
Introduction

that conservation has  an ethical foundation is widely ap-
preciated. Less appreciated is the shambled condition of that ethical 
foundation. This condition is revealed by our inability to answer ques-
tions like, What is population viability and ecosystem health? and, Is 
conservation motivated only to meet the so- called needs of humans, 
or also by respect for nonhuman populations and ecosystems? Some 
argue that this ethical uncertainty does not impede the e≠ectiveness 
of conservation. We provide examples that suggest otherwise. We 
also explain how the source of ethical uncertainty is our mistaken 
tendency to think that the morality of our behavior should be judged 
more on the consequences of our actions and less on the motivations 
that underlie our actions.

Conservation’s aim is often thought or said to be to maintain and 
restore population viability and ecosystem health. Achieving conserva-
tion is di∞cult, but the framework for conservation’s goals seems in 
place: Use the best available science and the precautionary principle 
as input for a  decision- making process that will suggest which actions 
will most likely lead to the most desirable outcomes; use  politico- legal 
force to turn desired actions into law or policy; and include some 
environmental education (e.g., media and formal curricula) to build 
social support. That education almost always reduces to describing 
how humans a≠ect natural systems, as if that will shock or shame us 
into supporting conservation.

This framework rests, unfortunately, on an infi rm foundation that 
casts doubt on whether we really understand the aim of conservation. 
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10 john a.  vucetich and michael p.  nelson

The answers to three questions illuminate the inadequacies of the foundation 
of conservation:

1. What is population viability and ecosystem health?
2. How does conservation relate to and sometimes confl ict with other legitimate 

values in life, such as social justice, human liberty, and concern for the welfare 
of individuals, nonhuman animals? How should we resolve such confl icts?

3. Do populations and ecosystems deserve direct moral consideration?

These are the most important unanswered questions in conservation. Not 
having answers that are well defended and widely agreed upon has practi-
cal, on- the- ground consequences for conservation. Moreover, none of these 
questions are purely science questions. They are all philosophical or ethical in 
nature. This is disturbing because the ethics and philosophy of conservation 
may well be the most undertreated aspects of conservation. The very nature 
of conservation is, therefore, up for grabs because its ethical foundation is up 
for grabs. All the while, few people seem concerned. The need is not for each 
individual to answer the question in his or her own way; what is needed is the 
development of ethical consensus, which arises from ethical discourse (Nelson 
and Vucetich 2011).

An interlocutor might express skepticism: developing ethical consensus 
where there is none is impossible—not even among conservation profession-
als. Much evidence, however, speaks to our ability to develop ethical consensus 
(witness the abolition of slavery, women’s su≠rage, civil rights). Moreover, if 
we cannot arrive at a reasonably broad consensus about the three big questions 
above, then conservation’s relationship to society will remain like a nation’s tax 
policy: everyone agrees that tax policy should balance equality and fairness, 
socialism and libertarianism—but no one agrees on what that means. Instead, 
we should want conservation’s relationship to society to be more like human 
medicine, which proceeds e∞ciently because we all agree on the aim (human 
health) and we all agree, more or less, on what human health means.

Answering “What is the aim of conservation?” is challenging because the 
question is broad and abstract, while at the same time the particulars of real 
conservation issues are so varied. It is di∞cult to identify principles that are 
general enough to entail most real issues, but not so broad and general as to 
be vacuous. To say that conservation is about maintaining and restoring popu-
lation viability and ecosystem health is a bit too vacuous. By answering the 
three big questions, much that is vacuous will become fi rm. What follows is 
an exploration of how to approach the three big questions of conservation and 
the consequences of failing to take them seriously.
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The Three Big Questions of Conservation

1. What is population viability and ecosystem health? Conventionally, popula-
tion viability is assessed by estimating the probability that a population will go 
extinct over some time frame (Akçakaya, Burgman, and Ginzburg 1999). In 
principle, it is straightforward to estimate a population’s extinction risk and to 
rank order extinction risk among a set of populations. In practice, both tasks 
tend to be especially di∞cult, in large part due to the limited availability of 
empirical data for most real populations.

Perhaps even more di∞cult is the task of determining the amount of extinc-
tion risk (the probability and time frame) beyond which a population would 
be considered endangered or not viable. For example, is a 5 percent chance of 
going extinct in 100 years an acceptably low chance of extinction? Or is a 10 
percent chance of going extinct over 200 years more appropriate? No matter 
how extinction risk might be quantifi ed, why is there so precious little discus-
sion about such a profoundly basic question as, What is an unacceptable risk 
of extinction?

It seems straightforward to judge ecosystem health in the terms we use to 
describe ecosystems, that is, by: (i) their species richness and diversity; (ii) the 
nature of their ecosystem processes (e.g., nitrogen cycling) and ecological pro-
cesses (e.g., predation or herbivory); (iii) temporal dynamics in these processes; 
and (iv) the spatial variation of ecosystems across landscapes (e.g., relative 
frequency of di≠erent kinds of ecosystems across landscapes).

One extreme, well- rehearsed perspective considers an ecosystem healthy to 
the extent that humans have not impacted it. From this perspective humans are 
a pathogen. Another extreme, well- rehearsed perspective considers an ecosys-
tem healthy to the extent that it can continue providing resources and services 
that humans need. From this perspective humans are a parasite.

Our attempts to navigate this dichotomous notion of ecosystem health have 
been inept. For example, as we are increasingly faced with decisions about how 
to handle  conservation- reliant systems (Scott et al. 2010), we fi nd ourselves 
unable to avoid odd questions like, Is a  human- altered ecosystem healthier 
when humans stop intervening, or when human intervention is used to return 
it to its prealtered state?

Another circumstance rises from our stumbling through the dichotomous 
view of ecosystem health. This circumstance, as odd as it is general, is repre-
sented by the question: On what portion of the landscape should we protect 
ecosystem health, and on what portion of the landscape should it be sacrifi ced 
for our use? The more familiar forms of this question are: How much wilderness 
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12 john a.  vucetich and michael p.  nelson

and bioreserve area do we need? and, Should human impact be concentrated 
(e.g., intensive forestry on a small area) or diluted (e.g., less intensive forestry 
over a larger area)?

This attitude raises serious ethical questions, such as, On what ethical 
grounds can we justify respecting some ecosystems, but sacrifi ce others? This 
is Sophie’s Choice manifest in our relationship with nature. The question also 
represents an ethical tragedy, a situation of our own making that seems to leave 
us with no acceptable choice. Moreover, this handling of the dichotomy never 
answers the question, What is a healthy ecosystem?

Despite the well- rehearsed problems with each perspective, each is rooted 
in a fundamental truth: humans can ruin ecosystems and humans need what 
ecosystems provide. But these perspectives also require believing that humans 
are separate from nature and require denying nature’s intrinsic value. Both be-
liefs are unwise. Is it possible to develop a unifi ed notion of ecosystem health 
that simultaneously recognizes: (i) humans can ruin ecosystems; (ii) humans 
need what ecosystems provide; (iii) humans are not separate from nature; and 
(iv) the value of healthy ecosystems for the sake of the ecosystem’s interest, 
not just our own interest? What portion of conservation professionals concern 
themselves with this problem?

2. How does conservation relate to and sometimes confl ict with other legitimate 
values in life, such as social justice, human liberty, and concern for the welfare 
of individuals, nonhuman animals? How should we resolve such confl icts? One 
approach to this question is to consider a useful defi nition of sustainability, 
which is “meeting human needs in a socially just manner without depriving 
ecosystems of their health [or populations of their viability]” (Nelson and Vuce-
tich 2009c; Vucetich and Nelson 2010). Received defi nitions of sustainability 
suggest our unwillingness to, for example, sacrifi ce social justice in exchange 
for conservation and raise more particular questions like: Is it socially unjust 
to deprive a human community of their mode of living, if their mode of living 
deprives a nonhuman population of its viability or an ecosystem of its health? 
This question can be answered, but doing so requires: (i) a better understand-
ing of what ecosystem health is; and (ii) an interest and ability to understand 
the nature of social justice, an interest and ability that seems well beyond the 
majority of conservation professionals and outside of the realm of what we 
normally think of as conservation science.

These questions would be ridiculous for anyone thinking that a particular 
conservation action was absolutely necessary for the survival or basic welfare of 
humanity. In that case, one might willingly pay almost any price for the conser-
vation. The circumstance is, however, far more complex. Survival of the human 
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species does not, for example, depend on Kansas having intact grassland eco-
systems or the Pacifi c Ocean having blue whales. We already have a pretty good 
idea about how humans can survive without these populations or ecosystems.

Still, we cannot ignore the “13th rivet” metaphor, which explains how the 
loss of any particular species or ecosystem may not be important for the wel-
fare of humanity, but the collective loss of many populations and ecosystems is. 
This raises the problem of how we go about deciding how we ought to treat any 
particular population or ecosystem. For every proposed conservation action, 
we must know how /  whether the benefi ts of that particular action are worth 
the ethical costs that action might incur on social justice, or animal welfare, 
or whatever the costs may be.

The point is, conservation is not the only legitimate value in society. Par-
ticular conservation actions sometimes confl ict with other values, and no 
particular conservation action always and automatically trumps every other 
value. Consequently, knowing conservation’s role in society requires knowing 
how and why populations and ecosystems are valuable. In particular, we need 
to know how they are valuable beyond their utility to humans.

3. Do populations and ecosystems deserve direct moral consideration? This question 
is critical not only for conservation, and the academic fi eld of environmental 
ethicists has generated a great deal of insight about how the question might be 
answered,1 though it is largely unknown to many conservation professionals.

An important line of reasoning has been that direct moral consideration 
should be extended to anything possessing a morally relevant trait. Many con-
sider sentience and the capacity for reason to be morally relevant traits, and 
some consider them to be the only morally relevant traits. If so, ecological 
collectives would not deserve direct moral consideration because they are not 
sentient or capable of reason. Another school of thought known as biocentrism 
argues that being alive is the morally relevant trait. While some of these scholars 
argue that ecological collectives are morally relevant because they are living 
things, others argue they do not deserve moral consideration because they are 
not living individuals. Each of these approaches represents a kind of thinking 
known as extensionism.

By contrast, some professional ethicists have argued that ecological collec-
tives deserve direct moral consideration because they are the will of some deity. 
Ironically, some theological consideration suggests that only humans deserve 
direct moral consideration.

Another more secular approach has been to argue that ecological collec-
tives deserve direct moral consideration because they and we are members 
of a shared biotic community, and all community members deserve moral 
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14 john a.  vucetich and michael p.  nelson

consideration. This was Aldo Leopold’s contribution to environmental eth-
ics. Deep Ecologists approach this question by fi rst recognizing that humans 
deserve direct moral consideration, and then by recognizing that humans and 
ecological collectives are indistinguishable, and for these reasons ecological 
collectives deserve direct moral consideration.

In the process of developing these insights, some environmental ethicists 
have discovered a more basic challenge, which is, knowing what exactly is 
meant by the term direct moral consideration. First, as a matter of vocabulary, 
environmental ethicists generally say that a thing deserves direct moral con-
sideration if it has intrinsic value, in contrast to having only instrumental (or 
use) value. The trouble is, what exactly is meant by intrinsic value.

Intrinsic value could be something that exists within certain things; im-
plying intrinsic value is an objective property that can be discovered. In this 
case ethicists say to be intrinsically valuable is to be valuable in and of itself. 
However, intrinsic value may only exist in the mind of the valuer. In this case, 
intrinsic value would be value in addition to use value. Alternatively, intrinsic 
value may be more relational, that is, something that emerges from a valuer’s 
relationship with certain things. Uncertainly about the meaning of intrinsic 
value amplifi es the di∞culty of answering the question, Do populations and 
ecosystems deserve direct moral consideration?

Answering this question would solve a great challenge for conservation. 
However, answering this question in the a∞rmative creates even more di∞cult 
ethical questions for conservation. Specifi cally, how to weigh and adjudicate 
among the disparate interests of humans and nonhumans.

Practical Implications

We have made a case that conservation’s meaning, purpose, and relationship 
to the rest of society are inadequately understood. While many people believe 
that an infi rm ethical foundation is no impediment to conservation (Norton 
1994), there are many examples to the contrary, for example:

• US Endangered Species Act. The defi nition of endangered species in what is, 
arguably, the most powerful environmental law in the world is one that is not 
“in danger of extinction throughout all or a signifi cant portion of its range.” 
So, how much risk is too much risk? In general, judgments about excessive 
risks depend upon the consequences. For example, what counts as excessive 
risk for having rain on your picnic di≠ers from what counts as excessive risk 
of dying due to the failure of your car’s brakes. Similarly, what counts as an 
excessive risk of extinction will depend upon whether we think the American 
burying beetle is valuable only for human welfare or if it is also intrinsically 
valuable. In other words, appropriate conservation requires answering the 
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 The Infi rm Ethical Foundations of Conservation 15

three big questions of conservation. The same conditions arise when consid-
ering the meaning of “signifi cant portion of range” (Vucetich, Nelson, and 
Phillips 2006; Nelson, Phillips, and Vucetich 2007; Waples et al. 2007a, b; 
Carroll et al. 2010).

• Conservation- Reliant Species. There is an increasing awareness of the di∞culty 
of knowing how to manage species that require perpetual human support or 
that may never be recovered (Scott et al. 2010). Polar bears and caribou are 
important examples. The great concern here is spending resources that will 
lead to no benefi t. If ethics depend on consequences then this concern is ap-
propriate. However, if ethics depends importantly on motivation, which it does, 
and if these species are intrinsically valuable, then this concern is moot. Our 
obligations to other humans, as a parallel, are not reducible to their benefi t 
to us because we believe all humans possess intrinsic value. In other words, 
appropriate conservation requires us to answer the second and third big ques-
tions of conservation. These questions about conservation of reliant species, 
unrecoverable systems, and other hopeless cases apply to hundreds of species 
and hundreds of thousands of square miles of the earth’s surface.

• Conservation’s Confl ict with Animal Welfare. Many conservation actions, including 
the control of exotic and invasive species, involve killing individual creatures. 
Is the cost of killing hundreds of individual barred owls worth the benefi t of 
protecting populations of northern spotted owls (Welch 2009)? A common 
response is that the needs of conservation (here preserving northern spotted 
owl populations) trump the welfare of individual animals. However, one of the 
greatest developments in  twentieth- century ethics has been the development of 
reasons to think that nonhuman animals and ecological collectives deserve di-
rect moral consideration. Society’s appreciation for these reasons is increasingly 
apparent (e.g., Animal Welfare Act and Endangered Species Act). The ethical 
thing to do is not to deny the validity of one of these moral developments but 
to work toward an ethic that accommodates this confl ict (Vucetich and Nelson 
in review). In other words, appropriate conservation requires answering the 
second big question of conservation.

The Ethics of Control and Consequence

We are all familiar with the narrative explaining how our conservation crisis 
has roots in our historic fetish for controlling nature (White 1967; Holling and 
Me≠e 1996). However, this pathology has roots in a more basic limitation of 
Western ethics, which is—ironically—its failure to seriously confront the ques-
tion: What deserves direct moral consideration?2 Despite this long- standing 
limitation of Western ethics, its history provides important clues for how we 
might approach the question.
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16 john a.  vucetich and michael p.  nelson

To capture the salient elements of this history in a few hundred words we 
paint with the crudest strokes:3 The ethic of those living prior to Aristotle, 
represented by characters of Homeric literature, was built on a belief that life 
had a purpose (what Aristotle referred to as telos), and that purpose was to be a 
good warrior. Moreover, ethics were the vehicle between how- we- are and how- 
we- ought- to- be, and the engine of this vehicle was virtues that, when manifest, 
give rise to how- we- ought- to- be. In Homeric days, the virtues included courage 
and cunningness, which were apropos given the purpose.

As the Homeric period gave way to the rise of Greek city- states, Aristotle 
codifi ed the purpose of human life as being a good citizen of the city- state, and 
the accompanying virtues included justice, prudence, temperance, and magna-
nimity. As Europe fell into the Dark Ages, theologians and monarchs dictated 
a person’s purpose, which was to atone for original sin and get to heaven. The 
virtues giving rise to this purpose were faith, hope, and humility. Importantly, 
Aristotle would have considered humility a vice. This basic framework for 
ethics (i.e., a conjoining of purpose and virtue) remained unchanged for more 
than two millennia. Today we call this framework virtue ethics. The essence of 
this ancient ethic focuses on how a moral agent should behave without much 
attention given to understanding who the moral patients are.4 That is, virtue 
ethics does not, by itself, try to answer the question, What deserves direct 
moral consideration?

With the Enlightenment, as the story goes, reason overthrew religious and 
monarchical tyranny. Another victim of the coup was Aristotle’s metaphysics, 
especially his telos or notion of purpose, and subsequently our interest in vir-
tue ethics. The di∞culty had been that a sense of telos conjoined to religious 
and monarchical tyranny had been the primary motivators for behavior for the 
past thousand years. An ethical crisis emerged: On what now would ethics and 
behavior be based?

Ethicists occupied themselves with this question for the next couple of 
hundred years: Kant suggested that reason alone could be the foundation for 
determining what is ethical; and Hume suggested that emotion and feeling, 
along with intellect, should be the foundation for judging what is ethical. These 
developments in ethics were triumphs of human liberty. They were beautifully 
anthropocentric and contrasted to prior tendencies for life to be theocentric 
or monarchicentric.

Despite the insight that Kant and Hume o≠ered, each account had the e≠ect 
of revealing the inadequacies of the other. Kierkegaard took the failures of Kant 
and Hume as a basis for suggesting that we are free to decide whether ethics 
(reason) or aesthetics (feeling) should be the foundation for judging what is 
right and wrong. Nietzsche took the failures of Kant and Hume as evidence 
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that personal will was the only sensible basis for deciding how to behave. 
Hitler and Mussolini seem to be manifestations (though perhaps perverse) of 
his ideas.

Bentham and Mill suggested that the goodness of an action should be judged 
on the basis of maximizing happiness and minimizing su≠ering of humans. 
Their thoughts led to Consequentialism and Utilitarianism,5 which have been 
for the past 150 years the dominant framework for thinking about ethics gener-
ally and certainly the dominant form of ethical thinking within conservation.

A growing number of scholars are increasingly disturbed by several, well- 
rehearsed weakness of Consequentialism and Utilitarianism. For example, 
Utilitarianism is limited by our inability to judge and quantify happiness (Sen 
1987; Putnam 2002; Moore 2004), especially in nonhumans. Utilitarianism 
does not provide a useful way of comparing happiness among, for example, a 
person, a goat, a population of Puerto Rican parrots, and a mangrove ecosystem. 
Human psychology also seems predisposed to overemphasize our happiness 
and underemphasize the happiness of others (Vucetich and Nelson 2007). 
In the absence of any constraints, Consequentialism reduces to an ethic for 
which “ends- justify- the- means” is the primary principle for judging morality, 
leaving open the possibility that any particular behavior (e.g., child slavery) 
could be justifi ed if the benefi ts of the behavior outweighed the costs (Rachels 
and Rachels 2009).

Another limitation of Consequentialism is our inability to reliably predict the 
consequences of our actions except in the simplest of cases. Again this weakness 
is accentuated when thinking about our relationship with the environment, 
where the causal relationships between humans and nature are complex. Ac-
cording to Consequentialism, being unable to reliably predict consequences 
leaves one unable to know the morality of an action (including conservation 
actions). The unthinkability of being left in a state of amorality encourages us 
to exaggerate our ability to predict the consequences of our actions. Our obses-
sion with controlling nature, which others have argued is a root cause of our 
environmental crisis (Holling and Me≠e 1996), rises from our commitments 
to Consequentialism.

Consequentialism’s singular focus on consequences distracts our attention 
from being concerned with the motivations that underlie our actions. Focus on 
consequences runs contrary to a basic tenet that ethics is primarily about as-
sessing the motivations for our actions. Lack of concern for motivation explains 
our inability to appreciate or answer the three big questions of conservation.

The most fundamental limitation of Utilitarianism is the inability to answer 
the question, What deserves direct moral consideration? The history of Utilitar-
ianism suggests that moral consideration extends to those who can experience 
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18 john a.  vucetich and michael p.  nelson

happiness and su≠ering.6 But Utilitarianism cannot answer the question, What 
counts as happiness or su≠ering? nor is it equipped to determine who is capable 
of experiencing happiness and su≠ering. Science can answer some of these 
questions (Chandroo, Duncan, and Moccia 2004; Elwood and Appel 2009). 
However, other aspects of knowing who su≠ers and what counts as su≠er ing 
may be metaphysical.7 For example, is an ecosystem overrun with exotic spe-
cies an ecosystem that su≠ers? Science can describe the consequences of being 
overrun with exotic species but cannot say whether that counts as su≠ering, 
or whether an intact ecosystem counts as a fl ourishing ecosystem.8 Knowing 
whether an ecosystem can or cannot fl ourish may well require insights from 
outside the boundaries of science and ethics.

Another form of Consequentialism that is especially infl uential among 
conservation professionals is Pragmatism (Norton 1994; Katz and Light 1996; 
Minteer and Collins 2005; Lockwood and Reiners 2009). The essential tenet 
of Pragmatism is that truth or meaning ought to be judged by practical conse-
quences. A pragmatic ethic is judged, therefore, by its ability to solve ethical 
problems, as those problems are perceived. Although Pragmatism may seem 
commonsensical, it has long been deeply controversial among ethicists. Prag-
matism is especially vulnerable to the criticism that the ends do not justify 
the means. Aside from the previously mentioned problems with thinking that 
ends justify means, Pragmatism is especially troublesome for conservation to 
the extent that we have not adequately identifi ed the ends. That is, we still 
have not adequately answered the question, What is the aim of conservation? 
This makes conservation motivated by pragmatism like a missile without a 
guidance system.9

The Ethics of Virtue

The depraved morality that Utilitarianism o≠ers has led a growing number 
of ethicists to think that an environmentally sustainable life requires redis-
covering virtue ethics and reinventing it for contemporary life (Cafaro 2001; 
Sandler and Cafaro 2005; Hursthouse 2007; Sandler 2007). Such reinvigora-
tion may also be necessary for shoring up the foundation of conservation and 
adequately specifying conservation’s purpose. Recall that virtue ethics involves 
three aspects: (i) identifying the purpose of a person, (ii) identifying virtues 
necessary for manifesting one’s purpose, and (iii) engaging in activities that 
promote the virtues.

With some refl ection, it seems that the purpose of a person living a sustain-
able life would have to be to treat others as one would be treated, if one were in 
their position. This principle rises from the simple commitment that ethics be 
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rationally consistent and is known as the principle of ethical consistency (PEC) 
(Gensler 1996). Application of PEC requires empathy, a vivid,  knowledge- based 
imagination about another’s circumstance, situation, or perspective. Empathy is 
not an emotion, but a capacity that depends on objective, empirical knowledge 
(discovered by science and disseminated by education) about the conditions 
and capacities of others (to fl ourish and su≠er). Empathy is required because 
PEC requires one to treat others only as one would consent to be treated if 
one were in their same situation. Principles of psychology indicate that one’s 
empathy for an object is limited by one’s familiarity with the object and the 
extent to which one observes similarity between one’s self and the object (Pres-
ton and de Waal 2002).

For PEC to be useful in a conservation context empathy with nonsentient 
beings and ecological collectives would have to be possible. It is possible be-
cause we can observe similarity and have familiarity with nonsentient beings 
and ecological collectives. Not only is such empathy possible, we also admire 
those who exemplify such empathy. If the reader is unsure, go back and read 
Shel Silverstein’s The Giving Tree and consider Aldo Leopold’s capacity to “think 
like a mountain.”10

Because PEC rises from principles of consistency, we are obligated to ap-
ply PEC consistently—that is, whenever possible. To do otherwise is to apply 
PEC arbitrarily, which would be unethical. Because we can become familiar 
and observe similarity with any living thing (including plants and fungus, and 
possibly unicellular organisms, and ecological collectives, such as species and 
ecosystems), we ought to do so.11

PEC is important not only for being the purpose behind a virtue ethic ap-
plied to conservation ethics, but also because it answers the third big question 
of conservation, What deserves direct moral consideration? Knowing that 
the viability and health of populations and ecosystems is morally relevant for 
populations’ and ecosystems’ sake, and not only because we depend on their 
viability and health, provides much guidance for answering the fi rst big ques-
tion of conservation. Moreover, understanding that PEC applies to humans, 
nonhuman individuals, and ecological collectives leads to critical insight for 
responding to ethical confl icts that arise when conservation seems to confl ict 
with social justice, human liberty, and concern for the welfare of individual 
animals. Although it would be valuable to elaborate further, here we only point 
out that the resolution to such confl ict rises from the same principles we use 
regularly in our everyday lives to resolve other ethical confl icts, such as how do 
we balance a decision to be a good conservation scientist and our responsibility 
to be an environmental advocate (Nelson and Vucetich 2009b).
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20 john a.  vucetich and michael p.  nelson

For emphasis, the claim is not merely that PEC is an appropriate rule to 
live by, but that a sustainable relationship with nature requires that manifest-
ing PEC be the purpose of one’s life, one’s reason for living, and the overarch-
ing principle that guides all of one’s actions and decisions. PEC would be the 
dominant narrative thread in one’s life. The process of maturation would be 
defi ned by the process of continually improving one’s ability to manifest PEC.

Given PEC as a purpose, here is a candidate list of virtues that would seem 
necessary and su∞cient for promoting the manifestation of one’s purpose:

1. Constancy of Purpose, or knowing that one has a purpose. If virtues help one mani-
fest one’s purpose, it may seem redundant that the fi rst virtue is merely a re-
minder that one’s life has a purpose. However, the postmodern world is char-
acterized by, among other features, the decline of vocationalism and the rise of 
professionalism. With this shift, and the residual infl uences of Social Darwin-
ism, the notion that life might have any purpose other than securing resources 
and safety is relatively unfamiliar to most. This virtue includes knowing that 
manifesting PEC is what makes one happy. For these reasons, the simplest and 
most basic virtue is simply knowing that one has a purpose and that this purpose 
is manifesting PEC.12

2. Self- empowerment, or knowing that one is living a sustainable life, does not depend 
on others. The postmodern world is fi xated on “Tragedy of the Commons,” the 
thought that individuals acting independently in their own self- interest ulti-
mately destroy shared resources, in the absence of conditions that are di∞cult 
to accommodate. Understanding the Tragedy of the Commons is wise. How-
ever, being fi xated on Tragedy of the Commons in a world committed to Con-
sequentialism is devastating. Together they strip away all motivation to behave 
sustainably unless everyone else does the same (Nelson and Vucetich 2009a). 
However, if a sustainable (ethical) life is defi ned more by the motivations of our 
behaviors and less by their consequences, then living an ethical life has nothing 
to do with others’ behavior and depends only on one’s self.

3. Empathy, or working to increase one’s capacity to be empathetic with all humans, 
nonhuman individuals, and ecological collectives. This needs to be a virtue because 
we are not a particularly empathetic people, and empathy is central to PEC.

4. Connectedness, or seeing connectedness among all living things. This needs to be 
a virtue because connectedness is the medium used to see that humans and 
nature are part of the same community, and because we have a long history of 
denying this connectedness. While many people would already be familiar with 
the value of this and the previous virtue, what might be less familiar is the role 
that conservation science plays in developing these virtues (see below).
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5. Sharing with one’s community. PEC raises a concern that ethicists refer to as ethi-
cal overload, the challenge of how to care for so many moral patients, many of 
whom have confl icting moral needs. While this is an important challenge, prin-
ciples that are known to all of us are quite capable of handling this challenge. In 
particular, the principle of knowing when it is right to share with another. For 
example, should we share our lunch with a person we had constantly reminded 
to bring his or her own lunch? Perhaps. Doing so would be generous. But not 
sharing might also be appropriately just. The decision depends importantly on 
our motivation. To share or not might also depend on whether there was good 
reason for the person to have not brought a lunch. This case demonstrates the 
sophisticated mechanisms we already have for knowing when to share. The radi-
cal shift is to see sharing as a primary virtue for relating to nature. For example, 
knowing whether it is right to hunt wolves only requires knowing whether it 
is right for hunters to share deer and elk with wolves. One’s obligation to grow 
wise in knowing when to share doesn’t confl ict with one’s obligation to care for 
(i.e., being interested to share) with everything.

6. Mourning, or knowing to grieve in the face of tragedy. When confronted with 
challenges like whether to kill wolves or allow caribou populations to su≠er 
greater extinction risk (DeCesare et al. 2010), we tend to deny the tragedy of 
the circumstance by claiming either that individual wolves do not count (if our 
concern was focused on the conservation of caribou populations) or that caribou 
populations do not count (if our concern was focused on individual wolves). Our 
tendency to deny tragedy is a general tendency refl ected in our strong preference 
for Hollywood endings over those of Shakespearian tragedies. Mourning the 
circumstance of having to decide between wolves and caribou forces us to see 
that wolves are not the ultimate cause of caribou decline. Instead, mourning the 
tragedy motivates us to confront the ultimate cause, which is the overexploita-
tion of boreal forests and gas exploration (Wittmer et al. 2007). Mourning in 
the face of tragedy is a virtue because it focuses attention on ultimate problems 
and encourages avoiding tragedies in the fi rst place.

If this framework is sensible, then the greatest disappointment in a virtue ethic 
rooted in PEC is that it all seems too trite. That is, haven’t we known since kin-
dergarten that we ought to follow the Golden Rule? This reaction misses the 
salient point, which is about the underappreciated role of motivation (virtues) 
and the exaggerated role of consequences in our ethical thought. None of us 
recall a world that wasn’t thoroughly dominated by Consequentialist thought. 
In this sense, virtue ethics is an unfamiliar mode of thought. However, be-
cause virtue ethics dominated the Western mind for nearly two millennia, it 

(© University of Chicago Press. All rights reserved. 
Posting, copying, or distributing in print or electronic form without 
permission of UCP would be easy, but it's illegal. We're trusting you.)

mpnelson
Text Box



22 john a.  vucetich and michael p.  nelson

is Consequentialist thinking that in the long run has been the unusual mode 
of thinking. Embracing virtue ethics and living sustainably will require the 
greatest shift in ethical thought in 400 years.13

The Purpose of Conservation Science and Education

Promoting the virtues requires contributions from individuals, communities, 
and institutions. Conservation science and education have a critical and unique 
role to play in promoting the virtues. Only science and education can discover 
and disseminate the objective, empirical knowledge necessary for increasing 
our capacity to empathize with others (including nonhumans) and see con-
nections in nature. Empathy and seeing connectedness are keys to seeing how 
humans and nature are part of the same moral community. In this sense, science 
and education are critical for knowing how nonhumans are morally relevant. 
One might say that the central purpose of conservation science and education 
is to generate a sense of wonder for nature (Carson 1965; Moore 2005).

This view is a radical departure from the received view that the purpose of 
science is to predict and control nature. This view also departs from a com-
monly held view that the aim of environmental education is to shock or shame 
us into behaving sustainably by showing us how we damage nature and how 
we can mitigate our damage (Erhlich 1995). We won’t care about the damage 
we cause or how to mitigate it until science and education foster a sense for 
how nature is morally relevant.

This new conservation science would di≠er in tangible ways from the old. 
We would, for example, be more interested in questions that increase our 
capacity for empathy than for control. We would also be more interested in 
communicating to larger audiences of the general public how and why our 
knowledge of nature leads us to love it. Our best guidance for this new science 
will likely come from contemplating the lives of heroes like Rachel Carson and 
Aldo Leopold. It is not so much their tangible accomplishments that impress 
us, instead the accomplishment that impresses us most is the kind of people 
they had become and the virtues they manifested.
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Notes
1. For a comprehensive review of these insights see DesJardins (2000) or Jamieson (2008).
2. The treatment of what is morally relevant has been handled very di≠erently in di≠erent cul-

tures. Traditional people of North America, for example, take for granted that many nonhuman 
things deserve direct moral consideration (Callicott and Nelson 2003; Moore et al. 2007).

3. The history of ethics and interpretation of virtue ethics presented here summarize the pioneer-
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ing scholarship of A. MacIntyre (1984), whose work has sparked a resurgence of ethicists’ interest 
in virtue ethics that continues growing to this day.

4. A moral agent has the capacity to behave morally, and a moral patient is something that de-
serves direct moral consideration.

5. Utilitarianism is a more specifi c form of Consequentialism. The central tenet of Consequen-
tialism is that the rightness of an action is determined by the consequences of an action. Utilitari-
anism presumes that the consequence of an action should aim to produce the most possible utility, 
happiness, or pleasure for the most people.

6. Scholars actively debate whether sentience is merely the capacity to su≠er or the ability to 
be conscious of experienced happiness or su≠ering. There is also debate about the meaning of 
“consciousness” (Duncan 2006).

7. We mean metaphysical in the sense that some claims about the nature of reality cannot be 
answered by science or ethics alone.

8. “Happiness” might be inappropriately narrow for the purpose of this conversation. “Flourish-
ing” is likely more appropriate (Cuomo 1998).

9. P. Pister, the fi sh conservationist, shared this expression with us.
10. Empathizing with nonhumans often raises concerns about anthropomorphism (de Waal 1999; 

Sober 2005; Beko≠ 2006). That concern is appropriately handled by the careful use of language 
and knowledge about the biology of the nonhuman being spoken of.

11. We are not the fi rst to suggest that the key to conservation ethics is recognizing how 
PEC is applicable to humans, nonhuman individuals, and ecological collectives (see e.g., Gould 
1990).

12. MacIntyre (1984) provides a complete explanation for why constancy of purpose should 
be a virtue.

13. MacIntyre (1984) believed that we would not make the transition from Utilitarianism to 
virtue ethics smoothly and believes we are now entering the beginning of what might be called 
the second Dark Ages.
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