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'fhe Reh<lbilitation of Nature: /\ Course and its ljterature 

JOHN MAI;>"fIN 

Unillersiry (d' C'incinnati 

l n philosophy courses we talk ahout naturalisrn. state of nature, nalurallaw, n;ltuntl 
natural kind. and natural deduction. but we do n(lt as a rule discuss nature in the sense of 
trees and mountains. But there are seriolls phi!cJsophil.'.al questions nused by the rustic 
concepls of 11,llure and Ill<, relation of n:llure 10 lluilianily !!I<il arc b;\lh inl.l:'ITsling in 
lIH:.'nlsc!vc', <lnd n:icVanllU impor!anl 'S5ue5 ,)fiHJI' day In Ihi, 1 sheill dC'icTibe a 
course' organized arnuncl the ielea of mIllin' I IHIIX: lei :lrli<.'llla!x lhc 
problern of fll'l:.Ccrv;ltiun :llld tll<.:n to draw altenlion ((I ',omc subsicliary philosophical 
issues .i have fourld adilf:llHble to an undergraduate course. As J go 
backgruund sources, rnainly books. thai !have found helpful, as \\'eil 
pubJi"hed lexls. 

! shall rnention 
(he reVi newly 

rhe P/'ese/'vlI/io/1isi 1l/lIl/Iio!1 

f'h,..' main phenonlCllOll 1.11 be in in this course II In(lr;,) intuilion shared hv 
ITlan)' 1<) the effect Ihat society should preserve some nalil"al pl:lces iI! their \\" and wild 
state. 'fhis intuitIOn is particularly interesting because freqnenlly II re nwins undiminlshecl 
even in the face of strong lJlilnarian counter ..arglJl1lenls, The problclIJ is 10 understand 
Ihis intuition by rel:iting ii to a conceptual !,;l,:heme which e.'.plains ii and in which it i,;; 
n~con('iled, if pnssiblc, with (raditinnal rnor:il theory, 

Although probably nOllTJUch tirnc should be spent in classes on the l1h're 
hislOry of lei cas. r think an hist{)rieal apprn<!eh fal'thc hesl. way tIl devele,!" sense for 
the concept ofprescrvatiol1, [I has hecornc a trtliSln to say that Westcrn culture 1S of two 
minds Iil its altitudes loward nature. ()n 111(: one h:lIld ie' Ihe '.Iuillilk which has largely 
prevailed 10 the prc~,enl that wilderness is an impediment tu progress and should be 
tamed. On the olhn is the minority position Ihat wilckrne';~, IS :HI inviolable SCllll'CC of 
aesthetic de:ight and moral inspiration. /\ hrief inlroductnry c"sav on the hi':loly of' 
r:uropean all nudes is to be found in Part I of John Passmore /ldull's l\cspo/l.\ibilir\jl)r 
Na/llf'(', a philosophical twist to the Idea (l1'natural hiCTCtIThy. Pa:"SUH\1l cOrJ,;lr'IIC', 
man's dllininancx in JTHlr,i1 tenns and Ir"ces the ,,)ll1ci:ol1 Iii ()III c·ull.lllT 01',111) \.k:':rl) Celt 
rcspons!bilil\ for I1U1U1C. By Lll lhe' IlH>SI u\lllplct<.: hist"I'! PI' r'ur"IJedl i" hy the 
hume.llI C!arcn\:e J Glacken. 1'1'0('(',1 on ih, Rho(/u!n Sh,)I1". C;/;Iekcn i\ 
Iliainly concerned with (racing the idea oCell'iil',HHncntal delelTlilnism fronl c:arli':"1 
to the nineteenth cent IIry. H is lac k of concepwal incisive ness is more th;,n COrlltH.:ns;iI ("i 
for by IllS Inany interesting observations ('In Ivha( v;II'ious illinkcTs have believed a[)nul 
nature. rhe hostility of the cla,,:·;i,:,d \vol"ld 10 wildcrI1tco", ilill.! the "iow eflltTgc'nc:t: of 
pastoral sensitivity among the Romans ean he traced in Sonl:lr, /VuIllre ill C;'l'ce!; 

I'Oeil'y and I·lenry Rushton FairClough. /'01'(' Na/III'/' "llI/(lII,;.' /he (,'rCt'ks {flld Romllns. 
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It is also i nteresling to follow the e volu tion OLl tli tudes to\va.rd nature revealed in Western 
painting. as it develops from medieval indifTerence and ]wstility. through Renaissance 
appreciation of the rural setling. to laler romantic and expressionist trealments. Kenneth 
Clark in Landscape into Art is a bold but pleasant guide. and by consulting it instructors 
can easily prepare a slide show to illustrate the dramatic changes and enliven the 
classroom. Nature as a theme in the European enlightenment and romantic period is an 
immense subject. bUl a careful introduction philosophers may enjc)y is Arthur O. 
Lovejoy's Essavs in Ihe Hislory o( Ideas. The idea of man's technological rnastcry of 
nature from Bacon and the rationalists. through Hegel. to Marx and Marcuse can be 
found in William Leiss. The Domination oj" Natl/re, though the style is s()mewhat 
torlUous. 

'rhe true preservationist ideal. however. emerged 1l()! in Europe. hut in Nurth 
Arneriea. 'fhe hes! acc()unt of its development and continuing bailic with opposing valu,~s 

is Roderick Nash's history. IVilderness and the A f{lcriciln !lfind. The philosophical roots 
of American preservatinnism are outlined in Morton White's Science wid Sentiment in 
An/erica. White explains how the transcenckntalisls. beginning with Jonathan Edwards. 
successively weakened IJlCke's faculty of reason and strengthened that of moral senti
ment in a process that cuI minated with the ani i.. int.ellectualmoral enthusiasm of Emerson 
and Thoreau. A good source for the literary transcendentalists is Norman Foerster's 
Nilture in Americllli Litera!lIre. The transcendcntalisltradition was cill'l'ied directly into 
the modern preservationist movement by John fvluir, a self.·styled disciple or Emerson 
and the founder of the Sierra Club. Herbert Smith, in his book john Muir, sm:ceeds not 
onil,y in systematizing the last lranscendentalist's thoughts, but more amazingly he also 
instills some appreciation for Muir's florid style. For Muir's ideas in his own words see 
My First Summer in the Sierra ane! The MOlllltains 0/ Cilli/()rnia. Toward the end 01' his 
life i'v1uir locked horns with the new ideology of nature, conservalionisrn. articulated by 
the U.S. Forest Service and its founder Clifford Pinchol. On this struggle sec S;ulluel P. 
Hays. CO!lserl'ali,)J'/ lind the (;ospef q!E/licicnc.\'. Hays. a hist()rian. argues that contrary 
to popular belief c()nscrvation was not a struggle oct ween Industry and nature lovers. but 
rather the institutionalization in the Forest Service ofa doctrine of scientific exploitation 
of natural resources. Devnur the wilderness. only slowly, 'I'hough this variety of conser.. 
vation is still strong and well entrenched in government bureaucracies. it has given rise in 
recent years to an interesting off-shnot best represellted t.he fllresler-eco!ogist Aldo 
Leopold. Leopold conjoined the utilitarianism of Pinehol. which he had learned in 
graduate school and during his career in the Forest Service, vvilh the insights of the newly 
emerging science of ecology. and saw thai they implied not resource management but the 
more radical preservationism of Muir. Leopold's thoughts nrc set dOlvn in his popular 
essay A Sond Country Almanac. and the interesting story or his intellectual development 
within its social context is chronicled in Susan L, Flader's history of Leopold, Thinking 
Like a Mountain. Modern preservationism. then. has two roots in American thought. the 
transcendentalism of Muir and the utilitarianism of Leopold. Both of these traditions 
raise interesting moral problems which make the concept ol'preservation a fruitful [,ocus 
for philosophical inquiry and a good course topic. I shall try iWIV to sorl out the various 
issues in a schernatic \vay to suggest how a course clllTicululTI might be organized. 

Utilitarianislil IIlld Nature 

In attempting a reductio on preservationism for an audience oj' economists, .John Ken· 
neth Galbraith once pointed out thal preservationists prefer something in invcls,~ rali,) to 
the number of people who enjoy iI, Thc audic nee Wfl:-i probabl y co nvi need, The (lrgu men! 
is typical of developers who generally argue againsl preservation on ec()nomic gl'lJunds 
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like jobs. flood control. and energy. Any sensitive person cannot help but be swayed by 
strong utilitarian arguments of this sort. bUl interestingly $Ol11e people do 110t find the 
utilitarian considerations always decisive. For some people in some instances. preserva
tion is beller than social happiness. A convinced Iltilitarian can dismiss sllch preser
vationists as morally immature or irrational. but a far rnore interesting approach is to 
explain the preservationist intuitions and. if possible, to reconcile them with utilitarian 
theory. Such explanations are of two sorts: (I) those which claim preservationist intui
tions are really utilitarian deep-down anc! (2) those which claim an entirely different moral 
theory is required to account for prescrvationism, In this seclion I shall outline the 
various attempts at reconciliation. each of which makes a good topic for class discussion. 
In the next section I shall do th,~ same for the so-called" new ethiCS. '" 

Cost Bemd71 Analysis and the A1arkct. The obvious utilitarian move is to argue that 
preservationist intuitions are abollt social goods very indirectly grounded in utility. bUi 
nevertheless groundable in principle. lV'lore daringly. utilitarians may arguelhal the 
market price mechanism can be used to measure even ditlkult to calculate utilities. Cost 
beryefit analysis purports to offer some theory for assigning doJlar·values to all relevant 
goods. and environmental foes are usually armed with such studies when defending their 
projects. The appraisal of this position involves elementary issues in what may be called 
the philosophy of economics: whether price is in faci a function of utilil y, whether sorne 
intangibles (e.g" beauty. peace, harmony) are unpriceable. A good source for the 
"theory" of cost benefit analysis that sho\vs il for the naked emperor it is. is Part Vof 
Economics (~j"the Envirollinent. a collection put togethn by economists Robert IJol'fman 
and Nancy S. Dorfman. 

LXfema/ities. A special problem for thc pricing mechanism chanlcteristic of envi
ronmental economics is that of externalities Some phenomena possessing a "fluid" 
nature like water. air. and noise pollution greatly aff(>ct social happiness but will not stay 
put long enough in one place to receive a price. The problem is hml' to devise market 
schemes to price pollution anyway. '1'he early part of the Dorfmans' collection provides 
both a non-technical introduction to the welfare economics and price theory needed to 
grasp the problem. and in later sections papers describing several ingenious solutions. 
The topic is a good exercise in the limitations of ecol1tlmic analysis in markels_ 

{:'co/ORY. Mosl ecological arguments for preservatron arc al core simply efforts to 
point out the long range effect on human happiness of environmental meddling. Beyond 
the recognized difficulty of markcts to measure long terlll as opposed j() short term utility. 
the form of ecological arguments is not very inkrc:sting. They d" have one curiCHIS 
feature. however. their frequent dependence on current ignorance_ Wejust do not know 
the fuJI effect of freon. tIle argumenl goes, so ball spray cans. When probabilitics are 
assignable. such cases rna)! reduce (0 decision making under uncertainty. John Passmore 
discusses some of these points in ParI !l oC his book. 

CO/lservatio/l. When conservationist,; are defined as opposed ttl preservationists. 
as believers in long term rational exploitation of re'ources .. itis clear tllat they are 21 

species of utilitarian. I·lowever. the most philosophically interesting variety ofeonserva
tion is that undertaken for the sake of future; generations. Hmv ITluch do we owe future 
generations"? Can a utilitarian as such have any ground for banning people from the 
utilitarian community simply because they exist in the future') How does this case differ 
from the exclusion from social goods of natinnal or racial minorities. or of animals? Can 
we know the tastes of future generations? Passmore' s chapter "Conservation" and Joel 
Feinberg's essay "The Rights of Animals and Unborn Generations"' in William 
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Blackston,:. cd .. Phi!o,\oph." lind Ll/\'ir(lllm'~IIIIi/ ( lexls for cbs" 

Righls oI Trees und IllIimuls. ()nc W,IV (0 gl,'und prc:,cl'valionism in inlclilional 
moral theory is via the concept of right: Ivildenle',,; has a right 10 exist undi,sturbed.Two 
strategies have emerged within utilitarianislll 1"01' making Ihis argument. rhe first con·· 
.slflicS righ"; in the traditional uliiitarian fashion ,IS ilhlitulional ;\ITangements that me 
changeable a, needed ane! to furlher social ulihty. faking this line In hi.s 
essay '''Should 'f'rces llavc Standing.' S!,)ne argues thai riglll,; to 
natural objecls I,vould furl her human IItilily hee,luse doing so Ivolllci ~;oll!e the prohlern of 
externalities. A could ,Ippoin! trustcC' to sue ,I pullufer for doue 10 a lake 
when these damages do nOf happen 10 hun anI' per:'on. i\ more I·:\tlica] is to 
question the ex.clusion of non-hulnan al1iI1':.1Is ironl utilitarian calclJlalions. Feinberg 
argues in hi~ paper l.ilat animals have interests. and Petcr Singer in his provo':::.;!l book 
Animal Liberalioll pUIS forv,;ard a simdar pOlnl I.hat allY being capable of pleasure 
or pain slwuld be considered a mora! equal. Passrl10rc discus.st.'; the quc:,lion anilna.1 
SUffering and its c1:,i111S on hmnans in his chapler 'Preservation .. " ,lI1d Roher1 NOliek. 
Anarchy, Srille. /lad U/opia, pp. 3S..47, argues that the Cl'i1eria for a mOI',11 :,ubiecl 
arc mueh TBore Ilf Than I." :;\ltfer or i'eel plc,asull"--"! IS 

fr'."II1I the HII{I·utilildri,nl lr:ldllll>il cd' Ilii!IH;,1 

As would be ex peeled. non··uliliUuiml attemp1S 10 account rOl have heen 
rather exploratory. , h.ave already menl.icl[Jcd Peter and Ruh('1'1 NOli.:!\. tlwlIgh 

views al"l': eornp~liibk wilh ulilitarianism and Noziek's arc not preser
valionist. Below 1 shall sk,:lch some more rddic:li dcpar!lI f,"rn lr;\tfilion,,1 vie,vs 
which arc also somc\\·hal. 'iyrnpalhelic 10 nrc'C'·"""I",n".:111 

/I"hl/ll. Ii ]:·l1gl.'n" Odurn ( Il1cnf:d Lihi,.:s a.nd Ihe Acll.iludc 

RcvcdUl1on" III the B1ackslol1e collc:euold x:Oi".dd SI)illl:llrrKs 10 h" 
suggesting lhat qui Ie apart from utilita.rian eYfe,'ls on sl\cWly, there should be a 
llew ethic ofhdrrnony between rnan am! nature .. desirable in itself. In the ideal wi1rld In;1I1 
would limil his actions to those which were naturaL, 10 those \,vbich SCIJTIChow blended 
wilh the whole rather rban fought il. 11 is dll interesting Hl uUllhe 
senses of natural and urmatural presupposed hel"(~. 

MorxislIL In Domillo/ion oj/Valli]"". mentioned before. WillianT I .eiss ·offers radical 

critique of the \Vestcrn identification of progress willi acl\"'\l1cunenl. 
Though I lind !.(:iss' discussitHlrather rnuddlcd, there cerlainly St'erns 10 be the gruunds 
in Mar"i.'lTl f(lllhe social theory necess;lrv 10 question th", growth ethic thai has gobbled 
up rnueh of the wilderncss. 

The Irreplaceahle.rlll'ugh not mueh has been written nn tht: concepf nf Ihe irre
placeable by philosophers, if serves as a bea,;! of hurden dl"nong pre,;ervatiumsfs: we 
should preserve the irreplaceable. fypica!ly th,' J(lea is used In one of Iwo senses. 
Souwthing can he II"Tl'pllll"Cab/e, 11r'il. bec,\usc we do Iwt Iwve the technolng'i 10 r"pro· 
duce othcr of its kind, i.e otll<.'l ",,'jlh ',(lnl"~ desir:,i)Je ~;el "I 
properties. Hence. II.presentatives of :-;hcll.J1d be plc."I.'.rvccl bcc;',use they clIl',ch 
Ihe gene pool.l'he cmcholla trce should pn'scrvecJ bceaw:c II yields quinil1C. Ht:n Ihe 
conslder:.l.Iions are utilitarian. Vv'e need ohjects wilh lhese j""pcrtics to further 
utility. But S,)!TIC objects arc irn'placeabil: in a second, rnol'e infcl'c<:ting There 
would be noprobletn reprpdllcing irnil:llions ol'hislr'rieal ,trlif'ach irke' the l)eeidralion of 

Independencc or al'l iike the ,d' VernH:el. 'I'he i t~)(iSIS, 
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!,ikc\vise LJnc could, vvilh aSlro-turf and landscape horl iCliiture, reproduce copic,; of I,vild 
nature. But we do 11tH want the copies. we want the originals. liere. built inlo the c()rl\,:cpt 
of irreplaceability, appears to be a genetic condition. PlH'1 of the value of hislol'ic:il 
objects. works of arL and rF,tura[ objects is their modc ()f generation. PD,tl wh;d 
v,t1u"ble about a natural object is that it is natural. Herc again i," thc concept of 1Ih: 
natural, But even if this idea was pllIzled out. this scnse of the irreplaceabie has l,rl,Hller 

limll,ation. Even in this sense, it does not follow that all irreplaceable should t'le 
prcserved, Value judgments independent of the concept of irreplaceability arc needed (0 

distinguish the good from the bad. 

The Aesrhelic. Beauty may provide a clue to preservationist instincts. Here 111;1 
found three issues worth pursuing, First, there is the question of whether nature 
opposed to art is reaJ1y beautiful. Strange as it may seem. the dorninanl 
relatively recently would have heen tHL A nice discussion of natural and artistic 
to he found 1n Chapter IV. "An and Nature" of Francis SparshoU's The 
Aeslhelie,,," Second. there is the curious threefold classifIcation of natural ,nto the 
picturesque. the beauriful. and the sublime, Here one reads Kant. Third" Ihclc is the 
qucstion of whether aesthetic experience is not in faet a variety of :Jlld c,planl,l' 

bie within utilitarianism 

l<.on!iallislII, Finally, I would like to report Oil a pro,leC!. by Ivlark Sagofl 
monograph length "On Preserving the Na!Urll! Environnlcnt." Yale LUll JOIIIIIUI 

(1974), pp. 205,267 proposes grounding preservationism in .K.anliaff lIloral theory. 
precludes cormncnt here on the substance of progr<lrTI. bUt his theory 
e,,:lflJ pie 1,)1' the ki nd of syst erna tic non·,ulilitaria n approach IhM seem 0; IICC (-:;,,;ary. 1 
cannot shake otT the feeling that utilit;nianisln cannot c"ptllre wh:.11 is \vrong v,·'th 
developments like the Hetc:h Herehy ]);un or the Jarnes Bay 

A J'v'O!C 0/1 'Texls 

Of aillhe works mentioned here, the best ali'nJund text would he PassrTlorc',; ,!.lUIl" 
RopIJllslhilily Ji". :Vawrc. GO(1c! supplementarv rnatcrial would include I)or('rn"" 
[)orfman on economic issues. Stone and Singer on righls of natumJ 
Blackstone's collection for various subjects, j,lisl(1rical rnalerial rnay 
Passnlorc's Part J lind ch:lpler I of Nash, 
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