such as food and shelter. Par-
ents and guardians must also foster their dependents’ curiosity, develop their aes-
thetic sensitivity, provide cultural training, and encourage social relationships. And 
because these goods are such basic constituents of lives valuable for their own sake, 
liberal political polities are justified in intervening in individuals’ affairs to ensure 
these responsibilities can be fulfilled by providing resources or social infrastructure 
that fair opportunity requires (which may include public schools, libraries, parks, 
and museums.) Consequently, if it turns out that wild species are essential for real-
izing these or other equally vital types of constitutive goods, liberal political polities 

3 For an illustration, compare the respective contributions of the ingredients of a peach pie (peaches, 
sugar, flour, spices) and the instruments used to make it (mixing bowl, pie-plate, rolling pin, oven.) 
Whereas the instruments which assist in the creation of the pie are external to it, the ingredients are inter-
nal constituents. The overall goodness of pie is a function of the goodness of its constituents.
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could be justified in conserving those species as basic goods that the current and 
every future generation of its citizens have reason to want available, whatever else 
them may want, independent of instrumental considerations.

Can we show that any particular species at risk of extinction is itself essential 
for the realization of the basic constitutive good of aesthetic appreciation? Wouldn’t 
we require an aesthetic theory able to prove the species’ aesthetic worth so exem-
plary as to be appreciable by everyone able to experience it? The answer to the first 
question is clearly ‘no.’ The same is true for works of art. No matter how excellent 
a particular comic opera or tragic classical ballet may be as an instance of its artis-
tic category, there will be people whose subjective tastes make appreciation of any 
instance of such categories impossible. There is no plausible way to establish that 
any one particular art work or species is so uniformly and supremely meritorious as 
to be essential for our contemporaries’ and successors’ realization of aesthetically 
rewarding lives. Fortunately, no such proof is necessary to justify liberal political 
institutions preserving much biodiversity on aesthetic grounds.

Although no one species is essential for present or future generations of citizens 
to realize the basic intrinsic good of aesthetic appreciation, the same cannot be said 
of the richness and diversity of the array of the natural entities and environs we pass 
on to them. Humans cannot maintain the constitutive good of aesthetic appreciation 
in the absence of novelty and diversity of stimuli. Mere repetition of experiences, 
no matter how rewarding initially, will inevitably pall. So even if at any given time 
there are people for whom a swallow’s aerobatics or a frog’s courting song is of no 
aesthetic interest, opportunities of no interest now may become supremely valuable 
later on. To substantially diminish the array of aesthetically distinctive species and 
eco-systems current and future citizens have available to them would thus diminish 
their opportunities to lead fully flourishing lives. Thus to avoid denying fair oppor-
tunities to make flourishing lives for ourselves in the future and for future genera-
tions to do the same, members of liberal political societies must endeavor to protect 
a rich and diverse array of the species they inherit from their predecessors (Welch-
man 2018).

Four features of this approach should appeal to pragmatic ceteris paribus envi-
ronmentalists. First, it does not entail that we must assign equal aesthetic value to 
every species of wildlife; species can be ranked for protection aesthetically by the 
distinctiveness of their characteristics or behavior. Second, it would not mandate 
preservation in situ at all costs, if preservation ex situ could preserve access to a spe-
cies’ distinctive aesthetic qualities. Third, what makes species worthy of protection 
on aesthetic grounds is diversity from other species, not conformity to the popular 
notions of beauty prevailing at any given time. Even if no one at time T has a taste 
for aesthetic engagement with a given species, say the blobfish, it remains possi-
ble that at a future time T N, tastes will change and the blobfish’s appearance will 
be sought out for its peculiar aesthetic rewards (as has in fact happened with the 
blobfish.) Fourth, while we have duties of justice to preserve wild species for their 
aesthetic value, they would not override our duties to protect basic liberty rights or 
access to other basic goods.

Admittedly, what pragmatic ceteris paribus environmentalists will see as advan-
tages to this way of defending conservation of non-instrumentally valuable species 
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on aesthetic grounds, total commitment environmentalists will see as serious draw-
backs. Many sub-species are perceptually indistinguishable from one another. When 
this is the case, appeals to fair opportunity to access the aesthetic goods of these 
subspecies would not justify protecting them all on aesthetic grounds alone. That 
preservation ex situ would not be disallowed on aesthetic grounds is another draw-
back. A third is that liberal political theories of social justice assign greater impor-
tance to human rights and access to basic goods than to the interests of other spe-
cies. Consequently even the deliberate extinction of certain species is potentially 
justifiable. Take, for example, species of mosquito that carry malaria. Arguably, 
to preserve such species, once we can eliminate them through genetic engineering 
could constitute negligent disregard for human liberty rights, such as the right to life 
(Gakpo 2018; Crisanti and Kyrou 2019) Funding genetic engineering to eliminate 
these species would not only seem allowable on grounds of social justice, but pos-
sibly mandatory. So total commitment environmentalists may be reluctant to give 
up on scientific cognitivist aesthetics, despite the objections which the authors and 
others have raised.

The authors and I have followed different trajectories but arrive at the same con-
clusions overall. Ceteris paribus environmentalists intending to use aesthetic argu-
ments for conserving biodiversity would be well advised to delve deeper into the 
nature of aesthetic goods. (They would also be well advised to delve deeper into the 
theories of social justice on which they must rely to win institutional support.) Aes-
thetic appeals have been successfully employed in the past for the preservation of 
many sources of aesthetic goods, including artworks, heritage buildings, and cultural 
landscapes, as well as wilderness areas and threatened species. This history suggests 
that aesthetic appeals can also be successful in the future. That said, one should not 
expect aesthetic intrinsic value appeals to provide a magic bullet by which to com-
mand the support for every species at risk. Pragmatic ceteris paribus environmental-
ists must be prepared to appeal to the full range of instrumental as well as the intrin-
sic values of threatened species to defend their conservation for the future.
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