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1. Introduction 
Imagine, visiting a primeval forest, where you come to experience a natural area of great 

beauty and stability. As far as you know, this forest has been there for thousands of years. It 

is not just old and beautiful, it is also very rich in species, perhaps some of which are not yet 

known to mankind, and some on the verge of extinction. Let us refer to this pristine forest as 

F1. Some thirty years later you return to the same place, and see no notable difference. But, 

talking to locals in the area, you learn that the forest has been cut down for timber and then, 

using the most advanced technologies known to man, restored to its previous conditions. 

The restoration ecologist did in fact do such a good job that no one could ever tell the differ-

ence. Let us call this restored forest F2. Now, the philosophically interesting question which I 

shall examine is if the value of F2 is the same in quality and/or quantity as in F1. Maybe F2 

has not the same value as F1, but has yet a morally sufficient value or value qualities that 

can compensate for something lost with the destruction of F1? 

 

This is by no means a purely fanciful case. Restoration projects are in fact a reality. In some 

countries, including Sweden, companies that want to extract non-renewable resources are 

required to commit to some degree of restoration1. Not only is restoration advocated by 

companies seeking to overcome opposition of environmental and local concerns, but many 

environmentalists themselves also endorse restoration as a means to achieve sustainable 

fishery, forestry or biodiversity. (WWF 2010; WWF 2011; Naturskyddsföreningen 2010)  

 

Trying to answer whether F2 is equal to F1 one will inevitably promote some final value(s). 

These may be naturalness, biodiversity, autonomy or aesthetics. If one were to adhere to ei-

ther the aesthetic values or biodiversity a further possible variety would emerge, the possi-

bility being enhanced values. Instead of F2 imagine F3. You return to the same place as in F1 

and notice a difference. It seems more beautiful now than before, and somehow the number 

of species and subspecies has increased. Talking to locals you find that the areas wildlife has 

been changed by the introduction of genetically modified plants. This GMO can produce 

more nutrition than ordinary plants, thus enabling more animals to live of the same acres as 

before. So it would seem that the richness and complexity of F3 has grown from that of F1. 

Would F3 be more valuable than F1? 

 

All these cases are examples of restoration ethics and in the field of applied environmental 

                                                 
1 Swedish environmental act 1998:808 chapter 6 
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ethics, the point of departure for much discussion on restoration has been, and continues to 

be, Robert Elliot. In his article Faking nature, Elliot claimed that the value of ecotypes de-

graded by human exploitation were impossible to repair by restoration. He claimed that a 

central determinant of its value were a relational property, forever lost after human inter-

ference. A restored environment might be preferable to no restoration where damage has 

already been done, but the restoration would amount to nothing more than a forgery. (Elliot 

1982; Elliot 1997) 

 

As a spin-off to Elliot, Eric Katz agreed that restoration could not restore the damaged value 

but in his theory this was because restoration turns nature’s into human artefacts. (Katz 

1997) These two positions, which I shall call the forgery and the artefact argument, are at 

the forefront of the debate. 

1.1. Demarcations and outlay 

The debate surrounding restoration has two related questions. First, the possibility of restor-

ing value(s) and second, our moral obligations with respect to nature’s values. My aim is to 

try to answer the first part of the two questions figuring in the debate. That is, if the value of 

F2 is the same as, or identical to, the value of F1 and if F3 can be more valuable than F12. I 

will firstly discuss naturalness as a concept and its relevance in the restoration debate, Sec-

ondly the forgery and artefact arguments are to be closely examined, before ending with 

conclusions. 

 

Some demarcations are in order here. In my discussion, I will assume that perfect restora-

tion can be done. Whether this is possible, given todays technologies are doubtful at best, 

and even the theoretic chance of ever performing full restoration seems small. Yet, my as-

sumption puts the question on its edge. 

  

As for “nature” I here stipulate that, if nothing else is said, it will mean ecological wholes 

encompassing all living and non-living entity’s in an ecosystem and all ecosystems. That is, 

earth as one ecosystem. Once the naturalness section is complete, I shall use nature as much 

as possible instead of natural, to avoid confusion and conflations.  

2. The naturalness debate 
In order to present good (un)naturalness arguments...the intended meaning of 

                                                 
2 For all will probably accept that F3 is more valuable than F2. 
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(un)naturalness always needs to be elucidated. Otherwise there is a risk of equivoca-

tion ...or at least vagueness (Siipi 2008, p.95) 

 

It is easy to misunderstand the restoration debate as being about whether F2 and/or F3 is 

natural or not, and therefore valuable. While some philosophers might indeed discuss resto-

ration in this manner, I find it wrong and bound to be unsuccessful. This confusion is likely 

to arise because naturalness as a descriptive term is unfortunately also highly value loaded. 

One may argue for something by claiming that it is natural, and by doing so cloaking one’s 

values in descriptive terms without haven given any reason why naturalness matters. Add-

ing to this several undefined meanings of the word and the confusion is a reality. It is quite 

clear that the ambiguity of the concept needs addressing, as the above quote indicates, not so 

that one definition can be proven to be the best, but so that clarity can be given. A correct 

understanding of one’s opponents’ definition to the concept will provide a better discussion. 

 

A comprehensive and highly useful analysis of naturalness if given to us by Siipi. She out-

lines three types of stances.  Those are the Property based, history based and relation based 

conceptions of naturalness3. Property based uses of naturalness advocates that an entity, be it 

a dog, a forest or a teapot, is natural or not depending on it having certain qualities. These 

can be genetic and biological functions/actions/states. It can also be naturalness as normal-

ity. Normality can, for present purpose, be defined as how thing usually are. A dog would on 

this account be natural if it looked and behaved as dogs usually do. If it for example were 

genetically modified so that instead of barking it purred, it would then be a unnatural dog, 

both in behaving in an abnormal way and in being genetically different from other dogs.  

 

The way Elliot, on whom the main focus will be later on, uses naturalness, is in Siipis termi-

nology called history based. No matter the precise definition, the common feature of history 

based naturalness is that a central, if not the only, determinant of an entity´s value is its ori-

gin. Here a central question becomes if it is to be viewed as an all-or-nothing affair or a 

matter of degree. (Siipi 2008) If the first is the case the outcome may be a definition like this 

one 

 

HA1: Naturalness as total independence from human beings: an entity X is natural = 

df. Entity X exists and has its properties independently of human beings (Siipi 2008, 

p. 79)  

                                                 
3 Siipi´s relational based conception is not of any relevance here. Therefore I shall not use up space accounting 

for it. 
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Obviously HA1 can only be applied to entity’s in the non-human world. To speak of natural 

human actions in the sense of HA1 would be ridiculous. Some scholar have also raised the 

question if HA1 would not imply that ”nature is dead” seeing how human activities for at 

least 200 year have radically altered the conditions of life everywhere on earth. (Siipi 2008, 

p.79; Ridder 2007) There are various varieties on HA1 were ”human beings” are replaced 

with ”certain types of human activity” or were a continuous gradient is permitted, saying 

that X is more natural than Y if X have properties more independent from humans than Y. 

At first glance, both of this conceptions appear to have clear advantages over HA1, not forc-

ing humans out in the cold of the non-natural sphere. But perhaps the most plausible form 

is HC34 which expresses;  

naturalness as a degree of human-caused change process: An entity X is more un-

natural than entity Y... [if] there has been more and/or greater human-caused 

change process in the history of X than in...Y” (Siipi 2008, p.82)   

One could then, using HC3, claim that F2 could not be as natural as F1 but also that the 

manner in which F2 were created are of importance. Instead of using high-tech solutions, 

the local knowledge and traditional methods of wildlife preservation were used to nurture 

nature back to health. The value outcome of the high-tech alternative would then be less 

valuable then the local knowledge alternative. (Ridder 2007; Elliot 1997) 

 

A second potentially useful, yet much simpler, analysis is provided by Ridder.  

There are, on his view, two conflicting concepts. One the measure naturalness by historical 

benchmarks, be it human settling, the raise of agriculture, industrialisation or modern con-

sumer driven capitalism, and the other by naturalness of processes. The first being quite 

straightforward and in no need of explanation5, the second approach does. A process could 

be thought of as natural when 

a) it does not harm nature (e.g. is sustainable) 

b) it lacks intentional interference from some agent 

c) it preserves entity´s capability for reaching its telos (Ridder 2007) 

 

A similarity can be seen in the conceptual debate of naturalness and in the value theoretic 

parts of the restoration debate. The restoration debate should be about whether value quali-

ties are internal or relational. I use `internal` and not intrinsic or likewise, to avoid making 

                                                 
4 HC3 meaning Historical continuous gradient version three 
5 Though it should be noticed that the benchmark approach makes measuring naturalness an empiric ques-

tion. 
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meta-ethical statements about the nature of value(s). Internal properties are all those that 

belong to the object itself, such as beauty, complexity and autonomy. While relational prop-

erties exists between A and B. As main examples can be mentioned continuity to an entity´s 

genesis and beauty6. If internal properties proves to have the upper hand, and if, of these, 

autonomy seems less reasonable, then it would mean than F2 is as good as F1, and that F3 is 

at least 7no worse than F1 and certainly better then F2. 

3. The forgery argument 
Elliot can be thought of as claiming the following; Restoration amounts to nothing more 

than a forgery because the value of the restored area where to a significant degree deter-

mined by its undisturbed historical connection to its genesis. This is so, in his view, because 

facts about aesthetic objects, how and when it was created, contributes to our appraisal of it 

in general. 

 

Now he offers us an analogy argument.  

Imagine that I have a piece of sculpture in my garden which is to fragile to be moved 

at all. For some reason it would suit the local council to lay sewerage pipes just 

where the sculpture happens to be. The council engineer informs me of this and ex-

plains that my sculpture will have to go. However, I need not despair because he 

promises to replace it with an exactly similar artefact, one which, he assures me, not 

even the very best experts could tell was not the original. ….it is utterly improbable 

that I would accept it as a full compensation for the original. Nor is my reluctance 

entirely explained by the monetary value of the original work. (Elliot. 1982) 

What Elliot points at here is that in art, a replica can never be as valuable as the original. 

The reason for this lies with the object itself. All the particulates about this sculpture con-

tribute to its current aesthetic value.  

 

A second argument runs like this8. A civilian, Jill, has been captured by a utilitarian minded 

super-technologist. He has created an experience machine, and knowing of Jill’s love of na-

ture she is attached to it. Jill immediately thinks she’s travelling down a wild, pristine river, 

seeing extraordinary rock formations and undiscovered wildlife. In reality her mind is being 

                                                 
6 Beauty can be both depending on whether beauty is perceived as lying in the eyes of the beholder or in the 

object. If beauty is the capacity to give certain experiences than I would call it a relational property 
7 In the last section I shall discuss the possibility of lexicality of values in contrast to valuemathematics.  
8 Readers should be aware that Elliot uses four examples instead of three, but since the difference are close to 

nil in two of them, I have seen it fit to combine his second and third into my second example 
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short-changed and her experiences are simply fake. This we should all be able to agree to. 

Should not the value she attaches to her imaginary nature be fake as well? In a second ex-

ample she is instead blindfolded and taken to an area where everything has come about as a 

result of human creation. Every tree has been planted, every rock formed and every animal 

implanted. None of this is Jill aware of and thinks of it as a nature that is truly wild. Once 

again, says Elliot, she has been short-changed. Presented with something that tries to mimic 

something that it is not, and the value it aspires to create is not there. In a third example Jill 

is once again blindfolded but now she is presented with a forest that has been cleared for 

farming, only to later be abandoned and “reclaimed” by nature. Jill can see no noticeable 

trace of the previous farming and thinks this forest to be pristine and therefore valuable. 

But, even in this moderate conditions, Jill’s evaluations are short-changed.(Elliot 1982; Elliot 

1997)  

 

It would seem that the conclusion in the first example are right, nature created in the mind 

of Jill through the machine does not have value. But is it so because it is not what Jill thinks 

it to be? Would it not be more plausible to claim that it is not valuable because it does not 

exist? Otherwise should not pleasant illusions and hallucinations also be valuable? In the 

second example his conclusions appear correct. Nature exists but are not what Jill finds 

valuable and so can not have the same value as F1. However, if Jill did not appreciate wild 

nature, but simply nature of any kind, would not his conclusions implode? In the third case, 

his conclusions are way to strong. Imagine that instead of the area having been reclaimed 

from farming, it has been reclaimed from a natural forest fire or meteor crash. Would Elliot 

then find that Jill is being short-changed? Most probably not. The only difference between 

the harm done by farming, forest fire and meteor crash in the third example is that farming 

is a human activity. At this point we should be cautious to statements that reclaimed nature 

is of lesser, or no, value only because it was humans that caused the initial harm. 

 

Having read both his paper and his more recent book, as well as various comments and ref-

erences, I have noticed a possible conflict of interpretation. One may think of Elliot as claim-

ing that nature’s value is naturalness, and not aesthetic. This is supported by the fact that he 

calls the forgery examples analogies, which implies that there can be discrepancies between 

art and nature. Furthermore, it might be reasonable to think that the analogy lies in the rela-

tion between art and aesthetics on the one hand and nature and naturalness on the other. 

Just like origin in art affects the aesthetic value, naturalness (being genesis origin) affects 

nature. This is how the Swedish environmental philosopher Lars Samuelsson understands 

Elliot. In his thesis The moral status of nature he writes; 

Several environmental ethicists have suggested that nature counts morally for its 
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own sake simply in virtue of being natural…According to Robert Elliot , it is the fact 

that natural entity´s’…not being shaped and controlled by human proposes, that 

makes them morally special (Samuelsson 2008, p.163) 

 

But Elliot also seems to say at several places that naturalness is a further determinant in aes-

thetics evaluations, which implies a more complex relation between nature, naturalness and 

aesthetics. This is also one way other scholar has come to interpret him. Ridder writs; 

..Elliot asserts that humans have a duty to preserve nature, by which [he] mean the 

autonomy of nature, because of its aesthetic value. This value they justify on the basis 

of “positive aesthetics”, the notion that all natural objects have aesthetic value by vir-

tue of having been created by forces independent of human intervention (Ridder 

2007, p.207) 

 

Elliot himself writs; 

Nature’s aesthetic value is a basis for nature’s intrinsic [moral] value because the 

aesthetic value in question arises independently of intentional design…Indeed I en-

dorse a view...that all natural objects have aesthetic value (Elliot 1997, p.61) 

As well as; 

Conjoined with the property of naturalness, intrinsic aesthetic value does begin to 

look normatively compelling (Elliot 1997, p.72) 

 

Now it would seem faire to state that the relation implied by Elliot is actually this. The aes-

thetic values (V) are affected by naturalness (N), both of which are value properties in them-

selves, in such a way that aesthetic objects that are natural are better then those who are not. 

What makes this non-moral value (V& N) relevant in ethics is that is without human inten-

tions or, if one so prefers, that is autonomous. In determining if certain environment is more 

valuable then another Elliot could state, with some intuitive support, that V(X natural) > V 

(X unnatural) in which V is the aesthetic value and X is the object. Because this later inter-

pretation appears to have more support, I shall examine the strength of the arguments based 

on it. 

 

What now needs proving is that aesthetic values, not only has legitimate moral claims, but 

that these could be strong enough to outweigh other (moral) claims. Both anthropocentric, 

such as basic need satisfaction, and non-anthropocentric one´s, such as biodiversity. Sec-

ondly his argument needs support to show that the analogy he uses between objects of art 

and objects of nature are comparable. If not, there is little reason to take is conclusions seri-

ously. What does not need debating is whether Elliot’s account of naturalness is correct. 
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3.1. Moral relevance of aesthetic value 

Attempting to show the moral significance of art, Stanley Benn has constructed a thought 

experiment called the last man scenario. It plies out like this. Imagine that all life on earth 

was dying from some disease, there where nothing to be done about it and finally there was 

only one human left. Knowing that he too where about to die, he detonated bombs in the 

Louvren (or another place of choice containing an art treasure). Would this act be wrong? If 

one agrees that it would than this, claims Benn, indicates that art has an independent value. 

However, if the value lies in human experience of art than there is nothing wrong with the 

last man blowing up the Louvren out of boredom. (Elliot 1997, p.62-70) However, one 

could agree that destruction of art was regrettable without accepting inherent value of art. 

For most cultural and artistic expressions, the creator wishes to leave a mark on history, this 

wish is thus compromised by the last mans act and that is regrettable. Of course one could 

reply that a) such wishes ends with the creators death and b) that the wish requires some-

one who can perceive of the artefact. Both are possible to overcome. First, many other wishes 

that people have can be fulfilled after their death. A parent’s wish for their children’s hap-

piness or a persons wish to be remembered are examples of this. We also base the institu-

tions of wills on a notion of surviving wishes. A wish by an artefacts creator to leave a mark 

does not seem that different. Secondly, one should reply that the experiment has a flaw. No 

human can ever with one hundred percent certainty know that no later life will ever de-

velop, or for that matter, that there will not, at some point in time, be aliens able to observe 

the cultural remains of our human civilisation. If so, than it does matter to some degree, 

whether or not the last man blows up the Louvren. Benns thought experiment thus gives us 

no good argument. 

 

A similarly experiment has been created by Val and Richard Routley. Here instead of blow-

ing up art treasures, the last man act to ensure the destruction of earth itself, full well know-

ing that there will be no later life. Elliot thought that though we may not be moved by Benn, 

we might on better grounds conclude that destruction of earth, once empty of all life would 

still be wrong. The difference, according to Elliot, is the origin. 

The fact that nature’s projects are not intentional…gives its aesthetic properties a 

special characterization…Humans create artefacts and create their value and the 

value of those artefacts disappear when humans disappear. This is not so...with na-

ture (Elliot 1997, p.68) 

Because I will deal with autonomy later on, much of the discussion will have to wait. How-

ever, my second reply to Benn still holds here. For the experiment to be fully effective it 

needs to presume a state of full knowledge that are in fact impossible. 
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Apart from my own objections, two others critics are common. One is to claim that because 

nature lacks “a point of view” things do not matter morally to it. (Elliot 1997, p.71) For sen-

tient creatures it clearly matter whether or not it can find food, shelter, companionship and 

so forth. To have an impact on beings that have “points of view” therefore are of moral rele-

vance. “Dead nature” does seem in this regard to differ. It does not matter to the river 

whether or not we pollute it, nor to the rock if we mine for metals, for they lacks both emo-

tions and consciousness (in the broadest sense). This is a quite correct observation that does 

do damage to Routley and Elliot. However, it does this only when its opponent’s uses an eco-

centric9 approach to restoration. If one instead applies a biocentric approach, awarding liv-

ing entity´s self-worth and their surrounding elements a systemic, instrumental value, this 

objection quickly becomes irrelevant.  

 

Now the other common criticism to Benn’s and Routley’s experiments, wanting to denounce 

aesthetics moral relevance, is to claim that the evaluative mode is non-moral (Elliot p.69) 

Returning to our initial F2 case, the evaluation you might come to have that something is 

irreparably destroyed, is not a moral one. Just like when you observe a piece of art, and 

judge it to be good or bad, this F2 evaluation are of a different kind then when you see 

someone get hit or robbed, and appropriately so. This objection strikes me as odd. Does it 

mean that the act of evaluation in aesthetics and ethics causes different types of hedonic 

experiences? If so, should one not be able to feel a difference? On my part, this is something 

I could not do. As Elliot puts it “The horror I feel at the destruction of natural values seems to 

me to be a genuinely moral horror” (Elliot p.70) Actually the whole reply should be re-

garded as irrelevant, for it does not prove, if correct, that the object of evaluation is non-

moral. It would prove that the act of judging is non-moral, that which is judged could still 

be very much so a moral matter.  

 

However, Godlovitch who endorses this reply, also thinks that aesthetic values does not need 

to be moral in order to give us reason to protect an object. Aesthetic non-moral values are in 

this regard quite sufficient. A perfectly defendable argument sense much of what we have 

reason to do are not moral reasons. The same thing is argued by Samuelsson. He writes 

If nature should be considered (in a broad sense) an aesthetic object, then there is 

plausibly reason to appreciate it …for its own sake …this is how we typically appre-

                                                 
9 Ecocentrists are all those who claim that not only animals and plants, but non-living thing such as rivers, 

mountains and earth as self-worth, final value or intrinsic value. These stands in contrast to the biocentrists 

who extend such value only to livings entity´s. 
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ciate (and arguably should appreciate) aesthetic object. (Samuelson 2008, p.167) 

We does have reason to considering nature to be an aesthetic object sense “because of their 

complexity, living organisms and ecosystems of living organisms are extremely amazing and 

fascinating things” (Samuelsson p.166) 

 

To summarize, there are no knock-down arguments either for or against the moral rele-

vance of aesthetic values. Benn, Routley and Elliot all gave us rather useless arguments to 

support their views. Though the evaluation stance seems to be moral, aesthetic objects are 

worthy of appreciation and protection without having anything to do with ethics. To destroy 

and replace aesthetic objects simply is not an attitude that expresses appropriate apprecia-

tion. 

3.2. The analogy problem 

Katz rejects Elliot’s analogy between art and nature and bases his criticism on Cebrik, claim-

ing that Elliot’s understanding of “art” appear to be restricted to “static, finished, individual 

artworks” (Katz 1997, p.206) Instead one could redefine art to encompass dynamic and 

fluid expressions of culture as art. Let me exemplify this. Elliot’s conception of art narrows it 

to thing such as sculptures, paintings and the like. Once it is created, it’s finished. But what 

about folk-art, with stories and music passed down through generations? Is this not also 

art? Or what about the performing arts, a theatre piece for example, are never exactly the 

same. Between shows the performer works to improve as aspect of imperfection. Is perform-

ing arts not actually “art”? Now the same dynamic model is advocated by modern biology. 

Though Katz points to a flaw in Elliots work, it really does no damage. Dynamic models can, 

and should, be embraced in both art and nature, and as such they remain comparable.  

 

Furthermore, in stating that nature is an aesthetic object but not art, there are compelling 

similarities. As shown by Samuelsson, both are objects that deserve aesthetic appreciation 

and both exhibit in various degrees and cases complexity, beauty, originality10 and instil a 

sense of awe or admiration. It should be considered hard to attack Elliots position by claim-

ing that art and nature are not comparable, for as both are aesthetic objects the share suffi-

cient similarities. 

4. The artefact argument 
Continuing in the work of Elliot, Katz has raised his own criticism why restoration proves 

                                                 
10 By which I mean that the creation have been done with imagination, and exhibit unikness 
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impotent in re-establishing value. In Nature as subject he writes;  

In the context of environment philosophy, domination is the anthropocentric altera-

tion of natural processes. The entity´s and systems that comprise nature are not per-

mitted to be free, to pursue their own independent and unplanned course of devel-

opment...Wherever it exists, in nature or in human culture, the process of domina-

tion attacks the preeminent value of self-realization. (Katz 1997, p.115) 

This quote captures all the essential pieces of his line of thought, which can be broken down 

to the following statements. 1) Restoration fails because it turns natural objects in to arte-

facts, where artefacts are of lesser (if any) value. This presumes 2) there is an ontological rift 

between the natural and the artificial, where the later is always human made. And 3) In 

cases of environmental entity´s the artificial is less valuable because it has been created with 

methods that violates the entity´s right to self-realization. The discussion of Katz and Elliot 

are easily confused, but were Elliot connects naturalness as the origin of genesis to aesthetics 

and autonomy, Katz argues in a much more straightforward way that restoration is wrong 

because the result are unnatural, and the value of the unnatural are lower because it lacks 

autonomy. 

 

Turning our attention to statement two and his definition being that of artefacts as ”the im-

position of human plans-human ideals, goal and designs” (Katz. S.93) On my understanding 

what he means is that natural entity´s develops thru selection of non-intentional forces 

lacking consciousness, while artefacts are created by intentional forces requiring conscious 

direction. Now, in order to prove that there really is an ontological rift, what needs support-

ing is that intention requires consciousness and that selection does not. Further more it 

needs to be shown that selection/intention is the best way to motivate the division of the 

natural and non-natural. However it would seem reasonable that artefacts require an inten-

tion and that nature lacks such an intention left on its own accords. To avoid entering the 

swamp of the naturalness debate again, I will without further discussion accept that there is 

a real ontological difference between artefacts and natural entity´s. The key question then 

becomes whether the self-realization thesis can be supported.  

 

Self-realization, on my understanding of it, is closely connected with autonomy. Autonomy 

can in this context be considered in an Aristotelian notion or in a Kanitan/Naessian notion. 

In both cases Mark Michael has raised a valid question that anyone wishing to endorse an 

autonomy approach needs to answer; 

Why an ecosystem’s being pushed by non-purpositive forces somehow be preferable 

to its being pushed by propositive ones” (Michaels 2002, p.105) 
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4.1. The Aristotelian notion of autonomy (ANA) 

Some environmental philosophers have gone back to Aristotle to find inspiration, further 

developing and trying to reinvigorate his teleological metaphysics by claiming that all liv-

ings, and in the cases of ecocentrists, non-living things have a telos, a goal to be reached. 

Just like it would be unjust to, without good cause, interfere with human lives whereby dis-

turbing there chance for human flourishing, modern philosophers has begun to argue that 

it is unjust to negatively impact the chance of nature to reach its goal and thus flourish. 

(Samuelsson 2008; Ridder 2007; Siipi 2008) 

However, several problems face’s the Aristotelian notion. Firstly, one needs to address the 

risk of reductio ad absurdum. If plants have a goal to blossom and a need for water, so 

would machines. Cars need oil to run well, wooden porches needs impregnation to avoid 

decaying, spacecrafts wants to reach space and so on. But should this mean that he who does 

not takes care of his car or porch is doing something morally wrong? Of course not.  On this 

point, some have replied by claiming that natural entity’s, whether living or not, has their 

goals autonomously imbedded in them. The possible goals, interests and needs of cars, build-

ings and other artefacts exist only because humans have created them thus. (Samuelsson 

2008) This line of thought appears to claim that while artefacts to have a telos, because their 

telos is not autonomous it lacks normative significance. Similarly, natural entity’s autono-

mous goals should be considered as normatively significant because in the case of humans, 

our telos, or interest in flourishing, should be respected. The reason for this is not that it is a 

human that has a telos, but that the telos is autonomous. Therefore, all entity’s having 

autonomous goals should be treated in the same way. Accepting the normative significance 

of autonomy, it is seductive to concede that the reductio problem is thus solved.  

 

However, there is an unsolvable issue which might be reason to discard the ANA. Michaels 

states that “ecosystems are not self-directed in any but the most metaphorical of senses” (Mi-

chaels 2002, p.103) All living things have at least genes which could be regarded as being 

self-directed and goal oriented. Even more so should all sentient beings to be considered to 

have an unconscious will for survival and reproduction. Dead nature lacks all of this. This 

being a strong and relevant counterargument against ANA, from which any ecocentrists use 

of it can not rise, I conclude not that the ANA is an indefensible position, but only that the 

ecocentrisc use of ANA is. Arguing instead from a biocentric view, living beings would pos-

ses a telos and the non-living elements of nature would have a systemic, or instrumental, 

value in virtue of their interconnectedness and functioning with the surrounding environ-

ment, and most specifically, their connectedness to the living beings. 
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4.2. The Kantian/Naessian notion of autonomy (KNA) 

Another notion of autonomy goes back to Kant, who where the one that seriously introduced 

autonomy into the European philosophy history. One formulation of the categorical impera-

tive is;  

Act so that you never treat humanity …merely as a means to an end but always also 

as an end in them selves. (Kant 2006, p.55 [own translation]) 

Of course, being a strict rationalist, Kant did not apply any moral consideration to anything 

but humanity. However, the Norwegian ecophilosopher Arne Naess has proposed a modifi-

cation of the formula stated above. Instead of `act so that you never treat humanity…merely 

as a means to en end`, Naess asks why not enlarge the formula to `act so that you never treat 

any living being merely as an end`(Naess 1973, p.300 own translation). Similar views are 

shared by others. Some might think the there is no difference between ANA and KNA, this is 

not so though. For where ANA assert that natural entity´s has goals to be fulfilled, KNA in-

stead claims that they are goals in themselves. However, the ANA needs to be formulated as 

autonomous goals to avoid the reduction problem and when doing so, the boundaries be-

tween ANA and KNA indeed becomes blurred. 

 

Autonomy is usually divided into moral and personal autonomy. Moral autonomy has to do 

with the ability the lay down moral restraints on own self (following a strict Kantian tradi-

tion), with personal autonomy being a “trait that individuals can exhibit relative to any as-

pect of their lives, not limited to moral obligations.” (Christman 2011) This is not the same as 

a question of freedom which are the “ability to act without external or internal constraints” 

(Christman 2011) Here, personal autonomy seems to be the most reasonable.  

 

There are reasons for why KNA is problematic. For one thing, autonomy is usually described 

as a property of actions. This makes it, once more, difficult to see how any entity´s, apart 

from animals, can have autonomy because they do not act. The stone may roll down a hill, 

but the stone has not consequently preformed an act. Rivers may, during the course of thou-

sands of years, erode the sandbank, making it broader and less curvy, but still the river has 

not acted. The same think applies for ecotypes succession, what was once a forest may 

change into a desert. Yet ecological succession does not entail anyone performing any act. 

When the eagle, however, hunts for food, it does perform an act. The difference between the 

stone, the river and the eagle making the later a subject of action is that what the eagle does 

explains a behaviour. An act is an event that happens because the agent has an intent to be 

fulfilled. (Lübcke 1988, p.204 entry “handling”) Thus the KNA must be considered weak in 

an ecocentric version.  Indeed it appears that, when Naess is talking of non-living nature´s 
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autonomy, it is rather some sense of self-worth that he has in mind, which is not the same 

thing as autonomy. 

 

Another potential inconvenience is that, once one accept that autonomy exists in degrees, 

for example process, or area,  x being more autonomous then y if x is less effected by human 

activity then y, then the degree of moral consideration would also differ. This may not be 

controversial, but is there a lower threshold under which moral consideration is not 

needed? If in the F3 case, the engineers alter both species composition, genes structures and 

geological typology to such an degree than no one would mistake this area for the F1 case, 

perhaps the depletion of autonomy has rendered the value as good as nil? Also, accepting 

autonomy in some natural entity´s as existing in degrees would lead to the question of le-

gitimate paternalism. If area t has low degree of autonomy, as the F2 and F3 case does, 

would it not then be acceptable to further alter it? This would be just like children, who do 

have autonomy but only in the weakest sense, have parents that may act on their behalf. We 

may thus act as stewards for nature, providing that our intentions are to do what is best for 

nature. (Granted, humanity has in the past not acted for the good of nature.) But we may not 

act as guardians of nature where it has high degree of autonomy, and so the paternalism 

question boils down to if only environments that have high degree of human interference, 

or harmful interference have sufficient deletion of autonomy for us to step in as guardians? 

5. Nature’s value enhanced? 
Having assessed the strength of the aesthetic and autonomy approach, the two possible val-

ues that would force us to condemn the F2 and F3 case are dealt with. There are other values 

however, that one could adhere to, that would make the outcome for the modified areas bet-

ter. These are all internal properties (except for autonomy which tough being internal 

would not make the replica equal to the original). There are, among many, biodiversity, 

harmony, beauty, self-sufficiency and indispensability.11 12 

 

Biodiversity is the spontaneously most attractive way to defend the value of F3. Biodiversity 

differs from the other values because it is to a higher degree open to scientific classification 

and measurement. Cunningham and Cunningham describes biodiversity as being comprised 

of a) richness in species b) resilience to disturbance and c) ability to recuperate after distur-

bances (Cunningham &Cunningham 2008). These qualities are, according to the systemiza-

                                                 
11 This being an instrumental value by contrast to the others which are all final values, tough biodiversity is 
heavily debate. 
12 Not all of these shall be explained.  
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tion in the end of the naturalness debate, internal to the ecosystem and, given sufficient 

knowledge, open to replication.  

 

There is little conflict over whether biodiversity are a value. Most policy makers, activists, 

scientists and environmental ethicists agree on this. However, it is not agreed if biodiversity 

is to be considered an instrumental or final value13, nor how highly one should value biodi-

versity in conflict which other desired values. Undoubtedly, biodiversity’s essential roll in 

protecting the base for human welfare, such as stable, and healthy environments, provide us 

with reason to both take threat to it seriously and for giving it a high priority.  

 

As for beauty, in this section the readers should note that I take it to mean a simpler, non-

moral form of aesthetics. Beauty could be limited to the qualities that have the capacity to 

give rise to pleasant experiences. Knowing these qualities they would be open to replication, 

though it should be noted that not all forms of nature are beautiful. Swamps and wetlands 

for example, are hardly considered to exhibit aesthetic excellence and beauty, even tough 

they fill an important ecological function. 

 

Last, a clarification on indispensability. It means simply that all of nature is a necessary 

means to the well-being of every other animal, plant and human being. The indispensability 

of nature is self-evident to anyone with basic education, and clearly proves a good reason to 

care for nature. (Samuelsson 2008, p.174) But what does this imply in the restoration de-

bate? As an example, let us take the coral reefs, they play an essential role in the marine life, 

providing the seas with oxygen and acting as habitats for 25% of the oceans fish species.  

But rising temperatures from climate change as well as intense fishing (including fishing 

with dynamite) has done severe damage to most reefs in the world. (Cunningham & Cun-

ningham. 2008) Now, marine reserves may do a lot to preserve the current state of the reefs, 

yet to rebuild them may involve human interference. We may need to manually multiply the 

coral polyps that makes up the reefs, or even use GMO, to make them more resilient against 

higher temperatures. These are actions of the F2 or F3 type that, for the sake of preserving 

marine life, may not be avoidable. One third of all reefs are all ready dead, and estimate state 

that the remaining reefs will probably be dead by 2030, which would be a massive ecologi-

cal disaster. 14. 

                                                 
13 These issues not being part of the focus of this essay will be left unexamined 
14 Because the normal growth rate are very slow, the reefs can not recuperate on their on in a reasonable time-
frame. 
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In the F3 case, the biodiversity, or B, increases, but at the same time the aesthetic value (A1) 

and autonomy (A2) is decreased. If all these values are in principle equal, that is that no one 

of them have a lexical priority over another, then the F2 and F3 case could be equal or better 

then F1 if the increase in diversity are large enough to compensate for the loss of A1 and 

A215. Now, the more values that have a legitimate claim and are negatively effected, the 

higher the compensation would need to be. Of course, biodiversity does not need to act as 

the compensation all on its own, both beauty and indispensability are values that could be 

restored or improved by human interference. 

 

However, drawing inspiration from John Rawls theory of justice, one might claim that dif-

ferent values are not of principle equal importance. Just like freedom to Rawls, had the 

highest lexical priority, one being moved by Katz or Elliot, yet realizing the weaknesses in 

the arguments, could admit that there are other values of importance that can be restored 

but that autonomy or aesthetics (in Elliots conception) are necessary to respect and protect 

before, for example indispensability. I shall not here try to give any justification for such a 

defence of Elliot and Katz, but simply point to it as a theoretical possibility, which does not 

seem completely unreasonable. 

6. Summary and concluding remarks 
In section one I asked if F2 could be equally valuable as F1 in quality or quantity. In section 

three Elliots arguments that the genesis of an aesthetic object effects its value were pre-

sented. We saw that the utilitarian-minded super-technologist experiment were dubious at 

best, and in subsection 3.1 the link between aesthetic values and moral relevance, crucial for 

Elliot, had flaws. The last man example did little to convince us that art has value in it self, 

tough Routleys version might be somewhat better, it too were unconvincing. Nevertheless, 

the objections raised were also not very good. Godlovitch evaluative mode reply failed both 

in accuracy and relevance, and the point-of-view reply only cause’s damage to ecocentric 

claims, of which I am not a supporter. We saw instead that, tough the evolution mode is 

moral, nature deserves aesthetic appreciation which requires a certain attitude towards it, 

regardless of its moral status. This also crushes the point-of-view reply further. Lastly, in 

section 3.2 I concluded that nature are indeed comparable to art because both are aesthetic 

objects, this being said, nature is not art and art is not nature. 

                                                 
15 There are obvious problem facing this kind of valuemathematics, sense few properties are so easily measured 
as diversity.  
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In section 4.1 we were once again forced to denounce all forms of ecocentric approaches 

against restoration, because of non-living nature´s lack of goal orientness, or self-

directedness. Furthermore, the initial ANA position had to be revised to avoid the reductio 

problem, making the border to the KNA fuzzy. We also realized the problems with the use of 

autonomy for non-living nature, that it be regarded as an end in itself, for personal auton-

omy typically requires the ability to act. This is only found in animals, causing problems 

even for the biocentric critic to restoration that I advocate. 

 

Lastly, in section five I discussed some other possible values, which all constitute reasons for 

restoration. Most of these needed little justification as such, the debate are rather about their 

weight in comparison to others. I also concluded that, with the problems facing Elliot and 

Katz, and the ecocentric approach primarily, arguing for lexicality of some values could be a 

possible defence. However, the lexicality could also go in the opposite direction. Perhaps 

diversity, or indispensability had a lexical priority over aesthetics and autonomy? Certainly, 

to preserve that which is indispensible to other life must be more important then to preserve 

the highest possible aesthetic value. To disagree on this would be somewhat perverse. 

 

In the beginning of this essay I was strongly moved by Elliot, and very much against the idea 

that the value of nature could be restored, even tough I of course endorsed (and still does) 

restoration of already damaged areas out of other moral reasons. Now, I am not so sure. 

While still being a convinced biocentrist, a position that escapes most good counterargu-

ments well, the values discussed in section five have made an impression, and perhaps, as 

long as interventions is done with the right motives, with proper knowledge and benefits the 

living community, restoration are acceptable if the loss of naturalness and autonomy is 

compensated for. This would mean that F3 is equal to F1, while F2 is not. It would also make 

a difference whether, after the restoration is complete, one adopts a hands-on approach to 

maintaining the area or afterwards leaves it to develop on its own again.  
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