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Abstract:  Some of conservation’s most basic activities – restoration and the management of exotic and overabundant species – conflict with animal welfare because these activities often entail killing animals.  The conflict between animal welfare and conservation is tragic because these concerns represent two of the most valuable developments in 20th century ethical thought.  The most vocal proponents of each concern seem intent on annihilating the other concern, and the rest of us offer no solution.  We show how the conflict is likely irresolvable if conservation is a purely anthropocentric concern, because resolution almost certainly depends on both concerns being motivated by a “respect for living things.” With this common motivation, we show how established ethical principles and empirical facts about empathy resolve the conflict.  This resolution also refocuses attention on ultimate causes of conservation problems and shows how fostering empathy with nature is a critically, under-treated purpose of ecological knowledge.




INTRODUCTION

Concerns for animal welfare often run against concerns for conservation.  Those acting on behalf of animal welfare are likely to oppose killing cowbirds to save endangered warbler populations, are likely to oppose killing feral cats to protect declining song birds, and are likely to oppose killing wolves to save declining caribou populations.  In these ways, concern for animal welfare is often considered a threat to conservation.  Concern for animal welfare has a tendency to be a threat against activities that represent much of conservation’s raison d’être, restoration and management of exotic and overabundant species. 

This conflict is more disturbing when one considers the development of Western ethical thought over time.  Originally, the moral community (i.e., those deserving direct moral consideration) included only wealthy, white males.  Over the course of centuries our moral community expanded to include women, non-whites, and the poor.  By the 20th century, the foundation had been laid for being concerned with animal welfare through the writing of Bentham (1781), Salt (1892), and Schweitzer (1923).  By the 1970s, animal welfare had become a strong societal value in the Western world (Singer 1975, Regan 1983), as evidenced by the passage of legislation, such as the U.S. Animal Welfare Act (1966), and the rise to power of groups such as The American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals, and The Humane Society of the United States.  Our moral community had expanded to include non-human individuals.  

Moral concern for nature developed in a parallel fashion and at about the same time.  Muir (1901), Leopold (1948) and Carson (1962) were laying the foundations for a moral concern for nature.  By the 1970s, concern for conservation had become mainstream and formalized (Rolston 1975, Callicott 1979), as evidenced by the passage of legislation, such as the U.S. Endangered Species Act (1973) and the U.S. Wilderness Act (1964), and the rise to power of groups such as Green Peace, The Nature Conservancy, and the International Union for the Conservation of Nature. Our moral community had also expanded to include species and ecosystems, objects that environmental philosophers refer to as ecological collectives.

The difference between animal welfare and conservation is fundamentally philosophical.  One places primacy on the value of individual organisms and the other places primacy on the value of ecological collectives.  Being of a philosophical nature does not mean the conflict intractable, but it does suggest the need for a philosophical solution.


The need to resolve this conflict is widely appreciated among those adhering to either view.  However, each side presumes resolution lies in insisting that the other is wrong.  Many conservationists believe those concerned with animal welfare focus on individual organisms to the point of being dangerously naïve – naïve about the critical value of and threat to species and ecosystems.  Though many conservationists remain unaware, competent scholars have shown how conservation values are often expressed in a manner that risks, what has come to be known as ecofascism.  Ecofascism is established academic jargon, regardless of whether conservationists find it offensive, designed to assess how conservation ethics has the potential to disenfranchise individuals deserving moral attention (Callicott 1999, Aiken 1984, Biehl and Staudenmaier 1995, see also Vucetich and Nelson 2007).

The conflict is tragic.  Animal welfare and conservation are two of the great ethical developments of the 20th century. The great moral development of the 21st century will be reconciling these ethics, not determining the victor. In the meantime, pitting them against each other is tragically counter-productive.


For millennia human political systems have navigated between two extremes in political theory, collectivism (e.g., fascism) and individualism (e.g., radical libertarianism).  Our ability to regularly navigate these extremes encourages thinking that we can more appropriately manifest concern for the individual organisms and ecological collectives with whom we share the world.  Here, we work toward such a manifestation.

COMMON ROOT

Resolving this conflict likely requires recognizing the extent to which concern for animal welfare and conservation are both motivated by a general “respect for living things.” Individual organisms and ecological collectives each represent living things, merely manifest at different levels in a hierarchy of life whose boundaries are likely more rigid in our minds than in reality (Mathews 1991, Keller and Golley 2000).  For example, individual mammals, with their requisite gut fauna, and trees, with their Mychorhizzal

fungi, are more like ecological communities than individual organisms.  Similarly, the essence of an individual organism is its life history, which cannot be conceived of except in relation to the population or ecosystem of which it is a part.  Respect for living things may rise from the indefinite boundary between individual organisms and ecological collectives.  

That is, if individual organisms are intrinsically and not merely instrumentally valuable, and if the boundary between organisms and collectives is blurry; then collectives would seem to deserve respect collectives like individuals do, and it would be odd to assign moral primacy to one hierarchical level or another.


This line of reasoning presumes conservation is largely motivated by non-anthropocentric concerns.  That is, we respect ecological collectives because they are intrinsically not merely instrumentally valuable.  While many agree with this sentiment, the view is notoriously contested (Marietta 1995, Frankena 1979, Shrader-Frechette 1981, Norton 1991).  For now we presume conservation is largely motivated by non-anthropocentric concerns, and below we address concerns that arise from thinking otherwise.

If “respect for living things” is the root connecting concern for both individual organisms and ecological collectives, then an ethic that transcends these concerns may rise from the principles of empathy.  By empathy, we mean a vivid, knowledge-based imagination about another's circumstances, situation, or perspective.  After explaining how empathy is related to ethics in general, we provide a detailed account of what empathy does and does not entail, whether it is possible to empathize with ecological collectives, and how empathy can affect our outlook on the conflict between animal welfare and conservation. 

EMPATHY AND ETHICS

The formal relationship between ethics and empathy begins with recognizing that most people value consistency and they value it for good reason: a commitment to consistency helps avoid paradoxes and allows one to survive and thrive in the world (Cooper 2003).  From the principles of consistency alone, ethicists have shown how to derive what might be called the Principle of Ethical Consistency (PEC) (Gensler 1996): “treat others only as you would consent to be treated in the same situation.”  Thus, a commitment to consistency requires consistent application of PEC.  Consistent application of PEC means you ought to apply PEC whenever you are able to apply PEC.  To do otherwise is to apply PEC arbitrarily or inconsistently.  The value of this claim depends importantly on what one means by “to apply PEC whenever you are able” (see below).  As a matter of convention, we will say that “application of PEC to something” constitutes caring for that thing, and things for which we care are things belonging to our moral community.

Application of PEC requires empathy, a vivid, knowledge-based imagination about another's circumstances, situation, or perspective.  Empathy is required because PEC requires you to treat others only as you would consent to be treated if you were in their same situation.  Empathy is a non-normative concept referring to a capacity.  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.  Not only are familiarity and similarity necessary conditions for empathy, in normal human beings observing familiarity and similarity are often sufficient to result in empathy (Schroeder et al. 1988; Dovidio et al. 1990; Batson 1991; Batson, 1998; Cialdini et al. 1997; Preston and de Waal 2002).  Empathy comes in degrees; one person can have more or less empathy than another.  Because empathy is limited by familiarity and perceived similarity, the limits of empathy are indeterminate: effectively unbounded.  One can empathize with anything for which one is familiar and with which one can observe similarity.

Moreover, familiarity and similarity are themselves related.  Familiarity can cause one to recognize similarities that had been previously unobserved.  When empathy seems limited by apparent dissimilarity, empathy can be compensated for by increased familiarity.  This represents one explanation for why we often care more for our household pets than we do for humans with whom we are unfamiliar (e.g., humans with whom we are at war). 

Empathy is often taken to mean ‘feeling what another feels.’  However, we refer to a phenomenon for which the word empathy was originally associated: that is, taking on another’s perspective, situation, or circumstance (Stueber 2006).  This notion of empathy is still in use today (see e.g., Preston & deWaal 2002, The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 4th edition, 2004; Merriam-Webster's Medical Dictionary, 4th edition, 2007).  While the former notion of empathy requires the object of our empathy to have a central nervous system capable of feeling, the later merely requires that the other have a perspective, situation, or circumstance.  While the former notion of empathy immediately precludes empathizing with trees, species, or ecosystems; the later does not necessarily entail such preclusion (see below).

To summarize and conclude, because empathy is necessary and often sufficient for the application of PEC, one ought to empathize with the things that one is able.  Because empathy requires being familiar and observing similarity, one also has an obligation to become familiar and observe similarity with living things to the extent of one’s ability.  Because we can become familiar and observe similarity with any living thing (including plants and fungus, and possibly unicellular and inanimate objects, and ecological collectives, such as species and ecosystems), we ought to do so.  This ethic arises from no more than a commitment to consistency and a few basic observations about human psychology. In this way empathy is a general ethical principle.

Being related to ethics in such a general manner, one may already intuit how empathy may represent a basis for transcending concern for living individuals and ecological collectives.  More specifically, empathy may be a common mode of thought that results in respect and care for both individuals and collectives.  From mutual care would emerge the transcendent ethic we need.  At this point, cogency depends on assessing the possibility and even coherency of empathizing with an ecological collective?

AN ENVIRONMENTAL ETHIC BASED ON EMPATHY

EEMPATHY WITH SENTIENT ANIMALS. – Before considering empathy for ecological collectives, consider the prospect of empathizing with sentient animals.  Specifically, suppose, for a moment, that empathy with a bat is impossible because their experiences are inherently unfamiliar and unknowable to us (e.g., echolocation, flight, hibernation, sleeping upside-down for a lifetime).  If unfamiliar, unknowable experiences precluded empathy, then a privileged Westerner would be unable to empathize with a war refugee from a developing country – their experiences being fundamentally different.  While both are similar in all the ways arising from belonging to the same species, focusing on the differences makes them prohibitive.  We exercise this logic regularly when we go to war.  Taking this logic to its conclusion would end in solipsism.  The privileged Westerner can empathize – appropriately, accurately, and effectively – with the refugee and still at the same time not know what it is like to be the refugee.


Now consider empathizing with a domestic dog.  The difference between you and a dog are profound: 30 million years of evolution in anatomy, physiology, neurology, behavior, and life history.  Nevertheless, intimate familiarity makes the similarities we share common knowledge.  Like us, they experience emotions like embarrassment and pride, adaptations for living in social groups (e.g., Bekoff 2007, Range et al. 2008).  Also, the similarities in our central nervous systems cause us to experience pain in similar (not identical) ways.  

In spite of all our similarities, our wildest imaginations offer little insight into the most important means by which dogs experience the world, olfaction.  A dog’s olfaction is as foreign to us and as important to a dog as a bat’s ecolocation.  Importantly, a deep sense of empathy seems to cause dissimilarity to become an important, independent source of respect. 

Empathy with any organism is possible because no two living things are so dissimilar as to possess no significant similarity.  Respect and concern arise from appropriately appreciating similarities and differences.  This is likely the mechanism underlying biophilia (Kellert and Wilson 1993).  That is, appreciating what is similar among all living things gives rise to an appreciation for biodiversity, or the differences among living things.


Accurate empathy with a refugee, bat, or dog all require a vivid, knowledge-based imagination.  With increasing differences, accurate empathy is increasingly difficult, but not impossible.  Profound differences can also limit the precision of our empathy (i.e., the ability to know exactly what it is like to be that thing).  But these difficulties and limitations do not diminish the appropriateness of being empathic, or its ability to motivate concern.  These difficulties merely insist we empathize carefully, as to avoid anthropomorphizing and other misattributions.

EMPATHY WITH NON-SENTIENT ORGANISMS AND ECOLOGICAL COLLECTIVES. – To understand the possibility of empathizing with ecological collectives, first consider that ecosystems have conditions and circumstances.  Knowing those conditions and circumstances is the purview of ecologists.  Ecosystems can be healthy and resilient.  They can also suffer pollution, fragmentation, and the loss of their constituent parts or functions.  Ecosystems can also be exploited, sustainably and unsustainably.  Ecosystems can flourish or languish.  The same can be said of other ecological collectives, like populations and species.  Because of empathy’s definition, to deny the possibility of empathy with an ecosystem or population is to deny that they have, or that we can know about their, circumstances, situations, or perspectives.

A plant does not use a central nervous system to sense a lack of water or sun as we do, nor does healthy exposure to sun or water for a plant count as healthy exposure for a human.  Nevertheless, we know proper amounts of sun and water are necessary for a plant to flourish, and flourishing is an experience to which we can relate.  We do not flourish in the same way plants do and the conditions for flourishing differ, but we can relate to the circumstance of flourishing.  In this way we can empathize with a plant.

Empathizing with an ecosystem is similar.  For example, we recognize an ecosystem ceases to flourish when it is polluted, a circumstance analogous, not identical, to an individual being poisoned.  Nothing except knowledge and imagination preclude applying the same principles to a non-sentient living thing.  Indeed, empathizing with a non-sentient living thing requires a great imagination, the imagination of a poet.  Empathizing accurately with a non-sentient also requires great knowledge, knowledge of conditions for flourishing, and knowledge to avoid absurdities like anthropomorphism and other kinds of misattribution.  Empathy with non-sentient living things is difficult, but not impossible.

Indeed, we may never empathize with a non-sentient to the degree we can empathize with, for example, a fellow human or mammal.  Nevertheless, to effectively perform its function empathy only need to result in an emotional connection that inspires care.  To deny the possibility of empathizing with an ecological collective is to accept logic leading to solipsism or to arbitrarily decide how different is too different to require empathy.

EMPATHY WITH NON-SENTIENTS IS COMMONPLACE AND VALUED. – Empathy with non-sentient living things is theoretically possible, but can we expect it to be commonplace?  Do we respect people who do?  Does such empathy inspire care?  

First, consider the children’s book The Giving Tree by Shel Silverstein (1964).  Within the space of just a few hundred words, the reader comes to understand that trees give, love, forgive, and experience loss.  Certainly neither parent nor child thinks that trees give, love, forgive, or experience loss in the same way humans do.  However, with metaphor, the reader comes to understand and identify with the tree’s perspective.  Perhaps this is why the book is called The Giving Tree and not The Taking Boy.  The Giving Tree would be unremarkable if it only helped us understand the boy’s perspective.  The book is remarkable for showing the relationship between a tree and a boy, from the perspective of both the boy and the tree.  The lesson of The Giving Tree is how to empathize with non-sentient living things.  If you doubt the power of this lesson, you may have forgotten, and might consider re-reading The Giving Tree.  If you doubt the cultural significance of this lesson consider that for more than 40 years American parents have chosen to use The Giving Tree to teach their children about ethical relationships with the natural world.

Referencing Silverstein also shows the value of a poet’s imagination for empathizing with those who are very different.  The poet’s primary way of knowing the world is imaginative use of metaphor and analogy.  While a scientist might think metaphor and analogy are second-rate ways of knowing the world, a bit of reflection reveals that scientists routinely make imaginative use of the same tools.  The entire scientific enterprise may serve as powerful evidence that metaphor and analogy are the only ways of knowing the world (Keller 2002).

Consider the writings of Aldo Leopold, especially his essay “Thinking like a mountain” which forms a basis for his Land Ethic (Leopold 1948), and for which environmental ethicists have formalized into ecocentrism (Callicott 1989, 1999).  The expression “thinking like a mountain” reflects Leopold’s empathy with the mountain’s ecosystem.  Leopold was not feeling the emotions or perceptions of the mountain.  Rather he used poetic metaphor to express his empathy.  He identified with the circumstance of the mountain ecosystem by recognizing that a wolf-less mountain ecosystem is an unhealthy mountain ecosystem.  Although as a human Leopold was unable to have been unhealthy as a mountain ecosystem would be, he could have been unhealthy in ways that are deeply analogous: both the man and the mountain are unhealthy when either loses its “integrity” or “stability.”  This identification and emotional connection with the mountain inspired Leopold to care for it – it marked a watershed moment in his life.

In this essay, Leopold went further and expressed concern for the wolf’s welfare.  Leopold showed how to empathize with both an individual organism and an ecological collective.  These expressions of empathy may be Leopold’s most important and underappreciated contributions.  In the absence of this explanation, it is difficult to explain why this essay and that phrase have become so celebrated. 

DENYING EMPATHY. – Despite the evidence, one may insist that empathy with non-sentient living things is simply impossible and that poetic metaphor cannot be a robust or intelligent basis for expressing our emotional connections to others.  Such denial is like denying that sentient animals have emotional experiences, in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary (Damasio 2003, Panksepp 2004).  In both cases, the reason for denial is easily explained.  Accepting the evidence means accepting new responsibilities that accompany an enlarged moral community.  Such a profound enlargement can be difficult to accept, no matter how well justified.  This resistance may explain why our moral community grows over times scales of generations and centuries.  This kind of denial reminds one explanation that otherwise respected scholars gave for continuing to deny women’s rights (Taylor 1792).  Ultimately, denying the possibility of empathy with non-sentient living things is a demonstration of unwillingness, not inability.

EMPATHY’S GENERALITY. – Empathy is also a valuable basis for environmental ethics because an environmental ethic should be coherent from and consistent with various aspects of our culture, and empathy is a well-developed concept in several domains of knowledge (e.g., neuroscience [Eslinger 1998; Singer & Frith 2005; Decety & Jackson 2006], sociology [Håkansson & Montgomery 2003], human psychology [Duan & Hill 1996; Thompson 2001], philosophy of mind [Stueber 2006], non-human animal behavior [de Waal 1996; Kuczaj et al. 2001; Gallup and Platek 2002], moral philosophy [DeHaan et al. 1997, Hoffman 2000, Collier 2006], evolutionary theory [Ashton et al. 1998; Gallup & Platek 2002; Kruger 2003], economics and game theory [Page & Nowak 2002; Hayes & Lynne 2004]).  

Empathy’s generality suggests advances in empathy ethics to arise from many different quarters.  For example, much knowledge exists concerning practical methods for cultivating and manifesting empathy in people of all ages (Meek 1957; Loar & Coleman 2004, Levine 2005).  Most of this expertise focuses on empathy for other humans.  Thus, the most important task for environmental educators may be the development of methods that cultivate justifiable allocations of empathy to humans and non-humans.


Empathy for non-humans is taken by culturally-diverse perspectives to be a basic means of developing empathy for other humans (e.g., Goleman & The Dali Lama 2003; Loar & Coleman 2004; cf. Paul 2000).  Mohandas Gandhi, for example, is attributed with saying: “The greatness of a nation and its moral progress can be judged by the way its animals are treated.”  

Whereas empathy ethics is importantly cross-cultural, some important environmental ethics depend fundamentally on concepts not well developed or understood in other cultures (e.g., intrinsic value and wilderness) and tend to be untenable from those perspectives.

TWO CONCERNS ABOUT EMPATHY 

THE ROLE OF EMOTION. – Some might object that empathy gives emotion too important a role in moral decision-making and environmental ethics.  While empathy is importantly an emotional experience, and while one’s emotions can be misguided; emotions are an indisputably vital element of any ethical decision-making process, and the point is to have properly guided emotions.  Ethical systems relying only on rational consideration, such as those developed by the Logical Positivists, are untenable and anomalous (Midgley 1991).  The fundamental role of emotions extends back to Aristotle, and its relation to contemporary ethics originates with Hume (1751).  This relationship between emotions and ethics is also supported by recent neuroscience, which shows that ethical decisions are uncontrollably modulated by portions of our brain otherwise devoted to emotional experience (Greene and Haidt 2002).

ETHICAL OVERLOAD. – A moral community with many non-human subjects may be considered impractical or intractable because the inclusion of many, diverse moral concerns would seem to result in irresolvable conflicts in moral commitment that paralyze one’s ability to make moral decisions.  This logic has been used to argue against equal rights for women and minorities (Taylor 1792). 
Because of its general nature, ethical overload has been addressed by ethics in general and by environmental ethicists in particular (e.g., VanDeVeer 1979).  Any ethical system with two or more moral patients is prone to conflicting moral commitments. With six billion humans on the planet, even an entirely human-centered ethic involves overwhelming and effectively infinite conflict.  If moral conflict is already effectively infinite, it is arbitrary to exclude non-humans simply because their inclusion would lead to infinite moral conflict.  Ultimately, the appropriateness of an ethic cannot be judged on its potential for generating moral conflict, or pushing us outside our comfort zone.  Indeed, propositions entailing no possibility of moral conflict are likely to be amoral propositions.


One way of handling ethical overload begins by considering the dictum to care for all that I can, where do I start?  Should I begin caring more for my family, “starving people in Africa,” my neighborhood forest, the rainforest in Brazil, the ant on my driveway, or something of which I am not yet aware? The conflicts seem generally expressible as: “Should I care for X or Y, when it appears that I can only care for one?”

The solution begins with understanding that a significant component of our moral lives entail a life-long sequence of choices, presented one at a time.  An important set of these choices may be expressed as: 

 (i)   How much, if at all, should I care (i.e., should I be a caring individual)? 

 (ii)  How much, if at all, should I care for X? 

 (iii) How should I manifest my care for X (e.g., how should I share my time, attention, or resources)?  

 (iv) If caring for X comes at the expense of caring for Y, how should I allocate the manifestation of my care?


Here, we treat ‘caring’ as a moral sentiment that inspires action (e.g., sharing), but not itself an action.  The answer to (i) is a matter of attitude, disposition, and morality.  Given the answer to (i), answers to (ii) and (iii) depend only on knowledge (more precisely, epistemic belief) about X and one’s ability to manifest care.  One is responsible to care about things to the extent they are known and in ways one is able: no more, no less.  Because at any given moment an individual’s knowledge and abilities are fixed, question (i) is the only question entailing moral obligation.


Before considering whether question (iv) is a matter of ethics or ability, recognize that people make decisions like (iv) every time they care or share.  We also know from experience that such decisions are sometimes belabored and sometimes intuitive.  Apparently, our minds are adept at making such decisions without being aware of the underlying neural or logical calculus (Dijksterhuis et al. 2006).

To see how question (iv) seems to be mainly about ability and minimally about ethics consider an example:  An upper-middle class person living in suburban United States who has decided to donate $100.  The person donates the money to the local land trust (X) rather than to poor Buddhist monks in India (Y).  Why?  One reasonable account is because the donor is intimately familiar with the local landscape.  By contrast, this person knows (intellectually, but not intimately) about the suffering of the Buddhist monks.  Recall that care commonly arises from empathy, and empathy depends interchangeably on familiarity and similarity.  Although this person is more similar to the Buddhist monks, this similarity is overridden by her familiarity with the local land.  Thus, this person empathizes with, and cares for, the local land more than the monks – at least in this instance.  Few would say she made an unethical decision. She made the best decision she could, given her understanding.  In some important sense, the person may be morally responsible for past decisions leading to limited empathy for the poor monks.  However, in the present moment (the only moment within which a moral agent is free to act) the effect of past decisions is to determine, or fix, one’s abilities to empathize with, and hence care for, those in one’s moral community.

Ultimately, when a caring people decide to share with, or act in favor of, one thing rather than another, their decision is importantly influenced by their varying abilities to empathize with various things.  The agent in our example apparently is not able to see (regardless of its truth value) that sharing with Y (the Buddhist monks), in this case, could lead to a better consequence.  So the agent acts accordingly and shares with X (local land trust).  The alternative explanation seems incoherent: the agent is in some state of caring (however meager it may be) and then manifests her care in an uncaring or immoral way.  Naïve and immature manifestations of care are possible, but an immoral manifestation of care is incoherent.

DISCUSSION & IMPLICATIONS 
ANTHROPOCENTRISM. – Transcending concerns for animal welfare and conservation seems to require recognizing that both concerns are motivated by a general “respect for living things.”  This common root is almost certainly real if conservation is rooted in non-anthropocentric concerns.  However, the roots of conservation have long been contested, with some insisting that conservation is properly and most effectively rooted in anthropocentric concerns (Norton 1991).  If conservation is merely an anthropocentric enterprise; then animal welfare, which is clearly a non-anthropocentric concern, likely has no common root with conservation, and the conflict is likely irreconcilable, except through the wielding of political power.

Although many well-developed arguments justify non-anthropocentrism (e.g., Naess 1989; Moore 2004; Callicott 1989, 1999; Plumwood 1993, 2002; Preston 2003; Goerke 2003; Mathews 1991, 2005), the logic connecting empathy and ethics (see Empathy and Ethics) represents another powerful argument for non-anthropocentrism.  According to that logic, anthropocentrism represents an inconsistent application of PEC because it is arbitrary and inconsistent to withhold empathy for non-humans.  Anthropocentrism is illogical at a basic level.

Some argue we should accept conservation as a purely anthropocentric enterprise for pragmatic reasons, because more people will support conservation for anthropocentric basis than would for non-anthropocentric reasons and because either motivation ought to result in the same conservation outcome (Norton 1991).  However, our analysis indicates that differences between anthropocentrism and non-anthropocentrism can have profound consequences; in this case the difference is being able (or unable) to resolve the conflict between animal welfare and conservation.

EXTENSIONISM & ECOCENTRISM. – Empathy ethics also compares favorably with other well-developed perspectives in environmental ethics.  For example, although ecocentrism (e.g., Aldo Leopold’s Land Ethic) is valuable for demonstrating our capacity to care for ecological collectives, it has been criticized for not demonstrating our obligation to care about ecological collectives (Shrader-Frechette 1981).  Empathy ethics, however, provides both a psychological account of empathy that explains our capacity to care and shows our obligation to care for ecological collectives through a demand for logical consistency.  Ecocentrism is also sometimes criticized for being culturally-relative.  However, the biological basis of empathy and the universal appreciation of consistency make empathy ethics importantly cross-cultural.

Empathy ethics also compares favorably with extensionism (Des Jardins 2006), which defines the moral community by extending membership to those with the requisite criterion (e.g., language use, tool-making, sentience).  The limitation with this ethic is defending why any specified trait is a morally relevant trait.  Therefore, extensionism is associated with an arbitrarily defined moral community (Birch 1993).  By contrast, membership is not determined by indefensible, theoretical considerations in empathy ethics, but rather by what is possible, given one’s psychological limitations.  That is, membership is dependent on familiarity and perceived similarity; and each of us has an obligation to become familiar with and perceive similarity with as much of the world as possible.

TRAGEDY. – Empathy ethics focuses our attention away from the proximate causes of environmental problems on onto the ultimate causes.  For example, wolves are not the cause of caribou decline in Canada, and concern for caribou populations is not the occasion to kill large numbers of wolves.  Rather logging forests, motivated by corporate greed, and wasteful use of natural resources are the causes of caribou decline and the resulting moral dilemma about killing wolves.  Similarly, brown tree snakes did not cause the degradation of Gaum’s ecosystem, and concern for Gaum’s ecosystems is not the occasion for trying to commit genocide on these snakes.  Globalization is the cause.

Most conflicts involving animal welfare and conservation have an ultimate cause rooted in some unsustainable relationship with the non-human world.  Empathy ethics is a basis for animal welfarists and conservationists to become more effective as allies for sustainable development.

When we insist that either individual organisms or ecological collectives have less moral relevance or none at all, we cannot realize the tragedy of our actions.  Our actions are tragic for leading to a kind of Sophie’s Choice.  The conflict between animal welfare and conservation represents a moral dilemma with no good solution.  The moral obligation is to work to avoid the dilemma.  The value of empathy ethics lies in its ability to distinguish problems from their symptoms.

Nevertheless, the eminently practical and unavoidable question persists:  Should we, for example, kill cowbirds to save warblers?  Indeed, such decisions, no matter how tragic, are unavoidable.  Principles of empathy ethics suggest that there is almost certainly no general solution, such as under these conditions always side with individual organisms or under those conditions always side with the ecological collective.  Nevertheless, deliberations explicitly appreciating the tragedy of the circumstance will change the tenor of discussion about any specific issue.  Changed tenor may be enough to enlighten our decision-making.  For example, empathy ethics might cause us to consider more seriously the empirical possibility that killing wolves (cowbirds) may not affect the welfare of caribou (warbler) populations.

VIRTUE IDENTIFICATION. –  Empathy ethics also represents a general development for environmental ethics.  The dominant ethical framework for the past 150 years has been utilitarianism, a kind of consequentialism holding that moral actions are those whose future consequences are good, insomuch as they produce the most utility, happiness, or pleasure for the most people.  The institutionalization of utilitarianism is arguably the cause of our poor relationship with nature (Sylvan 1973).


Recently scholars have argued that the remedy for utilitarianism is virtue theory (Sandler 2007).  Virtue theory had been the dominant framework for more than two thousand years, up until the Enlightenment.  Virtue theory holds that right action arises from people who are manifestly virtuous.  However, a challenge for applying virtue theory to environmental ethics is to properly identify which virtues ought to be promoted and how those virtues ought to be manifest.  One challenge is to identify virtues that are usefully instructive.  For example, being courageous and trustworthy are certainly important virtues, but probably too general to be useful for guiding environmental ethics.  Another challenge is to understand how to handle conflicting virtues, for example, generosity and fairness.  Careful analysis sometimes reveals surprises about virtues, such as the detrimental affect of hope for environmental ethics (Nelson and Vucetich 2009). 

We have shown how empathy and responding properly to tragedy also seem to be important, and previously underappreciated, virtues that should guide our relationship with nature.  Sadly, our preference lies with Hollywood’s happily-ever-after endings not with Greek or Shakespearean tragedy, and we seem firmly committed to Homo economicus, the perfectly self-interested agent.  Although we clearly do not excel at handling empathy or tragedy, both are trainable traits and much is known about how to teach empathy (see Empathy’s generality).  Diagnosis and admission are the first steps to recovery.

CONCLUSION: THE PURPOSE OF ECOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE
Recognizing the value of empathy is especially important for giving purpose and direction to education and science.  It is naïvely incomplete to think the purpose of education and science is merely to discover and disseminate knowledge.  Knowledge has always had a more basic purpose with an unavoidable moral root.  For the past four hundred years, that purpose has been, in René Descartes’ words, “for the ease of man’s estate.”  

Empathy ethics shows how an important and neglected purpose for education and science is the development of empathy for the living things with whom we share the world.  This moral imperative arises from the psychological fact that empathy is enabled by knowledge (i.e., becoming familiar and observing similarity).  Put simply, citizens and society have a moral imperative to learn about nature for the purpose of enabling empathy.  

Most environmental education curriculum focuses on mere exposure to nature and knowledge acquisition (Louv 2005).  Without cultivating empathy, knowledge and exposure may have been permitting or even fostering indifference or distain, the precursors for efficient exploitation of nature.  Moreover, insomuch as empathy depends on knowledge and imagination, environmental education – from young children to college students – should depend on the arts as much as the sciences.  Practicing nature writing, poetry, and painting is as important as learning Lotka-Volterra and the Latin names of local flora.

The received purpose of science has been to explain how ecological systems work for the purpose of controlling them for human interest.  However, empathy ethics suggests that an important and neglected purpose of science is to generate a sense of empathy for the natural world.  Such empathy would arise naturally from a science devoted to generating wonderment about the nature world.  What would the world be like if science devoted itself more seriously to the generation of wonderment?

Even if our treatment of this conflict is misguided, it is at least a clear position capable of motivating for better treatments.  Academic discourse among conservationists has almost entirely ignored this conflict.  Ignoring the conflict between concerns for conservation and animal welfare will not make it go away, but will cause it to fester.
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