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various aspects of the wild and the 
various positions that environmen-
tal ethicists have held on theoretical 
issues. A key issue of Rolston’s is that 
of intrinsic value, a topic that has 
engaged environmental philosophers 
for decades. He comments that “we 
will be arguing that wilderness is set 
aside both for people and on account 
of intrinsic values there and that the 
two are complementary” (p. 50). This 
is where Rolston excels. In chapter 4, 
“Organisms: Respect for life,” he takes 
on other philosophers in defense of 
intrinsic value: “An organism is thus 
a spontaneous cybernetic system, self-
maintaining, sustaining, and reproduc-
ing itself on the basis of information 
about how to make a way in the world” 
(p. 116). He concludes that the “ongo-
ing planetary natural history” demon-
strates a certain creativity emanating 
from the “achievements of natural his-
tory” (p. 122). It is his basic reason for 
respecting such life and for this respect 
to be a human obligation. A similar 
argument in chapter 5, “Species and 
biodiversity: Lifelines in jeopardy,” 
supports the importance and value of 
species and biodiversity: “In threaten-
ing Earth’s biodiversity, the wrong that 
humans are doing is stopping the his-
torical vitality of life” (p. 154).

Chapter 6, “Ecosystems: The land 
ethic,” starts with the famous passage by 
Aldo Leopold: “A thing is right when it 
tends to preserve the integrity, stability, 
and beauty of the biotic community. It 
is wrong when it tends [to do] other-
wise” (p. 158). Without entering into 
the scientific arguments for and against 
the laws of ecology, or on the mean-
ing of community, or other related 
debates, we can say with Rolston that 
“ecosystems seem to function well [and 
to be] more or less stable or flourishing 
and to have their integrity” (p. 165). 
To explain the term integrity, Rolston 

environmental justice—an expanding  
area of environmental thought that 
is worthy of greater coverage. His 
approach is visibly limited when he 
states that “the record of globaliza-
tion for bettering the poor is impres-
sive” (p. 203) or when he says that 
inter national global markets, together 
with religion, are evidence that “it 
looks as though humans do learn 
a sense of global concern and fair-
ness” (p. 203) or when he approvingly 
cites Nobel Prize–winning economist 
Amartya Sen, saying that “develop-
ment… increases freedom” (p. 205), 
all of which indicates a somewhat 
superficial knowledge of the issues 
involved. Despite paying lip service 
to the concept of leaving an ecologi-
cal footprint and acknowledging that 
“the poorer nations are likely to suffer 
the most” (p. 212) when referring to 
the effects of climate change, Rolston 
sees United States–style, corporate-
dominated capitalism as the only game 
in town rather than noting the abun-
dant literature that criticizes the status 
quo, both within the United States 
(Miller 1987) and across the globe 
(Mattei and Nader 2008).

It may be wrong to seek insight 
within the themes that are peripheral 
to Rolston’s real strength, which is the 
unique way he approaches both the 
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The richness of the field of environ-
mental ethics is, for the most part, 

fully showcased in Holmes Rolston III’s 
new book, A New Environmental Ethics: 
The Next Millennium for Life on Earth. 
The book should be a landmark publi-
cation for the discipline, from one of its 
greatest founders and practitioners, but 
it falls short. Many chapters are inspir-
ing, however, especially those in which 
his deep knowledge of science is coupled 
with his outright religious appreciation 
of all of Earth’s life and history.

A New Environmental Ethics returns 
to the major topics that Rolston, as 
a college professor and true teacher, 
has discussed through the years. The 
tone of the whole book is that of an 
extended lecture. Each chapter reveals 
his unusually poetic prose and his 
wide-ranging knowledge of most of 
the developments in the field of envi-
ronmental ethics, a discipline in which 
he first taught in 1973 and one that has 
blossomed ever since. Rolston men-
tions many of the books, collections, 
and anthologies but misses one of 
the best—the late Louis P. Pojman’s 
anthology (Pojman and Pojman 2012), 
which allowed philosophers to speak 
in their own voice, rather than offering 
canned versions of their thoughts.

Among the strengths of the book 
is Rolston’s outstanding, in-depth 
treatment of organisms, species, natu-
ral systems, wilderness, and nature’s 
intrinsic value. Equally outstanding is 
his encyclopedic (although, at times, 
selective) knowledge of the field of 
environmental ethics as he tackles 
broader and more far-reaching issues.

The problematic aspects of his work 
become apparent in his discussion of 

Respecting Life: A Human Obligation

doi:10.1525/bio.2013.63.1.11

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/BioScience on 25 Sep 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use



56   January 2013 / Vol. 63 No. 1 www.biosciencemag.org

Books

consequences, and many accounts 
have been given of the reasons to 
preserve species diversity. Most of 
these accounts are either focused on 
trying to demonstrate the intrinsic 
value of species—a value that all spe-
cies have, independent of our own 
human perspective—or, more recently, 
on demonstrating the utilitarian value 
of biodiversity—in particular, with 
respect to the ecosystem services that 
species provide or support. The Value 
of Species travels along another line of 
argument, a line that has been rather 
neglected so far.

Author Edward L. McCord’s main 
argument for protecting all species on 
this planet—without regard to their 
usefulness for us—is that saving spe-
cies is a question of realizing (in both 
senses of this word) what it means 
to be a human being. This is basi-
cally an anthropological argument for 
conservation, albeit one rooted in a 
long philosophical tradition reaching 
back to Aristotle. McCord, director 
of the University Honors College at 
the University of Pittsburgh, seems 
to be an ideal person to convey such 
an argument, having been educated 
in anthropology, philosophy, and law 
and teaching interdisciplinary courses 
in environmental science, inter alia, at 
Yellowstone National Park.

McCord’s personal experiences, his 
own history as a naturalist (from child-
hood onward), and his love for nature 
were the main motivation for writing 
The Value of Species. He openly admits 
that he is not just a neutral analyst 
of philosophical and scientific views 
on species conservation; he writes as 
an advocate for the very matter. This 
explains why the book is not written 
in a difficult scientific or philosophical 
language but in a very readable style 
that can be understood by a broad 
audience interested in the issue of 
biological conservation.

Nevertheless, McCord conveys impor-
tant philosophical distinctions that 
are often neglected in conservation 
discourses. One of these distinctions 
is that protecting species is (mostly) 
something different from protect-
ing individuals of a species. Whereas 
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Much has been written dur-
ing the last decades about the 

rapid decline of biodiversity and its 

cites Karr and Dudley (1981), but there 
have been copious amounts of litera-
ture on the subject since then (Karr 
and Chu 1999, Karr 2000), culminat-
ing with a multiauthored definition of 
ecological integrity in Pimentel and col-
leagues (2000). Related work continues 
today after 20 years of collaboration by 
the 250-plus members of the Global 
Ecological Integrity Group (GEIG), 
although during the last decade, much 
emphasis has been on the legal dimen-
sions of the concept. (The phrase bio-
logical integrity first appeared in 1972 
in both the Clean Water Act [33 U.S.C. 
§1251 et seq. 1972] and in the Great 
Lakes Water Quality Agreement [www.
epa.gov/glnpo/glwqa/1978].)

The reasons for our obligation to 
respect ecological integrity are simi-
lar to those that Rolston advocates in 
support of organisms and, ultimately, 
all life on Earth: “Viewed in depth, 
these ecosystems remain today the 
source and support of individuals 
and species alike” (p. 167). Therefore, 
the defense of the biological integ-
rity of ecosystems represents the true 
meaning of sustainability (Bosselmann 
2008). There is also a growing num-
ber of articles and books and even a 
new journal linking human rights to 
ecology in law (Taylor 1998, Westra 
2006)—many works originating from 
the meetings of the GEIG.

Ignoring the importance of ecologi-
cal integrity in the development of envi-
ronmental thought in his book has led 
Rolston to bypass an extremely impor-
tant international document: the Earth 
Charter, which he helped to draft with 
Steven Rockefeller, among others. The 
document (considered “soft law” at this 
time) cites ecological integrity as one of 
its most important principles.

In the final pages of A New Envi-
ronmental Ethics, in chapter 7, “Earth: 
Ethics on the home planet,” Rolston 
does return to the topic of integrity: 
“We are Earthlings. Our integrity is 
inseparable from Earth[’s] integrity” 
(p. 220). I am convinced that most 
environmentalists, including each and 
every member of the GEIG, would 
gladly join with me in saying amen 
to that.
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