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Nature is a vast scene of birth and death, springtime and harvest, permanence and 

change; of budding, flowering, fruiting, and withering away; of processive unfolding; 

of pain and pleasure, success and failure; of ugliness giving way to beauty and beauty 

to ugliness. From the contemplation of it we get a feeling for life’s transient beauty 

sustained over chaos. There is a music to it all, not the least when in a minor key. 

 

                                                                     - Holmes Rolston III, Environmental Ethics, p. 43 
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Abstract 
 

This thesis deals with, defends, and amends the axiological position called Multicentrism as 

presented by philosopher Anthony Weston. The question is whether axiological 

Multicentrism ought to be preferred over other monistic forms of axiological theories, and 

whether a multicentric axiological theory can withstand the critiques that follow such a view.  

Multicentrism offers an alternative axiological view than the commanding axiological 

theories in environmental ethics by arguing for the organic, dynamic, and interrelatedness of 

environmental values, as well as an embodied application through ethical encounters.  

Through critiques, additions and amendments this work seeks to strengthen Weston’s 

multicentric thesis by making it able to solve concrete ethical dilemmas, as well as further 

strengthening its parallelism with ethical experience. By exploring such concepts as relational 

value and situational ethics by the help of the philosophical writings of Barbara Muraca, 

Holmes Rolston III, and Jessica Ching-Sze Wang’s reinterpretation of John Dewey I hope to 

strengthen the multicentric theory I seek to defend in this thesis. 
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Preface 
 

The environment, especially the forests around Oslo have always had an allure to me from an 

early age going hiking with my mom and sister every weekend. Picking mushrooms and 

pinecones in the glistening morning sun, with mist laying and reflecting the moss covered 

forest bed, and then going home to read Tolkien only nourished the almost mythical powers I 

held forests to have in my youth. Ever since I discovered environmental philosophy as an 

undergraduate I have seen it as a new field for ethics to permeate, and the importance that 

rests on our shoulders to recognize the values that lie in nature.  

 

After reading extensively and seeking to understand the environmental ethics literature, past 

and current debates, I concluded that the position seemed too limited in scope, too narrow and 

exclusionary to truly be an ethic of and for the environment. I started searching for alternative 

theories, which reflected my other ethical convictions better, and through Patrick Curry’s 

chapter on Environmental Pluralism in Ecological Ethics: An Introduction I came over his 

brief commentary on Anthony Weston’s Multicentrism. After reading some of Weston’s 

papers, I thought to myself “here is something that compliments my ethical pluralistic 

convictions, as well as satisfying my urge to write on environmental philosophy”, and I 

became dedicated to defending Multicentrism in my Masters thesis. Multicentrism is as I as I 

am able to tell from the environmental ethics literature a quite underdeveloped theory, and 

this is one of the reasons why I find it interesting is that one is still able to plough barren land, 

and further explore and expand the scope of what environmental ethics can offer.  

 

Multicentrism as an axiological theory is a reconfiguration of the entire axiological project of 

environmental ethics, and asks us to take a different approach than what has become manifest 

since environmental ethics conception and blossoming in the 1970’s. It is still in line with the 

visionary founding thoughts and writings of people such as Val Plumwood, Aldo Leopold, 

Holmes Rolston III and others that realized that we somehow not only are implored to extend 

moral consideration to non-human beings and possibly nature, but that we have to alter our 

point of view drastically as well as our normative concepts. Unfortunately, the environmental 

ethics debate has pivoted on the concept of intrinsic value and demarcating who has it, 

thereby having a claim for our ethical attention and warrant direct ethical consideration as 

ends-in-themselves. The point being that this narrow attention on intrinsic value has limited 
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the scope of possibility even if intrinsic value has played a vital role in the development of 

environmental ethics as a separate philosophical arena of study.  

Alternate voices such as indigenous philosophies and ecofeminism and counter-hegemonic 

views have arisen, but not gotten the due acceptance it might deserve. Multicentrism stands as 

a counterbalance to these wider tendencies observable in environmental ethics, but has to my 

mind some flaws in its own. The first part of this work will consist in defending these wider 

tendencies in environmental ethics and present Weston’s multicentric project. The second half 

will stand as a critique of Multicentrism, and in the last and final chapter I will attempt to 

offer my own alterations, as to hopefully make Multicentrism a more robust axiological 

theory as well as making it more applicable as an environmental ethic.  

 

During the final edits I have been reminded of one of the central concepts of Multicentrism, 

namely the interconnectedness that we find in nature. At my summer cabin I have been trying, 

rather unsuccessfully I must admit, to get the old composting bin going again. To succeed in 

this process I have had to learn and observe how organic matter from the garden’s plants have 

decomposed, I have introduced bacteria to the process, and seen the rise of what can only 

been described as a herd of earthworms help the process along. What once was deemed 

“weeds” and fallen leaves have now been turned back into soil nutrient to go back into the 

garden. The process is a naturally occurring one, in this instance hastened by human hands, 

and the help of the worms and bacteria, something that we must stride for in environmental 

ethics; we must play along with nature, unless there are good normative reasons for not doing 

so. Much of environmental ethics would consider such a process and the resulting organic 

material as merely instrumental, vitally so it must be added since this process is one of the 

pillars of life on this earth, but to only view this process as instrumental seems to me severely 

lacking. An analogy here can be drawn to the role that environmental ethics and axiology 

plays in the wider scheme of things, namely as being pragmatically instrumental to some end 

or result, not worthwhile in its own right. This too seems to me lacking given that I view 

environmental ethics as the frontier and testing ground for new and novel ideas that might 

influence change in our relation to nature, alongside perhaps influence normative ethics in 

turn.  
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1 Intrinsic value: From Anthropocentrism to Ecocentrism 
 

In this chapter I will lay the axiological foundation from which the rest of the essay will 

spring. I begin by outlining why environmental ethics is important given the state of the 

environment; the convoluted relationship humans have with and towards nature. I also give a 

detailed but brief account on the subject of different environmental values, and raise some 

axiological questions that will have bearing on the topics for the rest of this paper. Finally I 

will lay out the picture of the axiological positions that help make up the concentric and 

extensionist trend within environmental ethics, which manifests in the most prevalent 

axiological theories in environmental ethics. 

 

1.1. Motivation and environmental backdrop  

The backdrop for this essay, and indeed the entirety of environmental ethics and its 

motivation is partly found in the destruction of the natural world which manifest itself issues 

such as the sixth mass extinction through anthropogenic impact on the environment otherwise 

known as climate change2, loss of biodiversity, raising sea levels, overconsumption, pollution, 

deforestation, souring of the oceans, loss of coral reefs, problems of waste in nature etc.3 We 

have entered into the Anthropocene, a new geological era where humans shape the 

environment, intentionally or not, by our actions, in some cases and places drastically4. From 

humans relying on nature as a means to survival, nature, or parts of it now depend on human 

activity and actions for their continued survival and existence. From us living at nature mercy, 

it now exists (partly) at ours. The table so-to-speak has turned fundamentally. The crisis 

constitutes an existential threat to all life one earth, both animate and inanimate life, to 

ecosystem-functions, and to human life and welfare. I think the first important step of any 

environmental ethic is to realise, and recognise the fact that we humans cohabitate this earth 

with a large amount of non-human species. For instance only in 2016 18,000 species of 

animal or plants were discovered5, a dizzying amount that illustrates how much we still don’t 

																																																								
2 Ceballos et al. Biological annihilation via the on-going sixth mass extinction signalled by vertebrate population 
losses and declines, p. 7    
3 All of these issues can be gathered under the umbrella term ”The Climate Crisis”. 
4 A prime example of this is the discovery of ozone depletion in the ozone layer discovered by Scientists in the 
1970s created by emissions of chlorofluorocarbon gasses (CFCs). 
5 Greene, In 2016, scientists discovered 18,000 new species. Now meet the top 10, LA Times May 22, 2017 
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know about this planet and the life upon it. This while only a handful of the most spectacular 

new species discoveries reaching us through media, such as the discovery of the Tapanuli 

orangutan and the Pygmy three-toed sloth, perpetuating the inaccurate view that we humans 

have the world “figured out”.  

   Historically rapid anthropogenic changes in the environmental equilibrium - inadvertently 

or not - rests on philosophical foundations and underpinnings which places man above nature, 

and nature as a means of our enjoyment and use. Environmental ethics in this sense is a 

reaction to the exploitational nature of ‘traditional ethics’ lack of recognition of non-human 

value that exists in the natural world and non-human beings. A more comprehensive 

environmental ethics seeks to invert the environmental ethical human centered aim of 

Anthropocentrism, namely from only holding human beings as directly morally considerable, 

i.e. being intrinsically valuable and thereby only focusing on benefiting humans, with the 

possible side effect of thereby benefiting the environment instrumentally6 to benefiting 

nature’s and natural beings intrinsic worth, and thereby benefiting humans instrumentally as a 

result. 

   The fact stands that our historically traditional developed ethics, although divergent and 

broad, are not specifically adept for tackling ethical issues involving non-human nature and 

natural entities, issues it has helped justify. The direction the debate in environmental ethics 

and philosophy has taken, and indeed rests and hinges on, is towards the axiological 

demarcation problem or ‘moral status question’ of who ought we to devote direct ethical 

consideration to in our ethical deliberation based on them having intrinsic value that will in 

turn lead to actions, and possibly commitments, on our part, towards them. This recognition 

of the natural entities intrinsic value will therefore make for “membership” in the ethical 

community. It is not in this sense mere attribution or projection of intrinsic value onto the 

beings or entities in question, it is our recognition of innate intrinsic value that is the force 

driving values as reasons7. What we need is a new ethics, apt for «dealing with man’s relation 

to land and to the animals and plants which grow upon it8» as Aldo Leopold envisioned in his 

distinguished Land Ethic from 1949. 

1.2. Axiology and its importance in environmental ethics  

   Axiology can be broadly put under the branch of value theory where one seeks to illuminate 

such questions as what is good, what does it mean for something to be good, are there 

																																																								
6 As seen in for instance enlightened Anthropocentrism, see p. 10 onwards. 
7 More on this towards the end of the chapter. 
8 Leopold, “The Land Ethic” in A Sand County Almanac, p. 203 
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different varieties of goodness, hierarchies of goodness, one value (value monism), or several 

forms of value (value pluralism).  

   What axiology does is to lay a foundation of appropriate subjects for ethical theories and 

«can be thought of as primarily concerned with classifying what things are good, and how 

they are good»9. Prominent axiological arguments in ethical theories can be seen in 

deontological (Kantian) ethics where the moral agent ought to treat X as an end in itself, and 

not just as a mere means10, and in utilitarian terms we ought to maximize the utility, welfare, 

hedonistic pleasure of X by our actions, whomever X may be. We are thus determining who 

are appropriate ethical recipients (X) for our actions, who we ought to consider valuable for 

their own sake (value-bearers), and in a way, who we should care about. In this way 

axiological justifications of intrinsic value will have normative bearing. 

What we value will influence what we care about, and in turn influence how we act, and 

whom the moral community consist of deserving direct moral consideration. This is 

something that is of great importance for environmental ethics when it seeks to extend direct 

moral consideration outside ethics historically paradigmatic human confines. The aim of 

environmental axiological theories is to determine, who has intrinsic value and on what basis, 

an effort that has been named ‘the demarcation problem’.  

   This essay is not merely an academic response to the current climate crisis, but a response to 

a far more widespread issue, namely our relation to, and ethical interaction with nature. 

In this endeavour axiology is of great importance since, in determining who are of appropriate 

ethical concern, we give reasons for our action towards them; «The point of establishing that 

nature has intrinsic value is that such values would lay claims on us – that they would supply 

us with reasons for action with respect to their bearers.»11. We, environmentally minded 

people are therefore not merely victim to «a weakness for fuzzy animals and picturesque 

scenery12», we are fundamentally changing how to view nature. We are in this regard shaping 

the world in light of recognising intrinsic value outside its historic human confines, and 

hopefully how we act towards natural entities as self-recognised parts of nature.  

 

																																																								
 9 Schroeder, "Value Theory", Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, introduction 
10	Kant, ’Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals’, p. 966 (Page number In Morgan)	
11 Samuelsson, Reasons and Values in Environmental Ethics, p. 530 
12 Evernden, The Natural Alien, p.7 
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1.3. Intrinsic and instrumental value  

   In environmental ethics the “demarcation problem” has emerged as the main battleground 

between environmental theories, all arguing for different normative conceptions and 

justifications for possessing intrinsic value. In axiology and ethics there have been 

distinguished between two kinds of intrinsic value, the first of which is the intrinsic value of 

states. A state can be a mental state, or even possibly, states of the world. The second kind of 

intrinsic value is the intrinsic value that different beings “possess” or inhere. I call this the 

intrinsic value of value-bearers, and this is the type of intrinsic value environmental ethics is 

preoccupied with in the task of demarcation, which is the conception of intrinsic value that 

this essay will evolve around. Intrinsic value is contrasted with instrumental (extrinsic) value, 

which denotes X as valuable for someone else, some other good or end; it is thus not good in 

and of itself and therefore not a final value. Instrumental value is often described as any value 

that is not intrinsic, and also described quite crudely as a use value. Instrumental value is all 

around us in the natural world since even the most basic of organisms are dependent and 

relies upon certain stimuli to further their lives and reproduction; things that are 

instrumentally and subjectively valuable to them. Examples of environmental instrumental 

values includes the recreational value that nature offers, nutritional value, scientific value, the 

aesthetic value of nature, historical and cultural value, religious and spiritual value, monetary 

value and so forth13. The big difference between instrumental and intrinsic value is that while 

intrinsic value gives us normative reasons and thus direct moral concern for the value bearer 

in question, instrumental only gives rise to indirect moral concern. A more contested point 

that I will argue for later in this thesis is that intrinsic values are not final, meaning that they 

cannot refer beyond themselves, both to other intrinsic values alongside instrumental values.  

   The questions of what or who have intrinsic value, and on what grounds are separate from 

the question of what intrinsic value is, i.e. its metaphysical “nature” and possible 

manifestation in reality, which is a highly contested debate in meta-ethics and environmental 

philosophy. I will not go this Metaphysical route and rather stick to a definition of intrinsic 

value as a moral value, and will therefore treat it as a normative value and concept. This 

constitutes a more pragmatic approach to the notion of intrinsic value, and focuses us on its 

use and function in ethics, rather than its possible nature14.  

																																																								
13 I owe some of these examples of instrumental value to Holmes Rolston, III, see Ch. 1 “Humans Valuing the 
Natural Environment” in Environmental Ethics: Duties to and Values in the Natural World 
14 A proof that is rarely asked for and required in relation to the metaphysical or ontological reality of intrinsic 
value functioning in more traditional ethical theories such as deontology or consequentialism.  
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    The general agreement within environmental ethics seems to be that by upholding the 

notion of intrinsic value we are provided with normative reasons to act ethically towards the 

beings that one successfully can argue possesses intrinsic value. Even if intrinsic value 

functions as a moral value that leads us to ethical considerations about the being in question, 

it does not - taken in isolation - lead to any specific ethical commitments towards the beings in 

questions since that might be to presuppose or smuggle in some ethical theory or framework 

into the axiological concept of intrinsic value. A natural entity’s intrinsic value gives me 

reasons for appropriately considering it ethically, but what that consideration will amount to 

are dependent on other normative factors, such as choice of ethical framework15. Although the 

very concept of intrinsic value, taken in isolation, do not commit us to any specific actions 

towards the intrinsically valuable subject, it does however – I think - force us into a more 

general kind of commitment, namely the commitment to engage, and move around in the 

world with sensitivity towards the other valuable beings that inhabit it. 

The intrinsic value of some natural entity (E) has in ethics and environmental philosophy 

alike been justified and justified by possessing some sufficient and necessary condition (X), 

often by arguing that X is some specific feature or characteristic that E Inheres. One can for 

instance say in line with Sentientism that E is intrinsically valuable iff E is sentient, or holds 

the appropriate amount of sentience (X) to grant intrinsic value.  

   What Intrinsic vale does is putting the subject on the moral radar screen16, as philosopher 

Lori Gruen writes, and therefore determining who has intrinsic value, whatever it may be, is 

meant to function as an axiological cornerstone in the foundation from which environmental 

ethics can blossom. 

 

1.3.1. Questioning the paradigmatic conception of intrinsic value 

Intrinsic value is a notoriously illusive axiological concept within environmental ethics, 

although it plays the central role of being the normative pivot-point most of the axiological 

theories preoccupied with the task of demarcation. Given that the concept is a highly 

contested one, I find it fruitful to map out some of the axiological possibilities that surround 

the concept, some of which will have direct bearing and application to this work’s 

progression. 

																																																								
15 Either traditional ethical frameworks such as Deontology, virtue ethics, consequentialism etc. or 
environmental frameworks such as Anthropocentrism, Ecocentrism etc.  
16 Gruen, "The Moral Status of Animals", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Sec. 2 
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   Since some characteristics for intrinsic value such as sentience, rationality, or IQ are “fuzzy 

characteristics” that exists on a spectrum or comes in degrees it poses some problems for the 

notion of intrinsic value. If intelligence measured in IQ is the necessary and sufficient 

condition for intrinsic value, and IQ exists on a spectrum, will say a Nobel Prize winner in 

physics have more intrinsic value than a person with a much lower IQ, such as a child, than a 

person with dementia, or than a person of marginal cases17? Or is intrinsic value an absolute 

value such that if one has for instance IQ over a certain determined threshold one has intrinsic 

value? Intrinsic value is commonly held in environmental axiology to be absolute in the sense 

that having more is impossible, and having less is not to have it at all. It is in short a binary 

value; otherwise one would be inclined to a hierarchical system of intrinsic value, for instance 

“biting the bullet” in marginal cases even among solely human subjects. Most argue for a 

threshold-based argument of intrinsic value when that value is grounded in some necessary 

and sufficient fuzzy characteristic. The main problem with this approach is to determine what 

the threshold is such that it is not drawn arbitrarily or reflects already established axiological 

intentions and biases.  

   Further questioning and inspecting the notion of intrinsic value another question emerges, 

one that is highly relevant to the multicentric thesis that I will argue in later chapters: Can 

there be a plurality of sufficient and necessary conditions18 justifying intrinsic value and 

thereby pick out several centers of valuable beings making up for a axiologically diverse 

moral community? This idea stands in stark contrast to the paradigmatic monocentric theories 

within axiological extensionism where there is commonly argued for one necessary and 

sufficient condition for intrinsic value picking out one moral community or centre of directly 

morally considerable entities. The argument could be made that by upholding a monistic 

conception of intrinsic value makes this world more ethically intelligible in that it gives rise to 

clearly defined moral commitments towards a limited moral community, but it can also be 

argued that such an axiology oversimplifies a complex and complicated world. 
																																																								
17 For a discussion on the argument from marginal cases on page see p.9 and onwards. 
18 When we move from monocentrism to Multicentrism, from one to many ways of being intrinsically valuable 
(IV), there is also a shift in the necessary and sufficient conditions (NS) for intrinsic value. In monocentric 
theories there is only one NS condition for IV where the condition is both necessary and sufficient. If there are 
many ways of being intrinsically valuable, one seem to loose the necessary of NS, since there also is X, Y, Z 
ways of being IV, it is only sufficient for an entity (E) to have X, Y, Z characteristic to be IV. But this is of the 
level of which IV trait E possesses. For the entire set of possibilities for E to be IV (A, Y, and X) it is necessary 
that E possess at least one of these characteristics to be IV. It is therefore necessary and sufficient that E inhabit 
at least X, Y, or Z characteristic to be intrinsically valuable but neither X, Y, or Z by themselves are necessary 
conditions for E to be IV. From this point onwards, whenever writing on the pluralities of ways it possible to be 
intrinsically valuable I will only use ‘sufficient condition’, although it is necessary for X to inhere either or all X, 
Y, Z etc. characteristics to be IV. 
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   One could argue to the contrary that there are many conditions that could make one directly 

morally considerable other than the preconceived intuition that intrinsic value is the ultimate 

moral value, sitting at the apex of a hierarchy of values, which all other values are 

instrumental to. The world as most perceive it is not one of normative clarity, it is one of 

muddiness, conflicting desires, plural values, and value conflicts, not a axiological landscape 

that is ultimately reducible making the world normatively legible. The pluralists ask the 

question; is there any good reason as to uphold that only one necessary and sufficient 

condition justifying intrinsic value in its bearers when the entity in question is a complex one, 

with many valuable characteristics. Human beings for instance have been argued under 

Anthropocentrism to have intrinsic value qua being human, having what one might call 

“conventional human rationality”, being moral agents, active members of culture etc. Why, 

For the anthropocentric, does the need arise to only give the ultimate normative weight and 

value to one of these characteristics, and not say that all of these characteristics helps in 

making one morally considerable19?  

   If one accepts the argument for a plurality of conditions for intrinsic value the axiological 

framework could be liable to aggregatory schemes, where the being/beings with the greatest 

aggregation of different sufficient conditions would have more moral standing than those in 

possession of fewer intrinsically valuable characteristics20. Such views are not necessarily 

unheard of. Similar arguments exist within “enlightened Anthropocentrism” that argues that 

nature and natural beings might possess intrinsic value, but that humans, nonetheless, have 

more of it, and thus ethically should always have their interests precede those of nonhumans. 

If intrinsic value is a fixed and absolute value where all in possession of it had it in equal 

amount, one could circumvent the aggregative and hierarchical aspect that can arise for 

pluralistic theories of intrinsic value. One could argue that there are multiple sufficient 

conditions to ‘pass the bar’ where intrinsic value comes in degrees, but all the while argue 

that any aggregation after intrinsic value is “obtained” will not lead to an increase in the 

amount of intrinsic value in line with it being an absolute and final value. Any differences 

between interests of two beings possessing intrinsic value after this point would be settled by 

other normative factors such as for instance by appeal to which interest would yield most 

utility or follows some universal principle. As we shall see later in this assay there might be 

good reasons as to why one would sway away from the paradigmatic monistic theories of 
																																																								
19 To define “Human” in one necessary and sufficient characteristic, the most precise I think would be the human 
genotype, although it is not conventionally associated with “what makes human beings valuable in themselves”.  
20 Here I use moral standing and intrinsic value interchangeably, as I will continue to do in the essay, except 
when expressed explicitly otherwise. 
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intrinsic value and adopt a pluralistic axiology with a plurality of ways of being directly 

morally considerable. 

 

1.3.3. How I will define ‘intrinsic value’ 

(1) In this thesis I will treat intrinsic value strictly as a normative concept. 

(2) Being a value bearer/ having intrinsic value gives rise to being directly ethically 

considerable, denoting who has moral standing and stands as appropriate subjects for direct 

ethical concern.  

(3) Who has moral standing gives us reasons for actions towards them such that it would «lay 

claims on us – that they would supply us with reasons for action with respect to their 

bearers.»21  

(4) Further, that a being has intrinsic value on my definition of the term does not imply 

however that the being in question is inviolable such that one is obliged not to harm it or its 

interests in any way, since: (4.1) there might be good ethical reasons (as well as practical) for 

not doing so, and (4.2) it could imply, favour, smuggle in, and possibly exclude some ethical 

frameworks such as Consequentialism, Virtue ethics, and Deontology, or other environmental 

theories.  

 

1.4. Moral extensionism 

   In this third and last part of this chapter I will outline four of the main axiological theories, 

namely anthropocentric theories, or “light green environmental ethics”, Sentientism and 

biocentric theories both characterized as “mid green environmental ethics”, and ecocentric 

theories or “dark green environmental ethics”22, and focus on their arguments as to who 

possesses intrinsic value, and its axiological justification. These theories are parts in the 

extensionist movement in environmental ethics, which is driven by the motivation to extend 

the circle of ethically considerable beings from only containing humans, to containing non-

humans, and perhaps even to the environment as a whole.  

 

																																																								
21 Samuelsson, Reasons and Values in Environmental Ethics, p. 530 
22 I have borrowed the terminology of different shades of green denoting axiological theories from Patrick 
Curry’s book Ecological Ethics: An Introduction (these can be found in the headings of the 7th to the 8th chapter), 
the metaphor being that the darker colour of green the more “ecological” the theory is. 
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1.4.1. Anthropocentrism 

I will separate anthropocentric theories into two main groupings, namely those of shallow 

Anthropocentrism and enlightened Anthropocentrism since the latter stands as a critique and 

an amendment to the former.  

   Historically developed shallow Anthropocentrism, literally meaning human-centeredness, 

has been the common view of traditional ethics and philosophy throughout history and 

exclusively assigns intrinsic value and therefore moral standing to humans. Since it argues 

that intrinsic value can only be found in human beings the scope of ethics is confined to 

anything that happens to human beings23. Nature or anything nonhuman on the other hand 

only possess instrumental value for human flourishing and have no final value of its own, and 

thus shallow Anthropocentrism runs the risk of being antienvironmental if that further human 

ends. Examples of characteristics Anthropocentrism use to justify and ground intrinsic value 

in humans is consciousness of a “sufficient degree”, rational thought, autonomy, and being 

active moral agents. Among defenders of Anthropocentrism it varies which of these 

conditions or foundations for intrinsic value that they argue is necessary and sufficient. 

   In some instances it seems to be the case that shallow Anthropocentrism is motivated by 

axiologically excluding non-human beings from the moral community by reaffirming human 

superiority axiologically. This runs the risk of setting the criteria for «a prima facie claim to 

our moral consideration24» so high that some humans do not “pass the bar” such as young 

children, which by virtue of their age have not yet developed a sufficient degree of rational 

thought, or people with no rational thought such as people in comatose states25. The problems 

created by fuzzy characteristics for intrinsic value combined with the active goal of excluding 

non-humans from the moral community culminates in “the argument from marginal cases” 

which can be summed up as:  

 

(1) If we are justified in denying any animal intrinsic value on the basis of them not 

being autonomous, self-conscious, and lack an ability to act morally, i.e. they are not a 

moral agent, then this would apply to some humans as well such as the marginal cases 

of children, and people in comatose states and severely mentally disabled individuals. 

(2) We are not justified in denying intrinsic value to these people. (3) So it follows 

that either the people of the marginal cases do not possess intrinsic value or not the 

																																																								
23 Apart from some exemplars such as Mill and Bentham. 
24 Mathews, The Ecological Self, p. 118 
25 Curry, Ecological Ethics: An Introduction, p. 72 
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same degree of moral value as non-marginal case, such that all humans do not possess 

equal final value or the criteria for possession of intrinsic value are to high, and if it is 

so, animals could possess intrinsic value as well (if we judge the marginal case people 

to have intrinsic value in spite of not fulfilling the necessary criteria).26 

 

This shows that it is hard at best for the anthropocentric to find one unifying characteristic for 

all human beings such that by this one and only characteristic one could argue that all humans 

have intrinsic value to the exclusion of all other non-human beings. For the shallow 

anthropocentric one is not inclined to “bite the bullet”, either in the sense of granting intrinsic 

value to non-human beings, or in the sense of excluding the people of marginal cases from the 

moral community, since one wants to justify the intrinsic worth of all humans.  

   The turn is quick from not biting the bullet and conceding ones central axiological premise 

to arguing that merely being a member of the human species is the necessary and sufficient 

condition for intrinsic value. One has then turned from seeking to ground intrinsic value in 

some common human characteristic (that would hopefully encompass the people of marginal 

cases), to speciesism27, where mere membership in humanity grants intrinsic value28. If this is 

argued it seems no reason as to why not saying that the mere condition of being any form of 

organism or member of its respective species would not also grant intrinsic value. It is in this 

regard that anthropocentric speciesism is an arbitrary position since there must be some 

further axiological condition apart from being human that limits the moral community to only 

contain human beings when faced with the pitfalls of the arguments for marginal cases.  

   Contrary to shallow Anthropocentrism stands enlightened Anthropocentrism as a response 

to the environmental crisis that became apparent in the 1960’s and 70’s, and as a response to 

the philosophical critique offered shallow Anthropocentrism. Enlightened Anthropocentrism 

argues to put greater normative weight on non-human beings and ecosystemic functions while 

still retaining the core principle of human ethical primacy. By acknowledging that 

anthropogenic climate change is happening then mitigating or solving the environmental 

crisis becomes an important ethical task for enlightened Anthropocentrism on the grounds that 

not doing so would harm either existing or future people. It thus provides Anthropocentrism 

with ethical reasons to act environmentally without loosing the condition of human 
																																																								
26 Wilson, Animals and Ethics, section 1.f.i.  
27 A play on the words of racism and sexism denoting arbitrary conditions for ethical superiority, but the 
rhetorical insult of speciesism and its connotations is somewhat overused in my opinion even though the critique 
of the position is valid. 
28 Singer, Applied Ethics, p. 222, see also footnote 4 in Singer with reference to the term ’speciesism’ which 
Singer gets from Richard Ryder. 
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axiological primacy. Nature is therefore only of indirect moral concern, since human welfare 

is derivative and conditional upon a healthy and well-functioning environment, and therefore 

ethical responsibilities and normative reasons for environmental actions can only be directly 

directed towards fellow or future human beings. It is still the case that «an ecological problem 

is defined here as one that poses difficulties for humans, regardless of its effects on the rest of 

nature»29, but with the inverse realisation that the effects of anthropogenic climate change on 

nature will affect and limit human welfare, conditions for life and well being. It thus seeks to 

function as what philosopher Patrick Curry names a “lifeboat ethics”, seeking to prevent an 

environmental tragedy of the commons, acting out of long-sighted precautionary self-interest. 

This might give rise for the enlightened anthropocentric to adopt and hold other more “radical 

environmental” axiological viewpoints due to the pragmatic purpose it serves of protecting 

nature to benefit current and future humans. To secure future human well being and 

flourishing in a habitable, functioning, and healthy environment can only be reached through 

comprehensive environmental actions at the present time30. When talking of matters of the 

future it is actually beneficial to be cautious since we do not what will unfold in time. The 

future consequences of anthropogenic climate change are unknown, hidden from our situated 

temporal view, and may range from the threat of the extinction of most of the life on earth to 

non-existential threats and events such as an influx of climate migrants and drastic changes to 

the ways of life that is possible. The same is the case for what technologies might develop in 

the future that might rectify our current destruction of nature, and therefore technology 

optimism is also untenable against the anthropocentric precautionary principle that 

enlightened Anthropocentrism forwards. Therefore enlightened Anthropocentrism’s real non-

environmental aspect is – pragmatically - unequal distribution of intrinsic value between 

human and non-human entities given that they are committed to not place an unbearable 

environmental burden on future human generations.  

   But as many, and indeed I argue, this improved form of Anthropocentrism still falls short 

because it fails to address the underlying or deeper philosophical problem of our theoretically 

dysfunctional relation to nature. It only seeks to alleviate the physically manifesting 

symptoms of a destructive philosophical conception of nature and natural entities that has 

caused the climate crisis. Enlightened Anthropocentrism therefore commits itself to ‘radical’ 

																																																								
29 Curry, Ecological Ethics: An Introduction, p. 62 
30 Withstanding the ’non-identity-problem’ which can be resolved in a de dicto reading of future people, see 
Caspar Hare “Voices from Another World: Must We Respect the Interests of People Who Do Not, and Will 
Never Exist?” for a de dicto solution to the non-identity-problem.  
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environmental actions at the present time31, without addressing its philosophical and 

normative underlying causes. 

 

1.4.2. Sentientism  

Sentientism has gained traction in recent years following the much renowned work of 

philosopher of Peter Singer, who argues that it is the most viable environmental axiological 

theory, which is also meant to function alongside his utilitarian thinking. It developed as a 

response to utilitarian views on animal rights and environmental ethics where minimizing 

animal suffering by recognizing their intrinsic value is the axiological starting-point. It was 

Jeremy Bentham that first coined the now famous words «The question is not, Can they 

reason? nor, Can they talk? but, Can they suffer?32» as a denunciation of the ethical miss-

treatment of animals that he saw in his time. Peter Singer takes this line from Bentham a 

natural step further, in that he argues that being able to suffer is conditional upon being 

sentient, and therefore sentience is the more foundational condition for intrinsic value of the 

two. If a being can suffer, we ought not induce its suffering, something that goes against that 

beings welfare, and we thereby place moral restrictions on ourselves and our range of possible 

ethical actions by recognizing sentient beings as intrinsically valuable and acting accordingly.   

   Every sentient being, should according to Singer, be offered equal ethical consideration and 

that «equal consideration for different beings may lead to different treatment and different 

rights»33. The fact that different beings deserve different treatment and rights comes about 

since promoting the good-of-a-kind of one particular kind or individual might be detrimental 

to another’s. One for instance has equal consideration for the welfare of both a mice and a 

goldfish if one differentiates the treatment of the two by placing the goldfish in a fish bowl, 

and not the mice, hence equal consideration for their welfare, but differential treatment. 

«Recognizing this obvious fact (different treatment among different beings), however, is no 

barrier to the case for extending the basic principle of equality to non-human animals34», in 

fact it ensures it. This basic principle strengthened by a modified version of the argument 

from marginal cases, that Singer sums up in the following statement: «If possessing a higher 

degree of intelligence does not entitle one human to use another for his own ends, how can it 

																																																								
31 Although I do think that a majority of people and governments by and large agrees with these points (and in 
this regard are “enlightened”) vanishingly little of these ideas are put into action. 
32 Bentham, Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, Second Edition, Ch. 17, fn. 1 
33 Singer, Applied Ethics, p. 217, my emphasis added. 
34 Ibid 
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entitle humans to exploit non-humans?35». His argument hinges on the fact that, sentience is 

prerequisite for being an experiential entity that makes it possible to feel pain and pleasure 

(Bentham’s condition). In this way the entity has and is able to show its interests (in pleasures 

or displeasures), and it is on this basis that sentience should be the necessary and sufficient 

condition for intrinsic value. Suffering, as a necessarily experiential phenomenon, requires 

sentience to be what it is, and combined with the principle of equality that Singer argues leads 

to the following realisation:  

 

No matter what the nature of the being, the principle of equality requires that its 

suffering be counted equally with the like suffering – in so far as rough comparisons 

can be made – of any being. If a being is not capable of suffering, or of experiencing 

enjoyment and happiness, there is nothing to be taken into account. This is why the 

limit of sentience (using the term as a convenient, if not strictly accurate, shorthand for 

the capacity to suffer or experience enjoyment or happiness) is the only defensible 

boundary of concern for the interests of others.36 

 

   Sentience is also a fuzzy characteristic for intrinsic value, because it is hard to determine 

where to draw the line of what constitutes sentience, and what does not, whether or not it is a 

characteristic that is comes in degrees. New beings are discovered to be subjectively 

experiential on a running basis, while other entities experientiality is hotly debated. 

Accurately determining who is consciously able to experience pain, thus justifying intrinsic 

value, relies in large part in human abilities to determine, with a high scientific accuracy, that 

the sort of thing that the debated subject is are an experiential being that can feel pain and 

pleasure. It would not be enough for instance to point to a basic organism such as a bacteria 

moving away from certain stimuli, and towards others, there has to be an internal experiential 

phenomena happening within the subject at hand to satisfy the criteria of sentience. This can 

for instance be seen in the debate of whether fish can feel experiential pain or not where they 

show visual symptoms of displeasure and pain such as wriggling, but where the science has 

struggled to give clear answers as to whether they are subjectively experiential beings or 

not37. Therefore Sentientism seems to rely heavily on science for accurately determining who 

has conscious experientiality in able for them to be directly morally considerable. Therefore, 
																																																								
35 Ibid, p. 221 
36 Ibid, p. 222, my emphasis/cursive added. 
37 I think that the scientific consensus at this point is that fish, alongside mammals and birds feel conscious 
sensations such as pain. 
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if they are found not to be sentient in this way, we cannot harm them since they subjectively 

do not experience what is done to them38.  

   Given Sentientism’s utilitarian roots one must take care to abstain from the specific 

commitment that seems to follow logically from Sentientism’s axiology, namely that for 

sentient beings the necessary and sufficient condition for intrinsic value is sentience as to 

minimize suffering by not causing suffering in sentient beings. This goes against of my 

previous argumentation that axiology ought only include general commitments since doing 

otherwise might smuggle in ethical frameworks and theories into a basic/fundamental 

axiological concept, and thus blur the lines between value theory and ethical theories.  

For Singer this might not be of any issue, since he is both arguing for sentience as the 

necessary and sufficient axiological condition for intrinsic value and its practice in ethical 

theory through his line of Act Utilitarianism. The axiological argument when it stands by it 

self in Singers argument do not open for the specific commitment he prescribes, but conforms 

with the general environmental commitment of treading lightly in the world. Only in 

conjunction with his ethical framework of Act-Utilitarianism can the specific commitment 

that Singer prescribes be reached.  

   Although Singer expands the moral circle of ethically considerable beings it is worth noting 

that most of the beings in the natural world, by virtue of not being subjectively conscious 

experiential beings to a sufficient degree for what the subjective suffering in Sentientism 

requires, would not therefore be intrinsically valuable and directly morally considerable. 

Ecosystems, vegetation, plants, algae, and numerous other living but non-sentient beings, as 

well as naturally occurring processes would fall outside the moral community and therefore 

merely be indirectly morally considerable. Singer, as Patrick Curry quotes Sylvan and 

Bennett, has merely «traded human chauvinism for sentient chauvinism39».  

 

 

																																																								
38 But it might be objected that one can in fact be harmed without being consciously aware of that fact. For 
instance we may deny an acorn’s “teleological goal” by never planting it, something that could be argued to 
constitute some more abstract notion of harm. Singer writes that «suffering and enjoying things is pre-requisite 
for having any interests at all, a condition that must be satisfied before we can speak of interests in any 
meaningful way» (Singer, Applied Ethics, p. 221, my emphasis added). It is important to recognize that Singers 
definition of sentience is both a subjective and restrictive definition of having interests, such that having interests 
could equally be defined through the concept of conatus, as we will see Freya Mathews make use of in the next 
section. 
39 Curry, Ecological Ethics: An Introduction s, p. 73-74, quoting Sylvan and Bennett (1994) The Greening of 
Ethics: From Human Chauvinism to Deep-Green Theory, p. 85, Cambridge: White Horse Press, original 
emphasis. 
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1.4.3. Biocentrism 

    Biocentrism literarily means life-centeredness, and is an axiological theory that seeks to 

extend intrinsic value and direct moral considerability to everything alive by arguing that life 

is the necessary and sufficient condition for having intrinsic value. We thus continue the 

expansion of the circle of morally considerable beings, otherwise characterized as the moral 

community, to include not only human or sentient beings, but every being that is alive. 

In Biocentrism all individuals have equal intrinsic value irrespective of species-affiliation40, 

which would lead to a reverence for life, as Albert Schweitzer put it, that he argued should be 

the driving force for any ethic. Biocentrism is summed up quite nicely by the four central 

claims for a biocentric outlook written by Paul Taylor that are supposed to lead to an ‘attitude 

of respect for nature’, which are:  

 

(1) Humans are members of the community of life in the same sense, and on the same 

terms, as other living things. (2) That community, of which humans are a part, consists 

of a system of interdependence comprising not only physical conditions, but also 

relations with other members. (3) Every such organism is a teleological centre of life, 

i.e., an individual pursuing its own kind of good (Greek telos = goal or end). (4) 

Humans are not inherently superior to other organisms.41  

 

This would amount to a respect for nature - the same type of respect that has been developed 

in interhuman normative ethics - a respect for nature’s inherent complexity and 

interdependence and of all the natural beings that live in it and comprise natural systems. In 

this sense we are earthlings first, humans second.   

   Freya Mathews has developed an additional concept that I think can be of great use to 

Biocentrism in that it removes claims such that Biocentrism awards intrinsic value by the 

condition of ‘mere aliveness’. Although I use some of her arguments in support of 

Biocentrism, she actually holds a Panpsychist position, so note that I am reappropriating some 

of her arguments selectively and severely out of context42.  

   In her book The Ecological Self Matthews distinguishes intrinsic value of three levels, the 

second of which are of importance to us here, which «is identifiable as the intrinsic value 

																																																								
40 Which means that humans stand on an equal ethical footing as other non-human beings. 
41 Curry, Ecological Ethics: An Introduction, p. 75-76, hereunder quoting Paul Taylor’s Respect For Nature: A 
Theory of Environmental Ethics, p. 99ff.  
42 I do this for the reasons that the following argument would supplement a biocentric position (taken in 
isolation), and further strengthen Biocentrism. 
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embodies in selves or self-maintaining systems. […] It attaches to things not merely qua 

particulars but qua selves.»43. Mathews argues for a different philosophical understanding of 

what it is for a being to have interests than Singer, and it is found at a much more basic and 

foundational level than of sentient beings. She argues that self-sustaining organisms, such as 

amoeba, can have interests and show it preferences through its conatus. Conatus is the innate 

inclination in living beings to continue to exist, perpetuate that existence, and enhance 

themselves, where: «Each self furnishes a point of view from which the instrumental value – 

positive, negative or neutral – of all the elements in its environment can in principle be 

determined»44. «Elements of the environment which promote the self’s interests-in-self-

realization possess private value in relation to it, while elements which oppose its interests 

possess negative value»45 such that the organism (the self-maintaining system) shows its 

interests through its activities and sensibilities to the phenomena it encounters in the 

environment. She writes: 

 

Indeed the very concept of sentience is inextricably tied to that of value: an organism 

is adapted to perceive, or be sensitive to, environmental factors which are relevant to 

its well-being. […] A simple organism such as an amoeba is sensitive to light because 

light matters to it, and the value of the stimulus is expressed in the positive response of 

the organism to it. Action at its most primitive level is towards some environmental 

stimuli, and away from others, and perception developed to serve these values […] 

(and are) objectively determinable even when the organism in question is not itself 

conscious of that value.46     

 

   What this does indeed point to is that Mathews seems far more ambitious and far reaching 

in her argumentation on grounding intrinsic value in beings that have interests than Peter 

Singer appears to be. In showing preferences of some stimuli and avoiding certain stimuli, the 

organism in question reveals itself as a self-maintaining system, and is thus as a self 47. 

Conatus would be shown from chimpanzees to bacteria and living cells. This drive towards 

survival and life does not necessarily mean that the organism in question must have a 

conscious strive for life, i.e. being self aware of this evolutionary developed drive, it merely 

																																																								
43 Mathews, The Ecological Self, p.118 
44 Mathews, The Ecological Self, p. 120 
45 Ibid.  
46 Ibid, p. 121, original emphasis, my addition within brackets. 
47 Ibid, pp. 108, 112 
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has to tend towards acting in accordance with it. Intrinsic value for Mathews is embodied in 

selves and self-maintaining systems that show conatus which constitutes and attaches to 

selves that «points the way to certain prima facie moral duties»48. 

   Biocentrism takes the objections against Anthropocentrism to heart and seeks to extend 

direct moral considerability further than Sentientism. It is thus a natural further step from the 

critique of Anthropocentrism and the restrictions found in Sentientism, but still holds on to 

some foundational elements of both. For instance it holds on to an individualistic purview, 

and does not venture out to argue for the intrinsic value of ecosystems and the biosphere as a 

whole on the basis that they are inanimate non-living wholes. Although the biosphere and 

local environments play vital ecological purposes they only axiologically constitute the sum 

of the parts that make it up and create a natural equilibrium of competing and converging 

interests that make up the system.  Natural systems therefore have no intrinsic value of their 

own, only instrumental according to Biocentrism. It thus lacks the characteristics of a whole 

environmental or ecological ethics that is capable of valuing the interconnectedness 

interdependencies and mutualisms observed in nature as anything other than valuable for the 

moral community, not on their own.  

 

1.4.4. Ecocentrism 

   Ecocentrism is the final step in the axiological extensionist development in environmental 

ethics, and encompasses the most radical and “greenest” forms of environmental ethical 

theories. What defines it, and sets it apart from anthropocentric, sentientist, and biocentric 

theories is that it breaks with the individualistic focal-point of these theories by arguing for 

environmental wholes such as biospheres, ecosystems, and nature as a whole as ethically 

primary. Holistic entities are argued to be intrinsically valuable and therefore directly morally 

considerable, and are not just merely instrumentally valuable individuals as traditionally 

conceptualized; they ontologically constitute something more than a mere sum-of-parts. By 

shifting ones axiological lenses axiological wholes are not merely aggregates of all the 

individuals and phenomena that make it up, but something that in itself can hold independent 

intrinsic value. The focus on the whole justifies that the stability and health of the system 

ought to surpass the interest of any individual that are part of it. To exemplify this crudely: a 

coral-reef, as a complex system of interconnectedness between many different organisms 

would surpass the interest of one, and indeed all the clownfish that live and feed and benefit 

																																																								
48 Ibid, p. 119 
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from the goods the reef as a whole provides. The ecosystemic function of the reef takes 

axiological precedence over any of the individuals that live, feeds, hunts, and spawns on it. It 

is the system that imbues the individuals within it with intrinsic value, and the system 

therefore constitute the main unit of value; it is thus a “system-centred” axiological theory. 

Some have even suggested a third kind of environmental value that would further strengthen 

system-centered axiological theory. Holmes Rolston III in Environmental Ethics: Duties to 

and Values in the Natural World, argues in favour of systemic value49 as «the productive 

process; its products are intrinsic values woven into instrumental relationships50». Holistic 

entities «is not a value owner, though it is a value producer51».  

   Patrick Curry writes that an Ecocentric “dark green or deep ecological ethics” must be able 

to satisfy two criteria, which are: 

 

1. It must be able to recognize the value, and therefore support the ethical defence, of the 

integrity of species and of ecosystemic places, as well as human and nonhuman 

organisms. So it is holistic, although not in the sense of excluding considerations of 

individual value. 

2. Within nature-as-value, it must (a) allow for the conflict between the interests of 

human and nonhuman nature (b) allow purely human interests, on occasion, to lose (it 

is hardly a level playing-field otherwise)52  

 

Although, these criteria are quite vague, it still exemplifies what Ecocentrism attempts to get 

at, as an umbrella term for different theories and views, with the core view that «the 

ecological community forms the ethical community».53  

   Ecocentrism argues that by axiologically elevating ourselves above nature and non-human 

beings we have removed ourselves, or been removed from the biotic community, a 

community of immense interdependence interplay and beauty, a community we are directly 

dependent on. For the ecocentric we must strive to re-join the biotic community, and play our 

part in upholding and protecting all the value, interconnectedness, and valuable entities that 

exist therein. Human ought to re-enter the biotic community by axiologically valuing them as 

the ethical community, and not strive to conquer it, stand above it, and merely use it as 
																																																								
49 A type of relational value, which will become central in the later parts of this essay. 
50 Rolston, Environmental Ethics: Duties to and Values in the Natural World, p. 186 
51 Ibid. p. 187 
52 Curry, Ecological Ethics Ecological Ethics: An Introduction, p. 92 
53 Ibid, p. 93, quote from Sylvan and Bennett’s 1994 book The Greening of Ethics: From Human Chauvinism to 
Deep-Green Theory, p. 91 
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instrumental means to human ends. As it is for Anthropocentrism that the arena for ethics is 

society and culture with humans as the only directly morally considerable subjects, so it is for 

Ecocentrism that the arena for ethics is the biotic community, with every living and 

contributing member as moral subjects, with the extra element that the arena for ethics in 

itself is intrinsically valuable.  

   Ecocentrism is by some argued to be “eco-fascist”, a slur that is meant to denote an 

environmental theory where the interests of an ecological whole precede the interest of 

individuals, including human interests, and in this regard would exhibit authoritarian 

tendencies. This I think is partly a remnant of both Anthropocentrism and the individualistic 

focus of much of environmental ethics and axiology, and if one is to compare this sort of 

holism to interhuman holism the idea is not as far fetched, as many anthropocentric thinkers 

would have us believe. One can imagine a scenario, strictly within anthropocentric confines, 

where society’s interests (the whole) could be argued to surpass the interests of any of the 

individuals that help comprise and sustain it. This sort of critique is often raised against 

Utilitarianism and other Consequentialist where there sometimes is offered arguments in 

favour of individuals sacrificing their life for the greater good (aggregate account of well 

being) or the greatest happiness for the greatest number54. Here it must be stressed that neither 

Utilitarianism nor Ecocentric views are in themselves misanthropic in their ethical 

consideration of individuals, their interests, and intrinsic value, but it recognizes that within a 

system, the systems function is what is of utmost ethical primacy since a loss in system 

function will influence all individuals. This can be seen in the climate crisis where vital 

system-functions such as clean air and pollution-free oceans are negatively impacting large 

populations of different beings, such that these problems can only be solved if we broaden the 

axiological purview to also valuing environmental wholes as good in themselves.  

   If we are to shift the focus of environmental ethics from holding individuals as primary to 

holding environmental wholes as primary the question arises on where to draw the line, so-to-

speak, on what constitutes an ecological whole? This becomes a relevant question since 

‘environmental wholes’ as self-sustaining systems, which can denote both smaller and larger 

environmental wholes or entities. A relatively small coral reef would for instance constitute 

an ecological whole, or an ecosystem, but so would the world ocean in its entirety. I think that 

even here we must think holistically and recognise that there exists ecosystems within 

																																																								
54 For instance see J. S. Mill, ‘Utilitarianism’ Ch. 2 p. 1077 in Classics of Moral And Political Theory, even 
though many ethicists will strongly disagree with this Utilitarian view the idea that a whole’s interests can 
surpass that of an individual is not unfamiliar to most. 
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ecosystems, ecosystems that overlap with one another, smaller or larger environmental 

wholes exchanging system-functions, continually in flux and influencing one-another. 

The earth as a whole is made up of a myriad of overlapping and interconnected ecosystems 

and parts that all are mutually dependent for stability and equilibrium, which again is effected 

by outside forces and phenomena from the universe. Just as individuals are connected, shaped 

by, and co-dependent on one-another and their ecosystems, so is the ecosystems themselves 

mutually dependent, influenced, shaped by and exerted force upon and being influenced by 

other smaller and larger ecosystems, or the universe. Everything is connected, and disruption 

or change in one ecosystem might have consequences for other ecosystems or processes. 

Nature thrives when there exist stable equilibrium, and nature is both robust and resilient, but 

human actions are tearing down the planets buffers and defence mechanisms such that we are 

all becoming more vulnerable to shifts in nature’s relative stability.  

   Ecocentrism sees that by ethical reflection one has atomized the individual beings out of 

species, ecosystems, and nature. I agree with Holmes Rolston when he writes that «The 

appropriate unit for moral concern is the fundamental unit of development and survival. 

Loving lions and hating jungles is misplaced affection. An ecologically informed society must 

love lions-in-jungles, organisms-in-ecosystems, or else fail in vision and courage.55» What he 

points towards here is that (ethical) theoreticians have managed to theorize the organism out 

of its wider connection with its situatedness in nature. In this sense the lion is intimately 

connected with the jungle it lives in, and when considering the lion, one ought not to forget 

the jungle’s influence on the lion, and the lions influence on the jungle56. Sylvan and Bennett 

argues similarly that «It is (much) easier to emphasise with the deer in the field, than the field 

the deer is in»57 as part of our still overhanging anthropocentric and individualistic bias. In 

this sense Ecocentrism is fighting an “uphill battle” against our strongly manifest and habitual 

ways of thinking about ethics and environmental values.  

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
55 Rolston, Environmental Ethics: Duties to and Values in the Natural World, p. 176, my emphasis added. 
56 Here it must be understood that lions do not actually live in jungles, the expression ”king of the jungle” 
derives its meaning of jungle from Hindi in which it means something like uninhabited place.  
57 Sylvan and Bennett, The Greening of Ethics: From Human Chauvinism to Deep-Green Theory, p. 85, my 
inclusion within the parenthesis. 
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2 Anthony Weston’s Multicentrism 
 

In this chapter I am going to give an overview of Antony Weston’s multicentric 

environmental position, and explain why it differs from the previously explored axiological 

theories. In the first part of this chapter I am going to present the reader as to why Weston 

wants to break from the centrisms explored in the previous chapter and his critique of them. 

This critique I will divide up in three parts, first the critique of the idea of centrism, secondly 

a critique that the centrisms make up “too big” moral communities by forwarding abstract 

conditions for intrinsic value. Thirdly I will present Weston’s critique of the very notion of 

intrinsic value that gets perpetuated in almost all environmental ethics positions. In the second 

part of this chapter I am going to present Weston’s multicentric axiology, and show how it is 

an instance of axiological pluralism, and finally its implementation through an encounter 

based ethic by means of ‘environmental etiquette’. 

 

2.1. Weston’s critique of environmental ethics 

 

2.1.1. Critique centrism and concentrism 

Anthony Weston has during his career set forth an alternative environmental axiology that 

departs from the parochial paradigm in environmental ethics, which is monocentric theories; 

motivated by extensionism that forms a concentric axiological structure. In Multicentrism: A 

Manifesto Weston argues for a pluralistic conception of axiology and environmental ethics, 

which would break free from these three features of environmental axiology.  

   Multicentrism diverges from the anthropocentric starting point of axiological extensionism 

where one takes the intrinsic value of «human beings as paradigm examples of entities with 

moral standing»58 and thereafter extends moral considerability outwards to encompass other 

entities «considered sufficiently similar»59. This result in a concentric pattern of circles with 

the already established intrinsic value in human as foundation and springboard from which to 

extend direct moral considerability to non-human beings and entities, something Peter Singer 

has called “the expanding circle”60.  

																																																								
58 Cochrane, Environmental ethics, Sec 2 Radical ecology 
59 Ibid.  
60 Weston, Multicentrism: A Manifesto, p. 25 
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What arises is axiological concentrism where every step of extension, for instance from 

arguing that only humans have intrinsic value to arguing that every sentient being have 

intrinsic value, includes the previously defined subjects of the moral community. The visuals 

of concentrism are equal to dropping a stone into a surface of water, and see the concentric 

ripples emerging. The pattern arises, as it must since «”the expanding circle” expands by 

finding commonalities with what lies within the already-accepted circle»61. New extensions 

are thus always derived from features already possessed by the previously established moral 

community, which when traced back the steps of expansions will lead to human beings. The 

analogy to the stone and the pond still holds for concentric axiology, because if one traces 

back the ripples that are created (the expansions of direct moral considerability), one 

inevitably will end up with the stone, or in our case, the foundation of the concentric 

structure, namely the intrinsic value of human beings.  

    When the starting point of the expanding circle is humans, how can it not be 

anthropocentric at bottom? But this as one may ask, is Weston not conflating the dynamics 

and chronology of moral extensionism with its axiological content and structure? Is it such 

that when one argues a tree to be intrinsically valuable on the basis that it is a living self-

sustaining system showing conatus and thus being a self (Biocentrism with the help of 

Mathews) one is by extension delivering an anthropocentric argument? One could reach this 

conclusion if one trace back the developments and chronology and genealogy of extensionist 

positions (from ecosystems to humans), but the expansion constitutes a new argument, 

independent from the argument of the former center. It is correct that being human 

accommodates for expansions to being sentient (Sentientism) and being alive (Biocentrism) 

as the necessary condition for intrinsic value, but it could also equally be argued that being 

human is subcategory and reducible to both being alive and being sentient. When one expands 

moral circle it is the outermost concentric circle, i.e. the last expansion that is normatively 

relevant, not the genealogical happenings that led to the expansion. Therefore Biocentrism, 

for instance, cannot be reduced to Enlightened Anthropocentrism + being egalitarian towards 

sentient beings + expanding the circle to all living beings.  

Setting my critique aside for a moment, it is for similar reasons that Patrick Curry highlights 

and argues that Multicentrism is not so much an argument against the “anthro” in 

Anthropocentrism62 (or Biocentrism, Sentientism and Ecocentrism for that matter), but against 

																																																								
61 Weston, Multicentrism: A Manifesto, p. 27 
62 Although this is also of ethical concern, but the main focus of Multicentrism is against concentrism and 
monocentrism. 
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the structure of monistic centrism in all these theories63, i.e. the «unhealthy attachment to any 

particular centre in the face of what the situation ethically demands»64. Multicentrism as such 

constitutes an objection to the focus of axiology and environmental ethics to give ethical 

supremacy to particular centers consisting of beings that possess the necessary and sufficient 

condition to be a part of the moral community. Environmental ethics as a general rule favour 

one of these monocentric theories, as gets reflected in the monocentric variety of ethical 

positions, while Multicentrism asks us to shift focus from the ‘one true centre’ to ‘the many’ 

equally valuable centres. Multicentrism argues for axiological pluralism, in that that there 

exists a plurality of centers, to achieve the goal of “de-centering” environmental ethics, and 

hopefully ethics along with it. Not to the effect that one ends up with ‘a view from nowhere’ 

or ‘a view from anywhere’ as Patrick Curry writes, but rather a lack of attachment to them65.  

 

2.1.2. Critique of ‘mega-centrisms’ as watering down axiological distinctiveness 

   Weston has hinted towards a further critique of Ecocentrism and even Biocentrism when he 

characterizes them as ‘mega-centrisms’ «too big for “centers” in the sense being advanced 

here. They are not nodes of a matrix but the matrix itself»66. What a centre or a moral 

community - to use Aldo Leopold’s phrase - really denotes is that the necessary and sufficient 

condition for having intrinsic value is inherent in the members of the moral community. 

Ecocentrism, Biocentrism, and Sentientism all have quite “loose criteria” for possessing 

intrinsic value and therefore span over many beings and do not commit to more narrow 

centres of intrinsic value since they want to preserve a monocentric axiology to make it 

universal and wide in its reach. Weston thinks this is a problem, since what grounds intrinsic 

value through extensionist concentrism become ever more abstract necessary and sufficient 

conditions the further one approaches the periphery of the concentric structure. 

Distinctiveness Weston argues is threatened to the point where one may ask «”there is nothing 

special about X (me, humans, animals, etc.) anymore”[…] Everything is to be valued under 

the aspect of wider and wider categories: sentience, or life, or creative dynamism, or, in the 

end, sheer being»67.“Otherness” is threatened when «as the circle becomes wider and wider, 

																																																								
63 Curry, Ecological Ethics: An Introduction, p. 157 
64 Ibid, p. 158 
65 Ibid. (A view from nowhere refers to “the objective view” which attempts to take in everything without taking 
a stand, whereas “the view from anywhere” refers to a sort of relativism where any position is acceptable to 
hold). 
66 Weston, Multicentrism: A Manifesto, p. 36 
67 Weston, Multicentrism: A Manifesto, p. 27 
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commonalities become thinner and thinner»68 and is meant to encapsulate a wide variety of 

distinct and different beings. This particular critique cuts both ways for it is also the case that 

one aim of environmental ethics is to highlight what unites us with others rather than what 

distinguishes axiologically differences between kinds of subjects and makes every kind of 

being equally valuable, special, and valuable in their own right.  

   The commonality approach can be stretched quite far within a concentric axiological 

structure driven by extensionism, as Weston argues is the case in Arne Næss’s Ecosophy T69, 

which culminates in the identification of self with everything. ‘Self-realization’ is one of the 

core concepts of Ecosophy T, and external nature is «conceptualized as one’s real self»70 to 

the extent that «since one’s own nature is identical with nature’s nature, so to speak, then one 

would no more harm the natural world unnecessarily than one would harm oneself»71. It is 

this identification as sameness with external nature that would in turn lead all ethics, 

including that toward nature (in this case oneself), to be entirely self-relating through ‘rational 

egoism’. This obliterates any notion of “otherness” and rather as Weston writes brings «all of 

nature inside the self»72 as to merge self-interest with environmental values, and it is thus 

turned egocentric if not anthropocentric. It must be noted that the identification with nature as 

found in Ecosophy T is not required for deep green theories such as Ecocentrism, but it 

illustrates the point that if one is inattentive any position on the axiological scale has the 

possibility to slip, inadvertently or not, back into Anthropocentrism. Flipping 

Anthropocentrism’s aim as we saw in the first chapter was the central aim of any 

environmental ethic, but due to the concentric structure of extensionism this might be a harder 

task than first assumed.  

   But I think it is also fair to say that the commonalities have been stretched thin as to focus 

our attention on more abstract common features73. Also, it leaves something to be desired 

when arguing that the only relevant axiological factor that makes a coral reef directly morally 

considerable is that it is a living organism; the same justification for intrinsic value in humans. 

From here to say that one identifies with nature to the effect that «“I am the rainforest”»74 

does not seem too big of a leap. The very concept of intrinsic value has been watered down as 

																																																								
68 Weston, Multicentrism: A Manifesto, p. 27 
69 The phrasing in this sentence is somewhat ambiguous; Deep-Ecology was the environmental platform that 
Næss developed in conjunction with George Sessions, while Ecosophy T is his more personal philosophy.  
70 Curry, Ecological Ethics: An Introduction, p. 102 
71 Ibid. p. 103 
72 Weston, Multicentrism: A Manifesto, p. 28 
73 But as Weston argues, many philosophers would see the commonalities based grounding of intrinsic value as a 
victory. 
74 Weston, Multicentrism: A Manifesto, p. 28 
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to make it vague by virtue of the concentric extensions we see in environmental ethics as to 

force axiological heterogeneity on every member of the moral community75. 

 

2.1.3. Weston’s critique of intrinsic value  

   In Beyond Intrinsic Value: Pragmatism in Environmental Ethics Weston critiques the 

conception of intrinsic value that is being forwarded in environmental ethics and argues for 

the concept to be reconceptualised. He means to do this by arguing against what he sees as 

intrinsic value having been turned abstract and in need of special justification. Intrinsic value 

has been turned abstract, he argues, by the fact that the monistic theories argue that all 

environmental values culminate in one unifying abstract intrinsic value, «a kind of “slippery 

slope” upward as it were»76 towards one final and ultimate intrinsic value, to which every 

other value is instrumental. Environmental ethics, and «Traditional value theory tends 

towards a type of monism»77 Weston contends. The drive towards a reductionist notion of 

intrinsic value to one necessary and sufficient condition is perpetuated in individualistic 

theories when they seek to extend moral considerability encompassing all previous moral 

communities and «may incline us once again toward the anthropocentric-sentientist end of the 

range of possible environmental ethics»78. The paradox lies here in extending direct moral 

considerability concentrically by way of grounding intrinsic value in more general, abstract 

and all-encompassing common denominators may reassert human beings as «exemplars, and 

(we) therefore run the risk of “constraining our moral sensitivity to the size of our self 

wrought paradigms”, just as they gain plausibility from the very same appeal.»79 Man is in 

this paradigm still measure of all things, even if one has the “best of axiological and 

environmental intentions”. 

   Further intrinsic value requires what Weston calls ‘special justification’. This is no different 

to the idea explored in the previous chapter that intrinsic value is grounded or justified by 

some necessary and sufficient condition that inheres in the intrinsically valuable subject. 

Intrinsic value, as the single ultimate value in a monistic sense, needs special justification if it 

is the apex of a hierarchy of different values, all instrumental and leading towards it. There is 

																																																								
75 Then the relevant question to ask is what exactly is a rightly sized centre, a question that Weston does not 
really answer, a question to which I think a suitable answer can be given by Holmes Rolston III in his argument 
for kind (such as being an individual of a species, being a redwood etc.) and good-of-its-kind in Environmental 
Ethics: Duties to and Values in the Natural World, p. 101 
76 Weston, Beyond Intrinsic Value: Pragmatism in Environmental Ethics, p. 325 
77 Ibid.  
78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid, my addition within brackets. 
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another reading of the term ‘special justification’. It amounts to the idea that grounding 

intrinsic values needs some kind of special justification given that intrinsic value given its 

extensionist tendency towards ever-more abstract and common denominators is a value 

“rarely found”. Intrinsic value is thus treated as some rare axiological commodity, whose 

grounding is rare and special, and must be handled with great care contrary to commonplace 

instrumental values, and therefore carries a lot of axiological weight for environmental ethics. 

Both Weston and myself, I think, would strongly disagree with this last reading, in that we 

both hold that intrinsic value is not rare, and are in-fact all around us, and provides us with 

normative reasons for action. Humans, as privileged observers and agents imbued with 

ethical, normative, and axiological sensitivity have normative responsibility to recognize what 

is right in front of our eyes.  

   The critique Weston offers the conception of intrinsic comes as a result from the rigid 

intrinsic/instrumental dualism that permeates axiology where instrumental values function as  

«”a means to good”, where the “good” […] seems to be intrinsic»80, and final, i.e. leading to 

no further or higher good. He rightly notes that «This rationale fails, however, for a simple 

reason. We can also understand the notion of instrumental value by reference to further, but 

non-intrinsic values»81. This would help the axiological framework of values step outside the 

paradigmatic instrumental/intrinsic dichotomy towards a more organic conception of 

environmental values where «Values may refer beyond themselves without ever necessitating 

a value must be self-explanatory (intrinsic)»82. This quote does not rule out the possibility that 

if there is a plurality of ways of being intrinsically valuable, intrinsic values may also refer 

beyond themselves, both to other intrinsic values, but also to non-intrinsic ends. The 

dynamics of this organic conception of values and their more dynamic axiological structure is 

represented in Weston’s writing as resembling a web or system of values that would constitute 

an ecology of values, an idea that will be central and built upon in this thesis. Weston writes:  

 

Consider a more holistic picture conception according to which values are connected 

in a weblike way, so that any value can be justified by referring to those “adjacent” to 

it. On this model there is no ultimate reference or stopping point simply because the 

series of justifications is ultimately, in a sense, circular: to justify or explain a value is 

																																																								
80 Weston, Beyond Intrinsic Value: Pragmatism in Environmental Ethics, p. 328 
81 Ibid. 
82 Ibid, my addition within brackets. 
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to reveal its organic place among our others. These justifications need not wind their 

way only in a single direction or even toward a single type of value.83  

 

This organic conception of the axiological structure is implemented in Rolston’s spirit such 

that when one ethically considers the lion one cannot do this in isolation84. The value of the 

lion is inextricably tied up to that of the savannah. Intrinsic and instrumental nodes in the web 

of values intermingle, and draw upon each other, and are thus apart of a dynamic-forever-

changing web of interconnectedness. By removing intrinsic values from its 

interconnectedness with the “web of values” on the basis that they are justified in and by 

themselves one isolates the intrinsically valuable subject from its situatedness among other 

valuable beings and relations, and would therefore pose an insufficient baseline from which 

an ecological ethic could emerge. «We should prefer a conception of values which ties them 

to their contexts and insist not on their separability but on their relatedness and 

interdependence»85, Weston writes since «conceiving values in this holistic way undercuts the 

very center of the traditional notion of intrinsic value»86. It undercuts the traditional view on 

intrinsic value as monistic deriving from one single necessary and sufficient condition picking 

out one centre of intrinsic value bearers. Weston thinks that it is «more plausible to deny that 

there is any final end from which all the others flow and which plays end to all the other’ 

means»87. It further undercuts, as Weston points out, the tendency to fragment and 

compartmentalize the world with normative focus on intrinsic values such that the 

interdependencies of values and their bearers gets pushed out of focus88. Intrinsic values in 

the multicentric axiological structure are plural and not converging into some ultimate 

intrinsic value, encompassing all other values because «why should there be something which 

all values have in common?89» 

 

 

  

																																																								
83 Ibid, p. 329, my emphasis added. 
84 As shown at the end of the previous chapter.  
85 Ibid, p. 330 
86 Ibid, my emphasis added. 
87 Ibid, p. 331 
88 Weston, Between Means and Ends, p. 244 
89 Ibid. 
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2.2. Anthony Weston’s Multicentrism 

What Weston wants to achieve by his multicentric thesis a twofold affair, he first wants to 

change the scope of environmental axiology from a monocentric theories existing within an 

extensionist concentric frame, but also alter the weight we place on intrinsic value both in 

academic philosophy and reasoning, and in its everyday application. 

   Key to the multicentric project is to “de-center” the human as to break with the concentric 

axiological structure that has arisen in environmental ethics through monistic moral 

extensionism. He argues that: 

 

Multicentrism begins by insisting that neither one’s own self nor the human/species 

self is the only model of being or presence or the only possible touchstone for moral 

consideration. Others have their own stories, not to be “measured by man.” Only by 

understanding our place in this way is it possible for us to honor our distinctiveness as 

essential to our particular mode of being and (in part) to what we take to be our 

consequent moral standing, yet not impose ourselves as models for everyone and 

everything else’s being and moral standing90. 

 

   In the previous sub-section I described the concentric structure of environmental values 

created by moral extensionism visually as dropping a stone in a still pond and seeing the 

concentric ripples emerging, each ripple representing one center of intrinsically valuable 

beings that make up the moral community, justified by a distinct necessary and sufficient 

condition for intrinsic value. To help visualize Multicentrism Weston describes the scene as 

tossing «in a handful of pebbles and ripples set off from a dozen points at once, each its own 

“center”, each soon intersecting and intermingling with others without losing its distinctness, 

its own place of origin and its own way of “making waves”»91. Instead a of a single parochial 

moral community consisting of one center of intrinsically valuable beings, as seen in 

monocentrism, we are presented with a multiverse of values in Weston’s Multicentrism, 

where we accept axiological otherness92 but still hold on to the equality among intrinsically 

valuable subjects, all other normative factors being equal. Weston argues that this new and 

dynamic axiological matrix reintroduces complexity into environmental ethics and its 

axiology, and that this shift will sway the focus from monocentric theories within a wider 
																																																								
90 Weston, Multicentrism: A Manifesto, pp. 28-29 
91 Weston, Multicentrism: A Manifesto, pp. 29-30 
92 By ‘axiological otherness’ I mean that X and Y may be intrinsically valuable by different justifications 
(conditions).  
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concentric extensionist system to a multicentric multiverse of dynamic relational93 values 

mimicking as best it can the natural world, and thus further widening the scope environmental 

value theory. 

   Weston argues that there is nothing in our experience to justify, or perhaps even suggest that 

axiology is monistic such that objects now can be conceived as valuable “in itself/in its own 

right” for different, equally relevant axiological reasons. A weasel for instance is both 

sentient, as is the necessary and sufficient condition in Sentientism, and it’s a living being 

showing conatus as in Biocentrism with the help from Mathews, and it provides ecosystem 

functions in an ecocentric sense by preying on rodents as well as being preyed upon by foxes 

and eagles, and could therefore be part of the moral community by virtue of all these 

axiological conditions. The same holds for human beings who are human, rational, sentient, 

alive and so forth such that there is possible to slide between the viewpoints one inheres; 

something that shows that individual situatedness is plural in nature94.  

Setting aside the reliance Weston place on environmental pragmatism, which this essay will 

not delve into, the following quote exemplifies what Weston wants to achieve: 

 

Pragmatism insists most centrally on the interrelatedness of our values. The notion of 

fixed ends is replaced by a picture of values dynamically interdepending with other 

values and with beliefs, choices, and exemplars: pragmatism offers, metaphorically at 

least, a kind of “ecology” of values.95  

 

Monistic and centristic environmental ethical theories, Weston argues alongside Val 

Plumwood, «is at least implicitly hegemonic96» in that they devalue those who fall outside the 

moral community «reducing them to feeble, inferior, and deficient reflections of 

themselves»97. This devaluation would be somewhat mitigated by suggesting multiple 

sufficient conditions for intrinsic value, but Multicentrism is not unsusceptible to becoming 

hegemonic he comments after receiving Val Plumwood’s concern on the matter. 

Multicentrism must therefore strive to be “counter-hegemonic” and “counter monocentric” as 

																																																								
93 Relational values will play a key function in the web, or ecology of values, as I will show in Ch. 4 
94 Weston, Modes of Multicentrism: Some Responses to my Commentators, p. 116 
95 Weston, Beyond Intrinsic Value: Pragmatism in Environmental Ethics, p. 322 
96 Weston, Multicentrism: A Manifesto, p. 33 
97 Ibid.  
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to «attain solidarity with others in their difference98», something it partly attains through 

arguing for an axiologically pluralistic and diverse moral community. 

 

2.2.1. Multicentrism as an instance of axiological pluralism 

      As I have hinted strongly towards Multicentrism is introducing pluralism to 

environmental axiology by arguing for a plurality of sufficient conditions for intrinsic value 

and subsequently that each of these conditions will pick out their own centre of intrinsically 

valuable beings that make up the “moral community” deserving direct ethical consideration. 

Moral pluralism is the antithesis of moral monism and can be summed up broadly as a «claim 

about the normative domain: about what value looks like»99 and «whether these apparently 

different values are all reducible to one supervalue, or whether we should think that there 

really are several distinct values.»100 Weston on his side argues that «intrinsic values can be 

concrete, plural and possibly even inconsistent»101, something that mirrors the complexity of 

the world that we find ourselves in into the very axiology and moral landscape102. By not 

reflecting the complexities of the world in their axiology the monistic theories prescribes “too 

simple answers to intricate problems”, opposite to the multicentric for which «the struggle to 

make our values and beliefs more coherent, pluralism should be understood simply as the 

view that the struggle itself is a worthy and probably permanent state»103. 

   Weston argues contrary to reductive monism that the axiological realm is comprised of a 

dynamic multiverse of different values, in that: 

 

Multicentrism might seem to imply a form of environmental “holism” or “biospheric 

egalitarianism.” Contra holism, though, Multicentrism does not assert a single 

ecological “whole” that is somehow the single, prior ethical center. The multiverse is 
																																																								
98 Ibid, p. 34 
99 Mason, "Value Pluralism", introduction 
100 Ibid. 
101 Weston, Beyond Intrinsic Value: Pragmatism in Environmental Ethics, p. 331 
102 Moral pluralism can further be divided into Foundational and Non-foundational pluralism. Non-foundational 
pluralism is the view that there is a plurality of bearers of value, i.e. more than one intrinsically valuable being, 
such as all humans, which «is compatible with thinking that there is only one ultimate value.» (Mason, "Value 
Pluralism", section: 1.1) Foundational pluralism on the other hand argues that there are pluralities of ways to be 
intrinsically valuable, or intrinsically good. Thus there are several foundations of intrinsic value, say, being 
human, having a certain degree of rationality, being alive, showing conatus etc. Multicentrism encompasses both 
foundational and non-foundational pluralism in that it argues that (1) there are several ways a being can be 
intrinsically valuable, i.e. there are several foundations or necessary and sufficient conditions for having intrinsic 
value, thus it is foundationally pluralistic, and (2) that non-foundational pluralism will follow from (1) in that 
foundational pluralism of intrinsic value picks out several and different individuals or centres of intrinsic value 
that is fundamentally non-reducible to either one supervalue or limited to one supercentre.  
103 Weston, On Callicott’s Case against Moral Pluralism, p. 285-286 
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more mixed and complexly textured, including both ecological “wholes” and 

individuals of various sorts and levels – species, organisms, biotic communities – all 

in flux and flow, and none always or necessarily prior.104 

 

When it comes to the point of axiological pluralism I would argue that it is important to 

distinguish between two types of axiological pluralism, since it will have quite significant 

bearing on what sort of axiological theory or framework that Multicentrism will be. The two 

types of pluralism I will separate are those of plurality of centrisms and plurality of ways of 

being intrinsically valuable.  

   Pluralism of centrisms means that there is a plurality of monocentric positions, something 

we can find in the demarcation debate as a whole consisting of anthropocentric, sentientist, 

biocentric, and ecocentric positions. Pluralism at this level will include both preserving a 

plurality of centres of ethically considerable beings having intrinsic value and a plurality of 

particular processes of deliberation, different metaphysical baggage, and ethical prescriptions 

that the theories give. This is a less desirable form of multicentric pluralism in that the ethical 

prescriptions and discrimination that the respective centrism provides will diverge vastly, 

perhaps becoming incommensurable or incomparable, and would add on another layer of 

complications to the already existing problem of incommensurability and incomparability for 

pluralism.  

   The preferable version of Multicentrism lies in a plurality of ways of being intrinsically 

valuable something that would constitute a polynodal axiology where there are several 

sufficient conditions for intrinsic value. With holding that there exist a plurality of sufficient 

conditions for intrinsic value, i.e. multiple ways of being intrinsically valuable one starts 

reasoning from the fact that there are already established a diverse moral community 

consisting of multiple distinct centers. It therefore seems illogical and counterintuitive to 

furnish each centre with its own ethical theory prescribing contradictory lines of action.  

Indeed every centre shows a good-of-its-kind that it seeks to promote, but that do not 

necessarily presuppose a plurality of ethical theories for action promoting the goals of that 

respective moral community.  

   With multiple foundations for, and ways of being intrinsically valuable, some sort of ethical 

theory seems to be required to be “fitted on top” to resolve conflicts. We would seek 

something like what environmental philosopher J. Baird Callicott in his paper The Case 
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against Moral Pluralism calls ‘A single moral philosophy uniting multiple moral 

communities’105. This will mean multicentric pluralism at the level of beings that are directly 

morally considerable and one ethical monistic theory at the level of environmental decision-

making. But it does not mean that we should presuppose that each moral community picked 

out by different foundations ought therefore be treated equally by the overarching ethical 

theory. Something like Peter Singer’s normative condition of equal consideration but 

differential treatment based on kinds would suffice. 

 

2.2.2. Weston’s encounter based ethic: Leading towards environmental etiquette  

Weston argues that the “arena” where a multicentric axiology is performed within embodied 

encounters with environmental “others”. In this scheme the encounter with the other comes 

prior to the question of whether the other has intrinsic value, not the other way around as is 

paradigmatic in environmental axiology. Intrinsic value is determined and comes as the result 

of the encounter, alongside communication and knowledge that also help justify that intrinsic 

value. His reasons for this underpin the general commitment that I outlined in the previous 

chapter of ‘treading lightly in the world’, in that this reversal of operations constitute a 

precautionary principle. The performative nature of Multicentrism is tied up with what 

Weston names ‘environmental etiquette’, an active process of moral consideration that 

requires openness and attentiveness from us as ethical agents. Weston draws upon Tom 

Birch’s argument for universal consideration, where the very act of consideration involves 

paying attention to everything106. Universal consideration, as Weston quotes Birch, changes 

the burden of proof from justifying the intrinsic value of a being as to be able to act ethically 

correct towards them in encounters where that value is predetermined, to a position where 

«Others are now taken to be valuable, even though we may not yet know how or why, until 

they are proved otherwise»107. Upon not yet knowing whether X is intrinsically valuable as to 

be applicable to appropriate ethical consideration it is good environmental etiquette to assume 

that X is intrinsically valuable. The same can be said for the ethical deliberator who has not 

yet decided whether to bite the bullet on whether human marginal cases have intrinsic value 
																																																								
105 Callicott argues that the best contender for this Unified moral outlook is «The Hume-Darwin-Leopold line of 
social, humane, and environmental ethics» (Callicott, The Case against Moral Pluralism, p. 123). This combines 
David Hume’s moral sentiments, which, when humans expanded their social circles so did they extend whom 
they cared ethically about, is explained through Darwinian evolution from self, to family, to tribe, to all of 
humanity, and beyond, which finally manifests in Aldo Leopold’s thought that the moral community is the biotic 
community.  
106 Weston, Multicentrism: A Manifesto, p. 31 
107 Weston, Multicentrism: A Manifesto, p. 31 quoting Birch, ”Moral Considerability and Universal 
Consideration”, p. 313-32 
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or not. When the deliberator is uncertain, would we say it was justified for her to treat the 

marginal cases as not being directly morally considerable and only holding intrinsic value for 

other non-marginal humans? Or would we argue that pending a definitive answer, we ought to 

extend the people of marginal cases benefit of the doubt? I think the latter option is the 

preferable one given that the world as experienced is shaped by the way that we confront it, 

and in not extending the benefit of the doubt we are already creating a certain kind of world, 

and closing of possibilities, rather than keeping them open.  

 

Ethics is no longer constituted by a merely abstract respect, but demands something 

far more embodied: a willingness and ability to make the space, not just conceptually, 

but on one’s own person and in the design and structure of personal and human 

spaces, for the emergence of more-than-human others into relationship.108 

 

Therefore intrinsic value only comes later in the process of ethics, not upfront as it 

traditionally has been and therefore cannot do the philosophical discriminatory work it 

previously has done to shape the ethical encounter109. Axiological preconceptions held before 

the encounter in this sense are the very antithesis to the environmental etiquette that Weston 

argues for, and we ought rather to enter into real-life meetings with “others” with an open 

mind, allowing environmental value to be the result of the encounter rather than the 

normative conditions of it. Weston writes:  

 

«On the usual view of animals, for instance, we must first know what the animals are 

capable of and then decide on that basis whether and how to consider them ethically. 

On a more open-ended view, we will have only inadequate ideas of what other animals 

are actually capable until we already have approached them ethically: that is, until we 

have offered them the space and time and occasion to enter into relationship. Ethics 

both implies and is implied by etiquette, in this sense, itself.110»  

 

																																																								
108 Weston, Multicentrism: A Manifesto, p. 31 
109 By discriminatory work I mean the role traditionally given intrinsic value, namely that of sorting subjects into 
the moral community, and thereby “deny entry” to other subjects. Note here that discrimination is not inherently 
bad, for instance when hiring for a professorial position, one discriminates in the selection process based on 
publications, merits, experience etc. until one stands with the presumably best candidate, the same holds for 
axiological discrimination as described above. 
110 Weston, Multicentrism: A Manifesto, p. 32, my emphasis added. 



	 34	

This constitutes a clear ethical process where determination of a subject’s intrinsic value does 

its ethical justificatory work after the encounter and some sort of relationship has formed111.  

This furthers the pragmatic point that it is easier to care for and protect a national park that 

one has personal connections to by for instance having repeatedly walked in and thus 

encountered and formed a sort of relation to. It is easier to master ethical concern for the park 

if one has walked in it then it is considering an abstract park and its value that one has not 

encountered, since one cannot be sensitive towards the myriad of values that exist there.  

In this sense ethics for Weston requires active involvement and presence in the world that it is 

about, not armchair reasoning, it is practiced out in the world, in constant communication 

with its subject matter112, situated in nature. «For assessment and choice we must learn, again, 

to relate values»113 and «justify (that value) by articulating the supporting role it plays with 

respect to other values»114, conditions that require embodied physical presence together with 

certain knowledge and sensitivity towards value in nature to be fulfilled  

   In this chapter I have explored firstly Anthony Weston’s critique of the axiology prevalent 

in environmental ethics. He critiques the concentric structure as either being foundationally 

anthropocentric, or tendency to relapse into Anthropocentrism. He also questions the 

tendency under moral extensionism to favour more general and abstract justifications for 

intrinsic value as watering down axiological distinctness such that the centristic theories do 

not constitute centers, but the axiological matrix in its entirety. Finally he critiques intrinsic 

value as being monistic, and argues to the contrary for a pluralistic, organic and dynamic 

moral community consisting of multiple centers of valuable beings.  

 

 

																																																								
111 But as I will argue in Ch. 4 there must also be some form of value in the very act of being attentive and 
sensitive to values in the world. 
112 Here Weston draws upon Holmes Rolston’s writing of intrinsic value being transmitted immediately in the 
encounter, something like a “value-ception”(play on ‘perception’) Rolston names Point Experiences. These form 
within the encounter between object and a subject where intrinsic value is immediately created, and requires no 
abstract justification post hoc for it to be present. Weston writes that «A thousand other “point experiences” of 
values press in upon us from every side, just as ordinary values have always pressed in upon us, and what we do 
will and should be determined, just as it has always been determined, by the balances and synergies and trade-
offs between them.» (Weston, Beyond Intrinsic Value: Pragmatism in Environmental Ethics, p. 332) Examples 
of point experiences might be the intrinsic value of the sun on ones face, or the intrinsic value of a beautiful 
sunset, seeing an eagle in the sky etc. What distinguishes these point experiences from treating intrinsic value as 
a normative concept as I have up till this point is that there is no value judgement and no need for philosophical 
deliberation with regard to point experiences (ibid.). I am not sure how well this further addition to intrinsic 
value serves Weston’s argument of Multicentrism, but it plays in as an integral part of how intrinsic value 
functions within the encounter and in forming a relationship as a more dynamic concept of intrinsic value than it 
is paradigmatically conceived as. 
113 Weston, Beyond Intrinsic Value: Pragmatism in Environmental Ethics, p. 332 
114 Ibid, p. 333, my inclusions within brackets. 
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3 Critique of Weston’s Multicentrism 
 

In this chapter I will offer my critique of Multicentrism as Anthony Weston sets it forth. In 

the first half of this chapter I will question what encounter actually is and then further critique 

Weston’s encounter based ethic as abstract and not corresponding to the lived experience of 

agents when facing issues of an environmental nature. In the second half I will question 

Multicentrism as not being a useful tool for ethical deliberation or decision-making since 

Weston does not present his readers with a way to resolve conflicts and clashes of values 

when they arise. At the end of this chapter I will present the “hardest hitting” argument 

against Multicentrism in that it is not even capable of resolving ethical conflict situated within 

encounters which in turn makes it inoperable as a tool for deliberation and decision-making at 

the field of operation it promotes.   

 

3.1. What constitutes an ethical encounter? 

   Weston places a lot of weight on the notion of encounter as the place where environmental 

ethics is performed, and clarifications needs to be made in regard to what precisely is meant 

by “encounter with another being”, what makes that very encounter ethical, what Weston’s 

reasons for shifting the focus from formal abstract arguments to an encounter based ethic are, 

and lastly what the ethical upshots of an encounter based environmental ethics is? 

   Weston argues for an encounter-based ethic since doing so intends to open up space for 

relationships to be initiated and sustained, something that supports and is furthered by 

universal consideration and environmental etiquette. Our initial approach and intention, 

Weston argues, is ethical when we meet “otherness” on its own terms, and thus risk ourselves 

by not being too confined within comfortable theoretical conceptions of the other. We, as 

Weston writes, «cannot reach theoretical finality; we can only co-evolve an ethic with 

transformed practices»115, and environmental ethics aim as a historically recent field within 

ethics, still in its beginning stages, ought to open up new questions, not close or settle them116 

before they have been thoroughly examined and debated.  

 

First, it is not as if we come to this practice already knowing what values we will find 

or exemplify there. Too often the notion of practice in contemporary philosophy has 

																																																								
115 Weston, Before Environmental Ethics, p. 321 
116 Ibid, p. 332 
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degenerated into “application” i.e., of prior principles or theories. At best, it might 

provide an opportunity for feedback from practice to principle or theory. I mean 

something more radical here. Practice is the opening of “space” for interaction, for the 

re-emergence of a larger world. It is a kind of exploration. We do not know in advance 

what we will find.117 

 

   The problem arises in that the seemingly only ethical action within multicentric 

environmental etiquette consists in opening up the space for relationship to form and evolve, 

what we do within the encounter is not entirely sketched out, only that what one ought to do is 

meant to be situationally dependent. When it is so situationally dependent as it indeed is, as it 

has to be for a hands- on encounter-based ethic to be practical or even feasible, some 

preconceptions about what and who are valuable have to be present on our side otherwise one 

opens the space for relativistic reasoning within the encounter. If one meets the neighbour cat 

at its terms, and finds that one does not like the cat when it scratches you on the arm, one is 

not thereby justified for treating it badly. Even if opening up a space for encounter on terms 

not entirely forced by oneself is an ethical act in itself showing some kind of positive attitude 

and respect towards the other, that very act does not ensure that the result of that very opening 

up leads to a result that one would hope would benefit both encountering parties, or at least 

not harm one at the behest of the other. What ought to unfold when the space is opened up is 

uncertain, and Weston’s Multicentrism has no ethical guidelines within the constraints of 

encounter as to how to act other than with respect, something that would follow from opening 

up the space in the first place. He realizes that not all encounters will be successful in striking 

up communications and relationships with non-human others. He is quite clear that when we 

open up the space for encounter we hand the option over to the other to engage on their own 

terms, he writes that «[…] we need to engage […] in ways that can quite manifestly fail, so 

that failure or the unexpected response can emerge and force us to rethink and revise our 

models of engagement, again and again and again»118 such that we may «discover that even 

values we thought long-established might have to be rethought and changed»119. As he quite 

rightly continues «Relationship is co-constituted and always in flux»120. 

																																																								
117 Weston, Before Environmental Ethics, p. 336 
118 Weston, Modes of Multicentrism: Some Responses to my Commentators, p. 116 
119 Cheney and Weston, Environmental Ethics as Environmental Etiquette: Toward an Ethics-Based 
Epistemology, p.119 
120 Weston, Modes of Multicentrism: Some Responses to my Commentators, p. 116 
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   The shift from theory to practice is quite clear in Weston’s aim to resituate environmental 

ethics in encounter, but urging us to do so with a very vague, broad, and abstract theoretical 

framework leaves the door open for what I would assume Weston would consider un-ethical 

environmental practices. The complexity of the world, both situationally and theoretically in 

Weston’s Multicentrism, necessitates some guiding principles and established values. 

Although I am sympathetic to the stance that we ought to open up new questions and not limit 

them, I do not think that environmental ethics as today practiced (as closing questions in an 

attempt to answer them) denies new questions to be asked121. We need both practice and 

theory to get to a point where environmental ethics and practices are operational; we need 

both widening of spaces, caring and consideration, and narrowing of concrete arguments, 

deliberation tactics and meta-theories. Weston’s focus on opening up spaces at the expense of 

not closing them seems in need of some amendment. What I assume he is meaning is that we 

do not close off possibilities, not that we cannot reach any deliberative decisions or come to 

any ethical actions at all122. «Interaction is a fragile thing, and we need to pay careful attention 

to its preconditions»123 Weston writes, and for an encounter-based ethic this would seem a 

logical first step as well as functioning as an ethical condition for further ethical actions, 

leading towards a situated phenomenological environmental ethic where humans and 

nonhumans are equals in interaction, and co-constitutive of ethics as practice.  

 

3.2. The problems of an encounter based environmental ethic 

 Multicentrism, as a pluralistic axiological theory, reflects the complexity of the situations 

moral agents often find themselves in, to the effect - some would argue - that the 

complications of the situations are brought into the axiological framework itself, rather than 

presenting conclusive guidelines to ethical problems as most monistic theories does124. The 

fact that Multicentrism allows incommensurable values and conflicts between values and their 

bearers into the axiological landscape raises some problems, and especially for Weston’s 

																																																								
121 In environmental ethics (as a relatively young distinct field of philosophical inquiry) there are too many 
questions that need to be asked and attempted answered to currently worry about environmental ethics denying 
its own development. The leading theories are indeed entrenched, and the discipline as a whole is too focused on 
the problem of demarcation (something this Master’s essay is contributing to…), but there are a few brave souls 
that dare to tread their own paths, and venture into unexplored territory, such as Weston. 
122 This is so since ethical action under universal consideration will include closing off some possibilities, at least 
when one has a moral dilemma of incommensurable values and interests at hand.  
123 Weston, Before Environmental Ethics, p. 336 
124 This is not to say that a monistic axiological theory are clear in all cases if they only discriminate at the level 
of intrinsic value, and does not have a meta-theory for deliberation and action. Dilemmas of incommensurable 
values can take place between only human parties, and without some further guiding principle (other than 
Anthropocentrism), the deliberator would be equally lost for what to do as the multicentric.  
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conception of Multicentrism as practiced through embodied encounter. To focus the field of 

operations of environmental ethics to personal physical encounter can create difficulties when 

there is no direct encounter between parties, as is often the case in environmental 

deliberations. The consequences of our actions are so often far removed from our situatedness 

so that the ramifications of an action that would have been apparent - were there a direct 

encounter - becomes abstract and distant. When one for instance buys food that contains palm 

oil (thereby driving up demand) the consequences - harm done to the rainforest and the 

plethora of animals that gets displaced, dies, or is harmed by cutting down the rainforests as to 

get fertile land to produce palm oil - are hidden from us, un-encountered by end-consumers125. 

The only “encounter” one has with consequences of buying products with palm oil is often 

through news, seeing reports of deforestation, seeing footage of an orangutan attacking a 

bulldozer in a desperate attempt to save its home from being destroyed by loggers126. The 

action of buying products that contain palm oil has horrific consequences to natural habitats, 

the wildlife that reside there, soil quality, biodiversity, but also to the earths ability to absorb 

carbon in the atmosphere. We, as end consumers of a toxic chain of intermediate encounters 

created for us to buy products with cheap palm oil127, are spatially removed from the 

encounter that takes place in these tropical forests between loggers, big companies, 

ecosystems and the animals that live there. It is not that we as end-consumers physically wield 

the chainsaws that cut down the rainforest128, but rather contribute through levels of 

abstractions to make it profitable to do so. Palm oil used in bio-fuel for instance is an even 

worse case-in-point. Not only does one emit carbon into the atmosphere by driving a bio 

fuelled car, but the very process of making the palm oil tears down the natural buffers and the 

environments resilience to re-absorb part of the CO2 emitted by driving a car on bio-fuel. The 

fact that biofuel that contains palm oil, often sourced from less-than-reputable sources, gets 

advertised and incentivised as an environmental option to petrol cars by governments and 

companies does not help the matter, and only continues the vicious cycle.  

   A similar visual and rhetorical point is made by Slavoj Žižek in his interview for the 

documentary Examined Life where he is filmed at a garbage disposal site making an analogy 

between environmental practice and garbage disposal. One of the opening remarks is 

delivered in his humorous and intense rhetorical style standing in front of a pile of garbage 

																																																								
125 Here one can draw an analogy to Peter Singers distant distressed child example in his The Drowning Child 
and the Expanding Circle paper. 
126 Lemon, “Watch: Orangutan Attacks Digger Destroying its Home”,  
127 To substitute palm oil for other sustainable oils would mean a tiny increase in food prices for end consumers.  
128 An expression I got the idea of from Weston, Between Means and Ends, p. 242 
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wearing a high-viability vest stating: «Part of our daily perception of reality is that this 

disappears from our world» gesturing at a pile of garbage, and continues: «When you go to 

the toilet shit disappears, you flush it – of course – rationally you know – its there in 

canalisations and so on, but at a certain level of your most elementary experience it disappears 

from your world»129. Everything disposed of goes somewhere, sure as the energy does not 

disappear in the universe as the law of conservation of energy tells us. The fact that we are 

both abstractly and physically distancing ourselves from our waste as Žižek describes, works 

by the same mechanism as the abstract distance that exists between environmentally harmful 

production and end product, as to create abstraction at the level of production and at the level 

of disposal. The thing exists for us only in the time we physically possess it, not when it is 

produced or being disposed of.  

   When so many of our daily actions have environmental ramifications that are removed from 

direct encounter as Weston suggests as the model for environmental ethics his theory does 

seem to be less applicable to the ethical situations that one often find oneself in. This 

especially important since the present destruction of nature is a slow death of a thousand cuts 

which we as consumers contribute to indirectly and systemically. The fact that Weston does 

not address issues that happen outside the frame of direct encounter does somewhat weaken 

the scope of Multicentrism. A mixed approach that encompasses both the direct and indirect 

encounter that encapsulates personal and systemic problems is required. When we, at least in 

the “urbanized west”, have nature at a distance, both physically and conceptually we seldom 

enter into physical encounters and direct relationships with environmental others, and thus an 

environmental ethic that hinges on physical approach in the meeting with the other as primary 

field of operations seem ill suited as an applied ethic. For those living off and with the land, 

encountering it on a daily basis being situated in it, an encounter-based ethic seems 

reasonable and preferable. But as city-dwellers it is limited how often we experience 

encounter with non-human others as to base our ethics on meaningful and valuable 

relationships. Sure, we feel the sun in our eyes, hear the rustle of trees while walking in the 

park, see the occasional squirrel running up a tree, but these encounters are limited in scope. 

If direct encounters are limited in scope and ethical consideration springs from direct 

encounter, rather few beings would be included in the moral community, and environmental 

actions would seem limited. We can worry about light-pollution blocking out starry skies at 

night, worry about air-quality, the turning of public parks into parking-lots, but the scope of 

																																																								
129 Taylor, Žižek, et al. “Examined life”, see link in literature 
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reversing these urban phenomena for the “environmental better” seem limited in scope and 

extension. To get to a place where there can be meaningful environmental interactions, 

encounter and relationships we have to physically remove ourselves from the city and go to 

the countryside, forests, and mountains and seek out wilderness. But our motivation for doing 

so is often some form of anthropocentric recreational value turning nature into external object, 

wilderness into scenery, nature into a view130. 

 

3.3. Multicentrism in need of a unified ethical framework  

Multicentrism is in need of guiding ethical principles to be fully operational, since it fosters 

situations where incommensurable values rising from the theory collide without resolving 

them. It creates both theoretical and practical paralysis, of which a brief example of great 

importance exists in the developing world’s aim to lift itself out of poverty by means of 

increasing national economic growth, often through cost-effective polluting production, 

which is at odds with respecting and preserving a healthy and functional environment. If 

lifting oneself out of poverty will inevitably cause harm to the environment, we have two 

incommensurable evaluative standpoints and goals that are both valuable and desirable: 

satisfying basic needs, and environmental protection. If these are equally valuable we need 

some procedure or principle for resolving what we ought to do. The great strength of the 

extensionist positions is that much of what to do, and many of the conflicts are ruled out at the 

axiological step of discrimination131, but this is not necessarily the case for Multicentrism. If 

one were to find an action guiding meta-theory it would go along way of making a 

multicentric axiology operational, however one major objection can further be raised against 

Weston’s Multicentrism. Even at the level of encounter there is still no overarching decision-

making procedure even if one follows Weston’s Multicentrism to a T.  

Until now I have predominantly written about the conflicts that arise when different valuable 

interests collide with respect to the abstract and deliberative axiological realm and also when 

consequences of an environmental impact are spatially distant, but one does not escape the 

same problems in embodied physical encounters. This is a significant weakness for his theory 

as a whole, since axiology is meant to be a foundation for ethical theories in resolving 

questions, dilemmas, and value conflicts of an environmental or ecological character.  

																																																								
130 Weston, Between Means and Ends, p. 240 
131 For instance Sentientism rules out the non-sentient beings in a conflict as not being directly morally 
considerable, and we therefore only have indirect moral obligation towards them.  
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To highlight this, consider the two following examples, both different in scope, severity and 

range: 

   At my summer cabin the neighbour’s cats are repeatedly bullied by the neighbourhood 

magpies, which lives in a big birch tree 100 meters away. Magpies as one of the most 

intelligent animals in the world also show high bullying behaviour a trait often found in 

tandem with intelligence, another such trait is also lying, in short behaviour not commonly 

considered ethical. The amounts of times I have sat on the stairs leading out to the garden and 

seen the cat leap from bush to bush to avoid the taunting magpies are uncountable. When I 

was younger I tried to fend the magpies off, but they merely returned back to the chase when I 

was at a safe distance to them. In such a situation is Multicentrism any help of figuring out 

what I ought to have done when witnessing this situation - the distress of the cat and the glee 

of the magpies - as I surely witness again when summer returns? To be honest - not really. 

In this situation there exist several possible lines of action, for instance one could use an 

ecocentric point of view arguing for letting nature play its course, magpies being wild animals 

should precede the interest of domesticated cats. One could also adopt a Sentience driven 

view where the cats suffering ought to be minimized. Without any means of deciding between 

these standpoints the multicentric gets no further. 

   Another example is that of impoverished loggers in Malaysia and Indonesia who are cutting 

down rainforests to commercially farm the land. They displace and kill of the animals that 

have the tropical forests as their habitat such as the three endangered orang-utan species, 

Proboscis monkeys, Borneo Pygmy Elephants, Bornean slow loris’, Hornbills and many 

others. The loggers that work for these big companies are poor people trying to better their 

lives and their family’s circumstances. It is not that the loggers necessarily want to displace 

the animals, tear down their habitat, disrupt ecosystem functions, and further endanger the 

threatened orang-utans, they act out of poverty, to provide and better the circumstances for 

themselves and their families. If they were not employed in such a job, more human suffering 

would follow; perhaps their families would starve since the income from the logging-job is 

one of the few sources of income in that family. Here we are presented with a similar 

predicament that Multicentrism faces: a value conflict between human interests, the 

endangered orang-utans, other animals, and nature, without a guiding normative framework 

for action132.  

																																																								
132 One could object that these are problems for institutions like states and companies, not for the personal ethics 
of individuals, and one would be half right. However, we as individual consumers have a moral choices put 
before us when we shop and consume items, and thus exercise our consumer power, but states and companies 
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   Further, given the ambiguity of which overarching ethical frameworks, considerations, and 

ways of being intrinsically valuable is to be included within the multicentric axiological 

matrix another level of vagueness is added. If there is to be a plurality of centers it is a 

pertinent question to ask what these centers are, something that Weston does not answer. 

When such questions remains unanswered Multicentrism remains but an ideal structure of 

axiology without shedding any light and ethical guidance on what ought be done in specific 

situations133, and only stand as a manifesto of a preferable general direction for environmental 

axiology and ethics to take.  

   If one were able to pair a polynodal axiology such as Multicentrism with one monocentric 

theory of action and deliberation to function on top of all the different intrinsic values then 

other normative factors would perhaps become ethically decisive for decision-making and 

environmental action. If for instance both X and Y is intrinsically valuable, and there stands a 

dilemma between them, then treating intrinsic value as the decisive normative factor for 

decision making in that situation leads nowhere. Other axiologically normative factors and 

considerations becomes more ethically influential, perhaps X is valuable in several ways, for 

instance both being valuable in itself, but also performing vital ecosystemic functions that Y 

does not do. Perhaps Y on the other hand are instrumental to some further end, for instance it 

holds great aesthetic value for humans. Which of these further considerations that lay outside 

the initial debate of whether X or Y is directly morally considerable would then become 

ethically decisive and sidestep the role conventionally assigned to intrinsic value, which 

consists in “sorting out the world ethically as to make ethics epistemically intelligible”134. In 

the next chapter I will expand on the notion of other normative factors becoming ethically 

decisive in decision-making procedures, and will conclude for now that Multicentrism 

consisting of a plurality of ways to be intrinsically valuable needs a theoretical tool for 

deliberation when ethical action is required in a world with filled to the brim with 

environmental values. These values have different axiological justifications and makes for a 

web of interconnected and relational values, a new axiological concept that the next chapter, 

in large part, is devoted to exploring. 

 

 

																																																																																																																																																																													
also have a moral responsibility in such situations. The question whether institutions like states and companies 
can be pluralistic in a multicentric sense I will not answer here. 
133 This is truth with modifications, Multicentrism professes universal consideration, openness and so forth, but it 
is not specific in its ethical guidance.  
134 Warkentin, Interspecies Etiquette: An Ethics of Paying Attention to Animals, p. 113 
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4 Amendments to the multicentric project 
 

In this chapter I will explore the benefits that relational values can contribute to a multicentric 

axiology in way of properly situating the individual in its environment as the primary 

ontological entity for ethical consideration. This will have the axiological benefit for 

Multicentrism that relational values will function as “the glue in the axiological web of 

values” by reflecting the interdependencies one can observe in nature, as well as uniting the 

commonly held mutually exclusive values of wholes and individuals. In the second part of 

this chapter I will argue that Multicentrism would benefit from a situational ethical approach 

alongside arguing that environmental care ethics is a better contender as a meta-theory for 

environmental action over environmental virtue ethics for realizing a multicentric axiology.   

 

4.1. Relational value: Reintroducing proper ontology to influence axiology  

In his manifesto and other papers exploring and arguing for Multicentrism Weston leaves a lot 

of things to be answered and expanded upon when he for instance talks of the relatedness and 

ecology of environmental values, intermediate values between means and ends, and also the 

vacuum that environmental etiquette leaves behind when it fails to be applicable and not 

corresponding to the systemic and distant problems moral agents face. In this last chapter I 

intend to remedy some of these shortcomings by filling the biggest gaps left in Weston’s 

axiological multiverse, and hopefully strengthen Multicentrism by transforming it into a 

practical environmental axiological position. 

   Two main discussions have emerged in the environmental ethics literature among the 

centristic theories: the demarcation problem and the holism/individualism debate. The 

demarcation problem is answered differently by the different centrisms as we saw in the first 

chapter, and the holism individualism debate stands between Ecocentrism with its holistic 

focal point of intrinsic value and Anthropocentrism, Sentientism, and Biocentrism with their 

focal point on individuals as primary bearers, or even sole loci of intrinsic value135.  

The argument I will make in the first half of this chapter is that this holism/individualism 

debate arises from the confinement of environmental ethics and axiology by the paradigmatic 

instrumental/intrinsic dualistic dichotomy. I will argue that both individualistic and holistic 

axiological theories would benefit from the introduction of the intermediary normative 
																																																								
135 Although the comparison to anthropocentric wholes such as population groups, cultures, families, and 
questions surrounding those entities inherent/intrinsic value springs to mind when discussing environmental 
wholes of a non-human kind, the same goes for the argument on species vs. individuals. 



	 44	

axiological concept of relational value136. With the introduction of relational value into our 

axiological scheme or matrix I hope to bridge the gap between holism and individualism in 

environmental ethics by connecting the nodes in the axiological matrix as to make it organic 

and dynamic to truly reflect Weston’s goal of achieving an ecology of values. If this were to 

succeed it would be the case that individual situatedness (in an ecosystem for instance) would 

be implied alongside it, and not directly separated from it theoretically as is customary in 

environmental ethics. By uniting individualistic and holistic theories multicentric pluralism of 

evaluative standpoints will follow since one is able to shift ones focal point between the two 

linked viewpoints.  

   If this argument succeeds the dualistic intrinsic/instrumental dichotomy will have to be 

replaced by a more diverse landscape of values137, such as Holmes Rolston’s concept of 

systemic value, and other relational values. Rolston makes a forceful argument in favour of 

relational values when he argues that  

 

Intrinsic value, the value of an individual “for what it is in itself”, becomes 

problematic in a holistic web. True, the system projects such values more and more 

with its evolution of individuality and freedom. Yet to decouple this from the biotic, 

communal system is to make the too internal and elementary, to forget relatedness and 

externality.138 […] Relations between entities are just as real as the entities themselves. 

In their interrelations things become and remain what they are. The system is an 

integrated manifold in which form and being, process and reality, individual and 

environment, fact and value are inseparably joined. Intrinsic and instrumental values 

shuttle back and forth, parts-in-wholes and wholes-in-parts, local details of value 

embedded in global structures, gems in their settings, and their setting-situation a 

maternal matrix. To change the figure, intrinsic values are particles that are also 

waves, and instrumental values are waves that are also particles, as one shifts valuing 

perspective or coagulates events this way or that.139  

																																																								
136 Whether or not bringing in another set of values to axiology will help or resolve the ethical questions in 
environmental ethics remains unknown, but I do think that it can bring something new to the problem raised in 
this thesis, namely the moral relation to nature. In this regard to only frame the problem to instrumental and 
intrinsic values seem counterintuitive when relational values are introduced since the problem we are exploring 
is in its very nature relational. 
137 I first came across what I now consider an interrelated concept to ‘relational value’ through the works of 
Holmes Rolston III and his discussion of ‘systemic value’, although Rolston’s concept is narrower in scope 
(restricted to internal relations found in nature).  
138 Rolston, Environmental Ethics: Duties to and Values in the Natural World, p. 217 
139 Ibid, p. 217-218 
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   Proponent of relational value Barbara Muraca argues that theories that advance the intrinsic 

value of holistic entities struggle in the Kantian framework of intrinsic and instrumental 

values which are solely restricted to individuals140, but it is not only the holistic theories that 

struggle under this dichotomy, so does individualistic points of view as I will show.  

The importance of the recognition from Holmes Rolston’s quote above can be captured and 

further expanded upon by Barbara Muraca when she argues that «A poor axiology mirrors 

poor ontology – especially with respect to the concept of relations»141. The “poor ontology of 

axiology” comes about since the axiological framework of values used in environmental 

ethics is by-and-large atomistic and steered away from relations, «in which relations are 

intended merely as external and functional links between entities»142 namely that they are 

«ontologically subsequent to entities»143. Muraca writes that to the contrary to this limited 

ontological foundation for axiology and value, relations ought to stand as «constitutive 

conditions for the emergence of entities (and subjects)»144. Note the turn around from entities 

and subjects coming into relations, to entities and subjects becoming in relations. Relations, 

being, and becoming are inextricably tied to one another, and to remove or neglect relations 

ontologically has left axiology in a poorer state. Being in the world as such has become 

ontologically secondary to pure being, since relational value is not considered as a 

metaphysical foundational value, something I intend to argue ought to be reflected in our 

normative concepts. Weston is hinting in this direction when he writes that «Since we have to 

disconnect objects and actions from their contexts in order to value them just “for what they 

are in themselves”, what they are in relation to everything else is pushed out of focus»145. 

Keeping in line with the motivation for multicentric pluralism of evaluative viewpoints, 

relational value should not outright replace intrinsic and instrumental values as primary focal 

point; rather it should stand alongside them. The same holds for values as it does for 

centrisms in that one should refrain «from an unhealthy attachment to any particular centre in 

the face of what the situation ethically demands»146 as Patrick Curry writes147. 

																																																								
140 Muraca, The Map of Moral Significance: A New Axiological Matrix for Environmental Ethics, p. 380 
141 Ibid, p. 383 
142 Ibid, my emphasis added.	
143 Ibid. 
144 Ibid. Author’s additions within brackets. 
145 Weston, Beyond Intrinsic Value: Pragmatism in Environmental Ethics, p. 332 
146 Curry, Ecological Ethics: An Introduction, p. 158 
147 I think Muraca wrongfully concludes that the argument for intrinsic values of such organisms and animals are 
better captured solely through the concept of relational value. Although I disagree with the argument I recognize 
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   Instead of perpetuating the paradigmatic dichotomy where one branch denotes intrinsic 

value, and the other denotes any non-intrinsic value148, Barbara Muraca suggests a greater 

complexity of intermediate values between intrinsic and instrumental in similar fashion to 

Weston. They both argue that the paradigmatic dualism does not seem to capture the 

differences among values that are non-intrinsic such that not all non-intrinsic values are 

valuable as for mere instrumental reasons. Weston is suggestive in this regard, while Muraca 

is expansive, and therefore Muraca’s argument could fulfil a central role in Weston’s 

Multicentrism. There exists in other words greater complexity in non-intrinsic value than first 

thought, with Muraca arguing that instrumental values is a subcategory of relational value but 

that «every kind of relational value can be expressed in terms of pure instrumentality as long 

as we agree to overlook significant aspects»149. Then the question remains as to what these 

significant aspects are as to make for a shift in the conception of the values that make up the 

umbrella term of instrumental value.  

 

4.1.1. Bridging the gap between holism and individualism  

The reframing of the value-dualistic system Barbara Muraca has set out to question brings 

hope into environmental ethics. When one is axiologically considering an individual 

organism, whether a lion or an algae, we are placing them under ontological restrictions in 

our theorization of their being when one considers them isolated and removed from their 

situatedness and relation with their natural habitat, and among others. A lion is impoverished 

without the savannah; the traits of the lion, the way it acts, moves, and hunts is shaped by its 

environmental niche. If one were to remove the lion from the savannah and put it in an 

isolated cage where it has no opportunity “to be a lion”, being unable to fulfil its teleological 

or biological goal, is it then a full-fledged lion anymore? When one theorizes and thinks about 

the lion one removes it theoretically from the savannah, thereby considering it abstractly as an 

isolated atom that is removed from its original situated state of being and becoming within a 

situated niche. Often the interconnectedness, vastness, and complexity of the world makes it 

unmanageable to be theoretically considered in full, but atomizing the subject will, and can 

only give us part of the full picture. To theorize the savannah out of the lion is to theorize part 

																																																																																																																																																																													
its possible pragmatic significance; instead of an entrenched philosophical debate on the demarcation problem 
grinding environmental action to a standstill pending theoretical debate, the inclusion of relational value would 
perhaps speed up the pace and sway environmental ethics away from demarcation and over to other issues. 
148 Which has plural manifestations as I have pointed out by help of Holmes Rolston in previous chapters. 
149 Muraca, The Map of Moral Significance: A New Axiological Matrix for Environmental Ethics, p. 388, 
original emphasis. 
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of the lion out of the lion, or what makes it a lion. If the systemic wholes, as is the question in 

the holistic debate in axiology and in theoretical environmental ethics are connected to the 

particulars in this way, some sort of ecocentric holism is at the very least implied in the very 

notion of every particular that inhabits the earth.  

   The relation found between friends is a good example of relational value since it is not 

merely that the two respective friends are intrinsically valuable, and their relation only an 

instrumental one to, for instance, both parties’ happiness. That seems quite a bleak view on 

the relation itself, and one does not want to frame it in this egoistic manner as being 

instrumental to the happiness for both parties. There seems something more there, something 

valuable about the relationship itself that does not get captured in the intrinsic/ instrumental 

dichotomy. It appears to me that the friendship itself is intrinsically valuable irrespective of 

the involved parts, and that the relationship is intrinsically and possibly instrumentally 

valuable to the respective friends150. It could be that all relations are like this in form, but it 

seems like a forced explanation driven by the conceptual confinement of the 

intrinsic/instrumental dichotomy.  

   Judith N. Scoville presents us with another way that relational value amends the 

paradigmatic dualistic axiology when she argues that  

 

Many of the organisms that are the most important in maintaining the health of the 

soil, such as earthworms and grasses, rank low on scales of intrinsic value. Those who 

base their ethics on intrinsic value reveal how this type of valuation does not fit the 

natural world when they recognize that organisms with relatively little intrinsic value 

are essential to the functioning of the ecosystem. […] The health of the land requires 

attention to the complex relationships of support and limitation between entities, both 

biotic and abiotic, rather than a ranking of intrinsic and instrumental values.151 

 

																																																								
150 Something like Aristotle’s writing on friendship springs to mind, where he differentiates between three types 
of friendships. The two first types of friendships Aristotle recognizes are types of friendships that can be 
characterized by our language of instrumental value, and these are friendship for utility’s sake and friendship for 
pleasures sake. Both of these types of friendships are self- oriented, as the goal in them is to be the recipient of 
some form of good or pleasure by virtue of being fond of a friend. The third kind of friendship subsumes two 
forms of friendships sketched above (incomplete friendships), but are characterized as complete friendship in 
that they direct the utility and pleasantness of the friendship towards and for the other’s, not merely their own. 
(Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1156a-10-20, 1156b-5-10, 1157a-5, in Classics of Moral and Political Theory, 
ed. Morgan 5th ed.) 
151 Scoville, Fitting Ethics to the Land: H. Richard Niebuhr’s Ethic of Responsibility and Ecotheology, p. 216-
217 
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Therefore, by including relational value into our axiological concepts we are restoring some 

valuational balance to previously overlooked beings that do not gather so much attention in 

much of environmental axiology. Small organisms have long been undervalued often 

considered as lesser in environmental ethics, not just in terms of neglecting them as 

intrinsically valuable, but also in terms of the ecosystem-services they provide152, i.e. their 

relational and systemic value. They are vital for the integrity, resilience and stability of the 

biotic community that constitutes an environmental whole, and to neglect them and their 

function in our ethics is pure axiological negligence153. Just as predators help keep other 

species in balance within an ecosystem, so does the often forgotten and out of sight creatures 

and organisms contribute, often in more important ways than their predator counterparts, to a 

flourishing biota.  

   If relational value enters into environmental axiology it is often as an afterthought after 

supposedly more foundational axiological questions have been settled, with some exceptions 

such as works of Holmes Rolston and Barbara Muraca. The same tendencies can also be seen 

to some degree in ecocentric theories in that they still have not exploded the 

intrinsic/instrumental dichotomy that forces strong atomisation and separation of individuals 

and wholes, but introduce relatedness and relational value to ethical theory as an add on, and 

not as a foundational environmental value. They are thus addressing an environmental 

problem, that of holistic entities not being merely instrumentally valuable, without fully 

exploring at its axiological causes. The cause, I would argue, is that by only categorizing 

environmental wholes under the normative concept of intrinsic value is both to fail to capture 

its relational value, a value that is to be considered as an equal focal point, and on equal 

normative importance as intrinsic value in a multicentric axiology, as well as its focus on 

environmental wholes as value holders, and not also as value creators.  

   It also goes against the intuition that such entities as ‘nature’, and ‘ecosystems’ do not fit 

comfortably solely into either instrumental or intrinsic brackets. Not to put much precedence 

on axiological intuitions but both holistic and individual environmental theories fail to capture 

the intuition that holistic entities are not fully instrumental yet not fully intrinsic, they lie 

somewhere in-betwixt. Holistic entities could be intrinsic or instrumental under the current 

scheme, but it has proven hard to argue for the intrinsic value of non-living processes, and 
																																																								
152 There are some exemptions to this rule such as the raised awareness of the decline of bee-populations 
worldwide for instance. 
153 If one seeks a more precise axiology that actually fits into the land as to be both ecologically descriptive and 
prescriptive the intrinsic and relational value of all beings seems to be required, however for the pragmatic, the 
important thing is the preservation of the other and its contribution to its surroundings, not its axiological 
categorization.  
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merely arguing that they are instrumental and mere sums-of-parts seems unsatisfying. It 

seems to me that the concept of relational value fit holistic entities better than the narrow 

constraints of a dualism of values that was developed to argue for the inherent worth of all 

humans, and subsequently extended to fit nonhuman beings. By their very nature holistic 

entities are relational, and thus a value that focuses on the concept of relations and its 

ecosystemic functions seems like better normative description and axiological classification 

of such entities.  

 

4.2. Multicentrism as Relational: As a consequence of proper ontology 

As I have just argued Intrinsically valuable subjects ought to be relationally situated to mirror 

their natural situatedness, and holistic entities such as forests ought to be ethically 

conceptualized as primarily relational as well as holding intrinsic value, being value 

producers and sustaining values, being conditions for life, and a habitat for the individuals 

that live there. In a way this sort of argument bridges the gap between the parties in the 

holism-atomism debate, in that neither are primary focal points of value, since they are co-

constitutive in that the holistic entities shapes the individual, and the individual shapes the 

holistic entities. For the reverse is also true: if one were to remove all lions from the savannah 

in question, it would constitute a loss of value for the system that the savannah is as a whole. 

In this regard it is hard to argue that either individual or whole are ethically primary, since the 

relatedness of both parties’ births - so to speak - the other. To neglect the mutualism and close 

knit dependencies that one can observe in biology and ecology in our ontology of subjects, 

and its close relatedness with its ecological community or niche is to commit ontological 

negligence. It is partly as Linda D. Holler writes that  

 

The individual thing is never an isolated phenomenon; it is always a thing in front of 

its background, and the background is meant more or less explicitly along with it. 

Nothing would have value or reality for us without referring beyond itself to the 

horizon in which it is presented. Every existent refers to the context into which it is 

inserted – spatially, temporally, and finally within an all-encompassing and extended 

horizon which is the world.154 

 

																																																								
154 Holler, In Search of a Whole-System Ethic, p. 223 
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   I think Holler is mistaken in her argument that without some form of relational value 

individual subjects would have no intrinsic value in theoretical abstract isolation, but rather 

the case being that the full picture can only be produced by means of including some form of 

relational value into the axiological mix. Weston gives an analogy to this effect when he 

writes that «Values as parts-of-patterns […] exist […] so that no experience can be pulled out 

of the pattern and given independent or “final” status. A subtle chess move, for example, 

gains its value only in the context of the rest of the game»155. This does not mean that the 

search for any intrinsic value or single environmental value for that matter cannot be 

undertaken and untangled out of its wider context, rather explanation of that value comes as a 

«consequence of their interwovenness with other values and their dependence on contexts and 

histories. But explanation is not a kind of “proof” or “grounding”: it is only a kind of 

“location”, identifying the place of one value amidst others»156.  

   The takeaway from this argument is that the relatedness that we find in nature ought not to 

be confined there; it ought to extend into our very notion of values and their relatedness. In 

short if nature is fundamentally predicated on relatedness, our axiology ought to be so too, 

otherwise our axiology will be perpetuate poor ontology157, and thus not be an appropriate 

foundation for an environmental or ecological ethic. Relational value would supplement a 

pluralistic axiological system such as Multicentrism by connecting the nodes in the 

axiological web, or matrix at the minor expense of introducing a needed value into our 

axiology to mirror ontology. More radically, the inclusion of relational value into axiology 

combined with Multicentrism being situationally practiced158 is a break from a static 

conception of value and axiology into something more dynamic and fluid. Values in this 

picture are always in flux just as nature is, and must be seen as inseparable from their 

background or web of interactions and relations159.  

 

4.3. Multicentrism as a situational ethic: From axiology to an applied ethic  

    There is another tension that is tacitly underpinning Weston’s multicentric theory, but 

never answered or expanded upon, and this is the relation between environmental values and 

their practice. How our “abstract” values relate to moral deliberation and decision-making 

																																																								
155 Weston, Between Means and Ends, p. 237 
156 Ibid, p. 237-238, my emphasis added.  
157 Muraca, The Map of Moral Significance: A New Axiological Matrix for Environmental Ethics, p. 383 
158 Forthcoming in this chapter. 
159 Here an even more radical question emerges, namely that Multicentrism as a theory may be too static such 
that if one wants to keep the multicentric goal, one has to give it up its theory, or reinforce it as I have attempted.  



	 51	

remains an unanswered question through Weston’s work on Multicentrism, and one that I feel 

requires an answer. I will attempt to give one here by help of Jessica Ching-Sze Wang’s 

reinterpretation and elucidation of pragmatist John Dewey’s writing on moral reflection. It 

particularly lays some foundational ground for the ethical agent seeking a clear connection 

between abstract ethical inquiry and practical deliberation with a similar open-mindedness 

one finds in Anthony Weston’s Multicentrism. A clear and distinct similarity to Antony 

Weston’s multicentric outlook can be drawn, when Wang quotes Gregory Pappas that: 

 

Those familiar with Dewey’s writings would have no problem identifying “open-

mindedness” as a key feature in Dewey’s personal disposition and in his overall 

philosophical outlook. Open-mindedness is “an attitude of hospitality toward the 

new,” and “a willingness to be affected by participation with the new” […] However, 

being open-minded also signifies a “rejection of absolutism” and thus naturally entails 

“a peculiar humility,” “a rejection of one’s limitations and vulnerability,” and “a 

recognition of the precarious and open-ended character of experience.”160 

 

These highlighted buzz-words seems lifted right out of Weston’s “Manifesto”, but it is not 

only these similarities that make Dewey’s situational ethics interesting for Multicentrism. It is 

the situational ethical aspect of Dewey’s ethical writing which is important, since I intend to 

argue that it would help fill out an multicentric - partly - relational axiology manifested in 

some form of practical ethical framework. Wang argues that internalized values are essential 

to ethical care and concern and that the second is dependent on the former, something that is 

directly transferrable to Multicentrism as situationally dependent. The thing at stake in moral 

deliberation Wang comments on Dewey is that «In each case of moral reflection, one is 

choosing to become a certain kind of person, effecting and creating a certain kind of world – 

and that is what ultimately matters»161. For the purposes of this thesis, the emphasis of this 

statement lies in the creation and shaping of a certain kind of world by our actions. We vote, 

so to speak, on how we want the world to be every day in our daily actions and interactions 

with our surroundings. Not with ballot papers, but with what we choose to do. The fact that 

we shape ourselves is an important fact, but secondary to the shaping of the world since 

Multicentrism is fundamentally other-directed. We have to actually vote with our actions, will 

																																																								
160 Wang, John Dewey on the Reflective Moral Life: Renewing His Lessons for Moral Education Today, p. 144 
(my emphasis added), quoting Pappas, John Dewey’s Ethics: Democracy as Experience, p. 188 
161 Wang, John Dewey on the Reflective Moral Life: Renewing His Lessons for Moral Education Today, p. 140 



	 52	

otherness theoretically in its most radical form into existence, not as a less valuable 

counterpart or mirror image of our supposedly rational selves, but as equally valuable other. 

Axiology is not merely descriptive of the world; it is also normative and transformative. 

   What is of further interest in Dewey’s philosophy is the connection between pre-established 

values and their playing out in the world, where conflict and harmony arises. Wang continues 

the critique offered to Dewey by his contemporaries such as Ralph Bourne and Nel Noddings 

when they point out that if his ethics is supposed to start with values but do not point out a 

specific end goal for personal moral growth162, or shaping of world for that matter. The moral 

growth of an individual consists in «the development of a well-formed moral character as a 

continuous sharpening of certain reflective dispositions and habits – such as sensitivity, open-

mindedness, conscientiousness, courage, imagination, and sympathy»163, all characteristics 

the perfect multicentric agent would embody. Wang continues her own critique of Dewey 

along the same lines as Bourne and Noddings that  

 

Dewey’s account evades the important question about how one can be sensitive to 

values, and thereof the collisions of value, if one does not commit oneself to certain 

values in the first place. I think that one has to care about moral values genuinely and 

deeply before he or she can be bothered or troubled by their collision.164 

 

This is directly analogous to the question that stands between value and their playing out 

situationally in a multicentric axiology in that I would agree that to be sensitive to conflicting 

values one would have to first care for the valuable as to be able to be sensitive towards them. 

I agree with the sentiment that «rejecting ready-made rules and prescribed virtues as the 

answer to the moral life, Dewey prefers a heightened and vitalized sensitivity to the 

uniqueness of each moral situation as it presents itself in the lived world of experience»165, 

but this need not come at the cost of not having established foundational values. Each 

situation we happen to find ourselves in is fundamentally different (although not necessarily 

radically so), and to therefore act according to a fixed framework that do not cater to the 

unique normative factors we encounter seems to me an counterintuitive. Wang continues in 

the same line of critique that  

 
																																																								
162 Ibid, p. 145 
163 Ibid, p. 141 
164 Ibid, p. 145 
165 Ibid, my emphasis added. 
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Without committed moral values, people fail to seriously concerned about or attentive 

to issues of moral import, and the initial moral situation triggered by contending 

values that Dewey so beautifully articulates will not arise – or if it does arise, it will 

likely be a sweeping thought, lacking the required urgency it takes to move the moral 

agent onto the next stage of deep perplexity, and the ensuing reflection and resolution. 

With committed moral value, people will attend to these values as they are carried out 

in practice (assuming that strong commitment leads to constant and genuine practice). 

When putting these values into practice, one will be more likely to notice the 

collisions of values in real-life circumstances. After all, in the abstract world of ideas, 

all values look perfect in themselves; however, in the muddy world of lived 

experience, values tend to trump one another and thus trigger the occasion for 

reflective thought.166 

 

Herein lies both the strength and drawback for situational ethics, when values in situations 

“trump” each other; it is up to us as moral agents to be sensitive as to be able to detect it. 

Coming into the situation with both pre-established values and openness towards the other 

and the realisation that goals and values can emerge within the situation and deliberation is 

required for the Multicentric. Openness is required situationally while pre-established values 

are conditions for sensitivity towards values in situation and the “other” and their needs. 

Dewey does not however think that our ethical deliberation happen by means of some fixed 

abstract deliberational framework, but rather that ethical “wisdom” is accumulated through 

the moral agents lived experience. The agents “good judgement” is central here, since as 

Wang points out  

 

morality [for Dewey] is a matter of judging the good in each conflicting situation. 

Here the point is not about choosing the “right” course over the “wrong” course. The 

“moral” element lies in the quality of reflection involved in the conflict-ridden 

situation itself and the reflective habits of mind that have consequently been reinforced 

or retarded.167 

 

This is also directly transferrable to the theoretical framework of Multicentrism, but it opens 

up to relativistic notions and inconsistencies if it is not duly practiced. We must therefore be 

																																																								
166 Ibid, p. 145-146 
167 Ibid, p. 140, my addition within brackets, original emphasis. 
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both abstractly a-centered with regards to values and guided by the normative factors – such 

as values - that emerges in lived situations and encounters. None of the environmental values 

(whether instrumental, relational and intrinsic) are theoretically primary in Multicentrism, nor 

primary at a practical level, since the situational requirements on the agent through normative 

factors would determine which of these values are actually important in the given situation. If 

for instance one faces a dilemma where a choice has to be made between culling a herd of 

wild deer to prevent and save other species of cervids from being infected by a terminal and 

incurable disease, or try and prevent the spreading by rigorously testing every animal of the 

herd. In this situation the second alternative seems ethically better, since one does not have to 

kill the entire herd to prevent the spreading of the disease and the suffering it causes. But if 

the disease is terminal and lays dormant in infected individuals for some time as to make it 

practically undetectable before the animal shows visual symptoms this will be a important 

normative factor that would lead one to put more ethical importance on a holistic view than 

on individualistic concerns168. The second situation would lay holistic claims on us since we 

are preventing further long-term suffering of every potential infected individual, while the 

first situation would lay opposite claims on us. The situation, and the normative factors that 

lies therein, dictates in almost all cases what values, and which concerns of valuable beings, 

entities, processes and relationships are to be focal points for ethical deliberations. Protecting 

the integrity of Central Park and the Alaskan wilderness will therefore require different 

normative arguments and justifications since the normative factors are uniquely different and 

unique to each respective place. For the critique of lack of practical guidance and demands on 

particular actions to be performed we can answer as Gunnar Björnsson does to the critics of 

ethical contextualism that «when we are asking ourselves what we ought to do, then, insofar 

as our question has a determinate content, we are already relating that question to one 

particular set of considerations.»169 Wang closes the circle with her remark that 

 

While commitment and moral values mark the natural starting point of one’s moral 

journey, they are also the natural result. As one embarks on the journey of continuous 

reflection upon one’s experience, these values, being tested and retested, will become 
																																																								
168 This is an example closely resembling the arrival of CWD (chronic wasting disease) in Nordfjella in Norway, 
where the government decided to cull one particular herd of reindeer that had several proven instances of CWD 
to stop the disease from spreading to other species of cervids. The problem still remains though, if it were 
humans that were culled or euthanatized to prevent spreading of a fatal disease that we were unable to cure, 
would we still make the same argument? Or would we on the other hand (still treating both humans and cervids 
equally) keep both humans and animals in medical containment facilities, giving them pain relief medication 
until death? 
169 Björnsson, Contextualism in Ethics, p. 5 
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part and parcel of one’s accumulated wisdom in life. […] Although Dewey is right 

that an intelligent moral agent treats every situation anew, this does not mean that 

every moral situation is unlike every other situation. […] One tends to discover 

common, generalizable principles […] (that) deserve our commitment, granted that we 

also endeavour to keep a balance between an open and a closed system of values. In 

our moral journey, we always start with some values, and end with some values.170 

 

Here we have seen that the particular normative factors that presents themselves within a 

situation will help guide which actions to commit to, and how to deliberate. Foundational 

axiology ought always to be situational when it is applied and practiced in real life situations 

when there are conflicting values at stake. The question that remains that there are no clear 

cut answer of how the agent can consistently deliberate by his or her own better judgement or 

quality of reflection when one is confronted by a situation with different conflicting values?  

This is not a problem restricted only to Multicentrism as having several possible evaluative 

standpoints. The fact that one has two or more interests that cannot be fulfilled at the same 

time such that it would force a necessary evil choice is found in all ethics. For instance, what 

does the anthropocentric do when she finds herself in a dilemma between two opposing 

human interests171? Is her situation unsolvable? I would argue that axiological 

Anthropocentrism has only helped the deliberating agent to establish the fact that both parties 

are intrinsically valuable, and thus have interests that imbue her - as the ethical agent - with 

normative reasons for acting ethically towards them. At this very point, the demarcation 

problem in environmental ethics fades away, no more appeals to intrinsic value is necessary 

for her, nor normatively decisive (if she does not want to bite the bullet and say that some 

humans have more normative claims on us due to more intrinsic value172). What she must do 

is to assess the other normative factors of the situation as to resolve the dilemma in other 

ways, such as preventing the most harm for instance. The same would seem to hold for the 

multicentric in that the demarcation problem only gets you so far, such that after establishing 

the intrinsically valuable parties of a situation or dilemma, other normative factors presents 

themselves, often unique to that very particular situation that we need to be sensitive and open 

																																																								
170 Wang, John Dewey on the Reflective Moral Life: Renewing His Lessons for Moral Education Today, p. 146, 
my emphasis added in the third sentence, and my inclusions within brackets. 
171 The same argument holds for every other kind of centrism if one has value conflicts between members of that 
defined moral community of intrinsically valuable beings. 
172 Something I argued strongly against in Ch. 1 
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towards. Weston gives the example of asking the question “should we value wilderness by 

means of appeal to intrinsic value?” to which he answers that  

 

Notice that this question is already posed in abstraction from any specific situation. 

This may itself give rise to absurdities. […] But too many other things of equal or 

greater importance in the situation will not be captured by a hierarchical scheme of 

intrinsic value. […] The response I am urging, however, is the abandonment of these 

very ways of posing the question. The important questions […] are the ones posed by 

specific situations173. 

 

4.4. Is Multicentrism best realized through care or virtue ethics? 

   Multicentrism and the general commitment formed in the concept of universal consideration 

and environmental etiquette seems to lend itself more towards a personal ethic, than a more 

formalized system of ethics such as utilitarianism and deontology. The previous section on 

relational value stands as a case-in-point of a personal ethic to function as action guiding, but 

I will not limit myself to exploring only one possible overarching meta-theory for action and 

deliberation to realize a multicentric axiology. For the last part of this essay I will direct my 

attention towards environmental virtue ethics, and environmental care ethics as possible 

theories to realize a practicable Multicentrism. I intend for them to work alongside the 

situational aspect of Multicentrism, which I argued for above. 

   Given its performative nature as practiced within “face to face encounters”, Multicentrism 

would seem to need an equally hands on ethical theory for action in order to live out its full 

potential as a practically directed axiological position. Some form of environmental care 

ethics, or virtue ethics would at first glance seem most suitable to fulfil this requirement 

although there are problems with both positions, such as some form of value 

incommensurability remains problematic in environmental dilemmas, but this is a problem 

most theories for action struggle to avoid with a pluralistic axiology.  

   Environmental virtue ethics offers an appealing theory for guiding actions with a 

multicentric axiology Ronald L. Sandler argues in that it, (1) exhibits an adequately complex 

conceptual structure and language to reflect the nuances that exists within the multicentric 

axiology that it would be coupled with. He writes that  

 
																																																								
173 Weston, Beyond Intrinsic Value: Pragmatism in Environmental Ethics, p. 337-338, my emphasis added.	
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«This diversity and richness [of virtue and vice concepts and language] is crucial for 

environmental ethics because of the complexity of the human relationship with the 

natural environment. […] Environmental ethics needs the resources to accommodate 

this complexity, without homogenization or misrepresentation, and the language of 

virtue and vice provides them.»174 

 

The language of virtue ethics reflect a wider array of normative concepts than many other 

normative theories of action such as compassion and cruelty, courage and cowardice, respect 

and disregard, gratitude and ingratitude and so on175. Sandler correctly writes that «Given the 

wide array of environmental issues, environmental ethics require a dynamic and diverse set of 

evaluative concepts, which again environmental virtue ethics provides».176 

   Environmental virtue ethics further (2) accommodates for value pluralism in that there are 

many environmental virtues and vices that are responsive to environmental values and 

disvalues177, and for there to be a plurality of virtues, some of which a responsive or 

corresponding to values, a plurality of different environmental values are required and 

ensured178.  

   And (3) – lastly – environmental virtue ethics has a clear normative structure that is fully 

sketched out through every step, from value to ethical action. Let us first briefly sketch what 

Sandler names environmentally justified virtues. These are virtues shown by the agent that are 

determined by «the goods and values in the world (and the nature of those values), as well as 

by the relevant facts about the agent (and her situation)»179 which are justification for the 

agent’s virtue. The second type of environmental virtues are productive environmental 

virtues, which «aims to bring something about»180, to promote or protect environmental 

values in short. The third kind of virtue is environmentally responsive virtues, which is 

characterized by that a virtuous character trait’s field of operations is directed towards, 

responsive to, or includes some aspect of nature or the environment181. Through these virtues, 

																																																								
174 Sandler, Environmental Virtue Ethics, p. 6, my additions within brackets.  
175 Ibid.  
176 Ibid, my emphasis added. 
177 I will expand on this in the third point on Environmental Virtue Ethics. 
178 This last argument is my own, and although Sandler does not explicitly give a positive argument for plural 
intrinsic values (although he recognises inherent, instrumental and intrinsic values), he uses vocabularies of 
”values”. 
179 Sandler, Environmental Virtue Ethics p. 3 
180 Ibid. p. 4 
181 Ibid.  
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we have a clear normative structure. The agent is motivated by virtue182, which is informed, 

justified, responsive, or performative to the world (the environment) and has a limited and 

intended sphere of operation.  

   Environmental care ethics stands alongside virtue ethics as contender for realizing a 

multicentric axiology as an applied ethic capable of being a theory of ethical decisions, 

actions and deliberation for a multicentric axiology. With the focus on relations being the aim 

of environmental ethics, i.e. rectifying our dysfunctional relation to nature, environmental 

care ethics, with its primary focus on relations, manifests perhaps the best possible realisation 

for fulfilling this aim. It also has many relevant features for bringing out the best of a richly 

textured moral landscape. Environmental care ethics manifests itself, perhaps strongest, 

through indigenous ethics and Ecofeminism, which has had some success in the 

environmental ethics debate. What unites these ethical views they both emphasize anti-

hegemonic, and anti-colonial arguments, something the Multicentric can stand behind as well, 

they are also open and compatible with moral pluralism given their anti-hegemonic, and anti-

colonial foundations. Whyte and Cuomo characterize care ethics as highlighting  

 

«the affective dimensions of morality, the inevitability of dependence and 

interdependence, the importance of caretaking and healthy attachments in the basic 

fabric of human well-being, and the relational and contextual nature of any ethical 

question or problem (Gilligan, 1982). Ethics of care understand moral agents as 

deeply and inextricably embedded in networks of ethically significant connections and 

conceive of caring as exercising responsibilities and virtues that maintain and 

positively influence relationships and general flourishing within those overlapping 

networks.»183 

  

In this densely packed quote there are many elements that would make care ethics a good 

pairing for a multicentric axiology. In the recognition of the relational nature of the world 

care ethics question the conception of nature as passive and inert, devoid of meaningful 

relations imbued with agency184. It is in many ways a response to the framing of 

environmental ethics, which has taken a turn away from the initial call for caring for nature, 

towards abstracted theoretical arguments. In this way environmental care ethics caters to this 
																																																								
182 Sandler equates virtue with character virtue, Sandler, Environmental Virtue Ethics, p. 3 
183 Whyte & Cuomo, Ethics of Caring in Environmental Ethics: Indigenous and Feminist Philosophies, p. 2, 
emphasis added.  
184 Ibid, p. 4 
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lost ambition of the environmental movement by focusing on «the affiliations and 

relationships that frame a particular moral problem and recommend actions and policies with 

potential to heal or create worthy affiliations and relationships.»185 

   Care ethics in indigenous movements highlight humans place in the web of valuable beings 

and connections and the responsibilities that lie therein, but perhaps most importantly they 

emphasize the local knowledge and the deep rootedness the people have to their environment. 

The lived knowledge of an indigenous group is radically different from that of the climate 

scientists in that the former reflects lived experience, and often a rich spiritual cosmology that 

is radically different from the scientific point of view. Stewardship of nature is radically 

different from the common exploitative connotations of the concept in environmental ethics 

Whyte and Cuomo points out «it refers to acknowledgement of one’s place in a web of 

interdependent relationships that create moral responsibilities, and it recognizes that there are 

methods and forms of expertise involved in carrying out such responsibilities.»186 These 

methods are the ones that are cultivated and developed and passed down through the 

generations, and constitute a vital part of that people’s cultural practices. The responsibilities 

of the human agent that is situated in the web of valuable being and connections therefore 

have caretaking responsibilities for those beings and connections. Indigenous environmental 

movements often arise as a response to the colonial tendencies of environmental exploitative 

production and destruction that threatens the overall valuable web of beings and connections, 

and thereby the peoples way of life. They have shown that they are willing to exercise their 

caretaking responsibilities by rising up against the commodification of their indigenous 

homes, and nature as a whole. 

   Feminist environmental care ethics sees a clear similarity between the structures of 

exploitation and devaluation of nature and patriarchal thinking and actions that «devalue and 

harm women»187. They argue that the same framework can resolve both practices, namely an 

ethics of care188 that understands and emphasises the human agent «as essentially embedded 

and independent, rather than isolated and atomistic»189. Relations are the primary field of 

operations for feminist care ethics and mutually beneficial caring practices such as found of a 

mother for her child is often emphasized. It aims to be anti-exploitative and 

																																																								
185 Ibid, p. 5 
186 Ibid. p. 10 
187 Curry, Ecological Ethics: An Introduction, p. 128 
188 Even though care is often set against rationalistic male philosophy, an ethics of care although theoretically 
has its beginnings from feminine maternal care is not by any means restricted to women, and indeed care ethics 
as a fundamentally feminine ethic is by this time thoroughly questioned in the philosophical literature.  
189 Whyte & Cuomo, Ethics of Caring in Environmental Ethics: Indigenous and Feminist Philosophies, p. 16 
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counterhegemonic in its form as a reaction to the subjugation of women and nature, and 

exploitation of women and nature therefore constitute an injustice and is immoral. In many 

ways feminist environmental care ethics and indigenous care ethics share most of their 

respective frameworks, with the addition that feminine care ethics have a gendered dimension 

in its fight against discrimination, devaluation, and exploitation.  

 

4.4.1. The case for care ethics 

Which of these two normative frameworks are best suited to realize a multicentric axiology? 

   Environmental virtue ethics on the one hand possesses a diverse normative vocabulary, 

something that Multicentrism could draw upon in its argument for a complex and diverse 

axiological landscape. However, environmental virtue ethics possesses another feature that 

would make it ill suited to actualizing a multicentric axiology as an applied ethic with 

situational and relational input. The problem consist in diverging from Multicentrism central 

“other-directedness” to possibly focusing too much on the agents environmental character-

virtue than the cared for190. There exists a possibility for a shift from focus and caring 

relationships, to that very relation becoming valuable to the agent for her own virtues benefit. 

This shift may aid in motivating the agent to act in virtuous ways as to her own benefit, but 

may sway the initial motivation from universal consideration in Multicentrism to the agent’s 

own virtue. Whether the possible turn from other to self-directed will be influential I cannot 

say, but care ethics has an easier way of being fully relational and other directed. The problem 

is similar to Weston’s critique of some forms of Ecocentrism that identifies the self with 

nature; as to make it ones rational self interest to be environmental, something that also holds 

for environmental virtue ethics. Weston argued against the self-identification criterion, such 

as seen in Arne Næss’ Ecosophy T, since it stands as an example of Ecocentrism relapsing 

into anthropocentric egoism, a critique that can similarly be raised against environmental 

virtue ethics since it is egoistically motivated and not primarily other directed. For me to 

argue that environmental virtue ethics ought to be preferred over environmental care ethics 

for realizing a multicentric axiology seems to me not to add any further practical benefits to 

Multicentrism over a care ethics implementation while further complicating the practical 

normative structure. It is on these grounds that I argue that Multicentrism is better manifested 

through some form of environmental care ethics.  

																																																								
190 Shirong, Relation, Virtue, and Relational Virtue: Three Concepts of Caring, p. 104 
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   As we have seen Multicentrism is initially motivated by the condition of universal 

consideration, a condition that asks us to pay attention to everything191 a condition that I 

would argue is motivated by care. If one were uncertain of the “value-status” of an 

encountered being Multicentrism implores us to reverse the burden of proof and give the 

entity in question “the benefit of the doubt”, and not treat it as a mere means pending 

theoretical clarification, a reversal that seems motivated by care as well as a normative 

precautionary principle. Values as reasons for actions, as argued for in the first chapter, 

supports Multicentrism manifested through care ethics in that it gives care through universal 

consideration normative force, and a more solid foundation. Values as reasons for action 

further goes well together with a pragmatic situationally defined ethics, motivated by care, in 

that they lead to sensitivity towards values playing out, and coming into conflict in world.  

It plays a triple function in such an ethic by firstly being necessary to sensitivity towards the 

world, secondly as a normative argument for action, and thirdly as being open to change 

within a situation192.  

   On the other hand environmental care ethics shows some of the practical shortcomings that 

comes with being a relational ethical theory. Relational theories of value needs, as I have 

argued previously in this thesis, to come up with an answer to the objection that not all of the 

ethical dilemmas we face are first-person-relational in nature. Any practical realizing of a 

multicentric axiology would need to work on the spectrum of relations, as not to put 

precedence of the close over the distant - as to not limit our purview – something that I think 

environmental Care ethics is guilty of193.  

   Care ethicist Nel Noddings for instance makes a distinction between two types of caring, the 

one she calls “natural caring” and the second she names “ethical caring”. Both have different 

normative fields of operations and are separated by the fact that natural caring implies “caring 

for”, while ethical caring means “caring about”194. Natural caring is explained by caring for 

those that stand one close, such as family, friends, family pets and so forth. This type of 

caring comes about from remembrance of how one was cared for by ones parents and others 

at a younger age. Caring for those dear to you is therefore a response to being previously 

cared for, and wanting to extend the same good for others that one cares about. Ethical caring 

on the other hand denotes the more kind of abstract or universal caring where the field of 
																																																								
191 Weston, Multicentrism: A Manifesto, p. 31 
192 As I have shown in the previous section on situational ethics. 
193 This is not to say that spatially and temporally distant others are as easy relating to as encountered others, 
rather they are not by virtue of being distant ethically less important, and their needs press in on us in other 
ways.  
194 Shirong, Relation, Virtue, and Relational Virtue: Three Concepts of Caring, p. 93  
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operations are that of all human beings and animals, others that all have intrinsic moral worth. 

Ethical caring is a also motivated from remembrance of how we ourselves was once cared for 

ethically in that Noddings asks us to imagine that a stranger in need is someone we love195. 

Therefore she argues that Natural caring is both epistemologically and chronologically prior 

since ethical caring emerges from natural caring, and similarity can be seen with the 

movement in environmental ethic – ethical caring is an extension of natural caring. Natural 

caring is reserved for the inner circle, where a natural attitude for care often arises naturally, 

while ethical care for outer circles arises by ethical argument196.  

   The problems of the close over the distant are both negative features that multicentric 

axiology and environmental care ethics share. Multicentrism needs to bridge the gap between 

embodied encounters with environmental others and spatially distant others, and 

environmental care ethics needs to bridge the gap between natural caring arising for those 

close and ethical caring towards those distant as to reveal their full potentials. These issues are 

interlinked, and could perhaps be solved or elucidated together. There are other, less glaring 

problems with coupling a pluralistic axiology such as Multicentrism, with environmental care 

ethics, such as the problem of incommensurability, which I tried circumvent by help of other 

normative and axiological factors present within a specific situation becoming ethically 

decisive when intrinsic value of X and Y both are equally intrinsically valuable. Although an 

environmental care ethics manifestation of a multicentric, situational and relational ecological 

ethics is by no means sketched out in full, I hope it goes a long way of showing at least that 

Multicentrism shows clear care ethical tendencies in its motivation, and execution through 

environmental etiquette. I would argue that much of environmental ethics and environmental 

protection is ultimately motivated by care, that we care about nature and those beings that 

roam the earth are not merely motivated by rational self interests in our pursuit for a better 

world for ourselves, but a better world in itself. 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
195 Ibid, p. 94  
196 Ibid, p. 99 
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5 Summary and conclusions 
 

5.1. The argument so far 

The first chapter of this thesis was written to lay the ground for the multicentric critique of 

monistic theories, as well as establishing the idea of the concentric axiological structure of 

moral extensionism as to lay the ground for Anthony Weston’s critique of these positions that 

I will expand on in the second chapter. The chapter illuminates some key axiological concepts 

and raises some axiological question that become relevant later in this thesis, as well as 

identifying the underlying problem of environmental ethics in its physical manifestation of the 

climate crisis: our dysfunctional relation to nature with its philosophical underpinnings. To 

avoid ambiguity I further gave the definition of intrinsic value that would be used throughout 

the rest of this paper. In the last part of the chapter I gave an overview of the centristic 

positions in environmental ethics that help make up concentric extensionism, and through a 

dialectical structure of arguments, counter-arguments and so forth we went from 

Anthropocentrism all the way to Ecocentrism. 

 

The second chapter sheds light on Anthony Weston’s multicentric axiology. Weston argues 

that concentric extensionism is either being anthropocentric at bottom, or the tendency for 

axiological theories to relapse back into anthropocentric considerations when the axiological 

structure under concentric extensionism is derived from anthropocentric foundations. By 

arguing that axiological positions such as Biocentrism and Ecocentrism, although breaking 

with Anthropocentrism, water down axiological distinctness in their justification of who the 

moral community having intrinsic value consists of such that they constitute «not nodes of (or 

in) a (axiological) matrix but the matrix itself»197. By arguing for overreaching and inclusive 

justifications for intrinsic value based on commonalities, the justifications become abstract to 

and from the moral community they pick out, thereby making for too big centers for Weston. 

They do not pick out what makes a kind, or a species distinct; something that he argues ought 

to be reflected in the axiological concept of an axiological center of valuable beings.  

Weston’s also questions the paradigmatic use of intrinsic value in environmental ethics as 

monistic in that contrary to a hierarchy of values, with intrinsic value being the apex value 

Weston argues that the notion that intrinsic value is not abstract nor requiring special 

																																																								
197	Weston, Multicentrism: A Manifesto, p. 36, my emphasis within brackets.	
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justification. He argues that environmental values are not merely reducible or instrumental to 

one value, but can instead come in many forms and are therefore not abstract. Neither does it 

require special justification since intrinsic values are not special or rare; they are in fact all 

around us in the world. This leads Weston to argue that the conception that means imply ends 

become weakened, and he challenges the notion that instrumental values do not refer beyond 

themselves. Rather, intrinsic values and instrumental values function much like the 

interconnectedness one can observe in nature. They all intermingle, relate to one-another, 

always in flux, something like a web of values thus making up the nodes in the axiological 

web. I also spent some time clarifying and arguing that Multicentrism ought to be pluralistic 

in the sense that there is a multiplicity of ways of being intrinsically valuable where axiology 

reflects the complicated and muddied water of our lived experience. Weston further argues 

that Multicentrism ought to be implemented through environmental etiquette which is 

motivated by Tom Birch’s argument for universal consideration which means being sensitive 

to every potential and actual value there is, something that requires paying attention to 

everything. This changes the burden of proof, such that justifying an entities intrinsic value 

can only come after encountering it, which Weston argues is the performative area of ethics. 

Values are results of encounters, and one ought not limit the physical encounters with 

predetermined axiological preconceptions.   

 

The third chapter constitutes my critical remarks on Weston’s Multicentrism. I question the 

fact that one ought not have normative preconceptions of who has intrinsic value going into 

an encounter, although I agree with Weston that encounters ought to be open ended 

functioning as an exploration where we can be surprised, challenged and moved, and not 

merely applying prior theories and principles within the encounter. However, without such 

theories, principles, or solid frameworks there is very little holding the multicentric on the 

tightrope between pluralism and relativism. I therefore argue that we need both open 

mindedness and some further principle or theory that does not limit each other, such that 

values are the initiating reason, and the result of an encounter, with values being open to 

revisions along the way. My main objection to an encounter based ethic is that too many of 

the ethical problems we are facing are not being played out in physical encounters, they are 

un-encountered and often distant while still having environmental an ethical consequences 

and impacts. In its focus on phenomenological encounter Multicentrism neglects systemic and 

distant un-encountered environmental action, but as any theory of environmental ethics needs 

to be able to work on both arenas.  
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Multicentrism will give rise to incommensurable values and ethical dilemmas penetrating into 

its axiological framework which will influence the ethical “performance” in encounters, and 

is therefore in need of one unifying monocentric action and deliberation guiding meta-theory 

to sit on top the axiological framework if it aims to be an applied axiology. When valuable 

beings collide and come into conflict in the real world Multicentrism is still ill adept to 

resolve the conflicts that arise, and I therefore conclude that it is not practicable as Weston 

intends it to be without amendment.  

 

In the fourth chapter of this thesis I present my amendments, additions, and improvements to 

Weston’s Multicentrism in line with the critique I offered it in the previous chapter.  

By arguing for an alternate general direction for environmental axiology, Weston leaves a lot 

to be desired by leaving gaps and unanswered questions to elements he either hints at or does 

not commit to paper. In this chapter I seek to rectify and strengthen Multicentrism as to make 

it a practically implementable axiology. I first introduce another environmental value; 

relational value by help of Barbara Muraca to function like the glue in the axiological web 

that Weston envisions, connecting the nodes of values in the environmental web or matrix, 

further diversifying environmental values. This also helps in arguing the case that axiology 

ought to mirror or follow ontology such that we actually get a organic, dynamic, and fluid 

ecology of values, which reflects nature’s interconnectedness, interdependencies and inherent 

mutualism. The introduction of relational values also bridges the gap between the evaluative 

viewpoints in the holism and individualism debate in environmental ethics since neither 

environmental wholes nor individuals ought to be considered axiologically primary or 

isolated from their counterparts. Both evaluative focal points imply the other, which ought to 

be reflected in each respective evaluative lens.  

  I further argue that Multicentrism, as constituting a pluralistic axiology, ought to be 

considered as situationally dependent and applied. I draw on Jessica Ching-Sze Wang’s 

reinterpretation of John Dewey’s pragmatic ethical situationalism to show that a practical 

application of Multicentrism in physical encounters could function as action-guiding. When 

moral dilemmas arise in specific situations we, as sensitive to normative factors, are presented 

with the relevant normative factors in that situation such that the situation determines which 

values is at play, and what considerations that is possible to be made. We further do not enter 

into encounter completely open minded, but with some predetermined values that makes us 

sensitive to (1) the situation itself and what values are relevant and present in the situation, (2) 

what is at stake, (3) and values that motivates us to action and normative contemplation. 
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These values are not fixed, but rather open to change such that values are both the motivation 

and the end-result of the encounter, open to change along the way.  

   In the last part of this final chapter I go on to argue that Multicentrism, with its focus on 

embodied practice, taking care, treading lightly, being sensitive to values in the world, and 

acting out of universal consideration embodies characteristics that can be found in both care 

ethics or virtue ethics. Care ethics holds just as much of the benefits that virtue ethics do in 

that both embody diverse moral language, clear motivational chains of action and 

deliberation, and also an accommodation for a multiplicity of ways of being intrinsically 

valuable. However, environmental virtue ethics runs the risk on being both motivated and 

centered around the moral agent’s own character virtue, thereby removing the other-

directedness that is central to Multicentrism, shown in Weston critique of the inward turn in 

Arne Næss’ Ecosophy T’s principle of ‘self-realisation’. Care ethics evades this self-

directedness by embodying an entirely other-directed moral gaze that seeks to recognize 

others in their distinctness and otherness, not as focused on shared commonalities. It also 

apparent that the motivating condition for Multicentrism of universal consideration and being 

sensitive to values in the world, with the result of ‘treading lightly in the world’ is ultimately 

motivated by care, and thus a care ethics realization of Multicentrism seems the most suitable.  
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5.2. Concluding remarks  

I set about this thesis with the question if Multicentrism ought to be preferred over the already 

established monistic axiological theories that have become standard axiological positions in 

the environmental ethics literature. The second question of this thesis is whether a multicentric 

axiological theory can withstand the critiques that follow such a view.  

 

As a purely axiological theory of value Multicentrism, as presented by Anthony Weston, 

succeeds in its goal of diversifying the underlying axiology for environmental ethics. And as a 

critique of current environmental axiology Multicentrism does real philosophical work in 

questioning the paradigmatic assumptions that underlie axiology, and shows us that the field 

as it stands needs to be broadened to better account for “natural values”, something I argue is 

furthered by a thorough discussion in relational values where axiology mirrors proper 

ontology. In that regard Multicentrism broadens the scope of what is philosophically possible, 

but as a stand-alone replacement of the environmental ethical theories presented in the first 

chapter, it falls short in regards to not being practically implementable nor being action-

guiding. It breaks from the monistic, and centristic patterns in environmental ethics at the cost 

of becoming too abstract and phenomenological, the first point of which it tried to avoid in the 

first place. Standing alone and without amendments Multicentrism struggles to offer practical 

guidance for moral agents other than the very general ideals and motivations of universal 

consideration and acting with care. Whether the agents own moral judgement plays a bigger 

or lesser role is also not clear from Weston’s Multicentrism. Weston, I think, would not see 

this as a major issue, rather I think he would view it as widening the scope of possibility for 

environmental ethics, but when the issue is pressing as it is with the environmental crisis, I do 

believe that we are in need of a working environmental ethic, not an ideal one.  

 

Multicentrism succeeds in its aim to reframe environmental axiology to include greater 

diversity, openness, and relations internal in the axiology that mirrors nature. One thought that 

have persisted throughout the developments of this work is whether Multicentrism falls into 

the same trap as Weston argues Biocentrism and Ecocentrism has fallen into, namely that it 

constitutes, not so much too big axiological centers, but that it constitutes the axiological 

matrix itself. The key difference here is that with multiple ways of being intrinsically valuable 

and several normative evaluative standpoints Multicentrism maps out the complexity and 

interconnectedness that lies within the web or matrix of environmental values. It does this 



	 68	

while still retaining the possibility to have relatively small and narrow centers of intrinsically 

valuable being justified by narrow, and specific conditions for intrinsic value.  

Not only must we as Weston asks, diverge from the monotone debate of the demarcation 

problem and our current obsession with intrinsic value, but also the axiological weight ought 

to lie in the relations between values, from what is observable in the world to our axiological 

landscape. To get to the needle that is environmental ethics, you first have to comprehend the 

haystack, and Multicentrism constitutes the haystack by placing intrinsic values as nodes in a 

web of interconnected environmental values that are always in flux and flow. Environmental 

ethics need not be so unidirectional as the current trajectory is, but rather solicit broadening 

the horizon of what is possible, not only within the environmental field of ethics, but for 

ethics itself. 

 

However, for Weston to omit any detailed discussion and philosophical exploration of the 

plurality of ways it is possible to be intrinsically valuable may be seen by some as a glaring 

shortcoming of his theory, one that I am also guilty of not rectifying, but have been eager to 

commit to paper when writing this thesis. This would amount to an axiological defence of all 

the ways it is possible to be intrinsically valuable, i.e. give positive arguments for every 

sufficient condition for intrinsic value that I think ought to be included in the multicentric 

moral landscape. I have debated with myself whether such a defence would be feasible within 

this limited format, and argued myself to the conclusion that it would be to side-track the 

general direction I have taken this thesis in. At the end of writing I have come to realize that 

not doing so, perhaps is not such a great flaw as I initially thought. Not only is the 

environmental ethics literature filled to the brim with a plurality of such arguments, but the 

role that intrinsic value has taken on in environmental ethics as the ultimate normative pivot-

point is a shortcoming of the discipline as a whole. Many would argue that this is a solid step 

backwards for environmental ethics, but I struggle to see what could be further gained by 

continuously debating the fuzzy and illusive concept of intrinsic value. If I were pressed to 

give such an answer, however, I would make use of Biocentrism with Mathews concept of 

conatus as a general starting point, coupled with ecocentrism that manifests axiologically in 

intrinsic, systemic, and instrumental values, as well as make use of Rolston’s good-of-it’s-

kind to justify narrow conditions for intrinsic values.  

 

This paper constitutes by no means a final stopping-point for multicentric developments in 

axiology and environmental ethics. I agree with Weston in his tendencies and mode of 
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critique of the axiological theories that make up extensionist concentrism in environmental 

ethics but argue that he removes some of the foundations for any ethical theory to be 

practically implementable. He does this by (1) dismissing the concept of intrinsic value 

outright, and (2) rightfully complicates axiology to mirror nature without proposing an over-

arching monistic theory for action and deliberation to function on top of his multicentric 

axiology. I agree with Weston in sentiment that intrinsic value is an impalpable and illusive 

normative concept, and that environmental ethics has put too much normative weight and 

effort into the pursuit of demarcation, but that does not justify dismissing it as a normative 

concept. Rather we should change tactics towards environmental values as to truly get beyond 

them as Weston suggests, not by scrapping the notion but by downplaying its normative 

importance, as I have attempted to do. In this way, through such concepts as relational value, 

situational ethics, and a care ethics anchoring, I have attempted to drag Multicentrism back 

towards more solid ground. There is much to be discussed and critiqued of my amendments to 

Weston’s Multicentrism, but I hope I have at least aired some questions, and opened 

possibilities and room for other questions to be formed in my attempt to further solidify 

Multicentrism as a viable axiological theory in environmental ethics.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 70	

Literature:  
 

Aristotle, “Nicomachean Ethics”, in Classics of Moral and Political Theory, Edited by 

Michael L. Morgan 5th Ed., Hackett Publishing Company, Indianapolis/Cambridge 

 

Barad, Karen, “Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of 

Matter and Meaning”, Duke University Press, 2007, Durham & London, 2nd printing 

2007 

 

Bentham, Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, Second Edition, URL= 

http://www.econlib.org/library/Bentham/bnthPML18.html  

 

Birch, Thomas H. “Moral considerability and universal consideration”, 1993, Environmental 

Ethics 15 (4): 313-332, URL= https://www-pdcnet-

org.ezproxy.uio.no/collection/authorizedshow?id=enviroethics_1993_0015_0004_031

3_0332&file_type=pdf 

 

Björnsson, Gunnar, Contextualism in Ethics, draft for 2017 revision for the International 

Encyclopedia of Ethics, Ed. Hugh LaFollette, URL= 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/318420747_Contextualism_in_Ethics 

 

Callicott, J Baird, “The case against Moral pluralism”, 1990, Environmental Ethics 12 (2):99-

124, URL= https://www-pdcnet-

org.ezproxy.uio.no/collection/authorizedshow?id=enviroethics_1990_0012_0002_009

9_0124&file_type=pdf 

 

Ceballos, Gerardo, Ehrlichb, Paul R., and Dirzob, Rodolfo Biological annihilation via the 

ongoing sixth mass extinction signaled by vertebrate population losses and declines, 

PNAS July 25, 2017 114 (30) E6089-E6096; published ahead of print July 10, 2017,, 

URL= http://www.pnas.org/content/pnas/114/30/E6089.full.pdf 

 

 



	 71	

Cheney, Jim, and Weston, Anthony, ”Environmental Ethics as Environmental Etiquette: 

Toward an Ethics-Based Epistemology” (1999), Environmental Ethics 21 (2):115-134, 

URL=  https://www-pdcnet-

org.ezproxy.uio.no/collection/authorizedshow?id=enviroethics_1999_0021_0002_011

5_0134&file_type=pdf 

 

Cochrane, Alasdair, ”Environmental ethics”, Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, URL= 

https://www.iep.utm.edu/envi-eth/ 

 

Curry, Patrick, Ecological Ethics: An Introduction, Second Edition, Polity press, 2011 

 

Evernden, Neil, “The Natural Alien: Humankind and Environment”, 2nd Edition, University 

of Toronto press, first published 1985, 1993 

 

Greene, Sean, In 2016, scientists discovered 18,000 new species. Now meet the top 10, Los 

Angeles Times May 22, 2017, URL: http://www.latimes.com/science/sciencenow/la-

sci-sn-new-species-top-10-20170522-htmlstory.html 

 

Gruen, Lori, "The Moral Status of Animals", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 

2017 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2017/entries/moral-animal/ 

 

Hare, Caspar “Voices from Another World: Must We Respect the Interests of People Who Do 

Not, and Will Never Exist?” Ethics, Vol. 117, No. 3, 2007, pp. 498-523, JSTOR, 

URL= www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/512172 

 

Holler, Linda D. “In Search of a Whole-System Ethic.” The Journal of Religious Ethics, vol. 

12, no. 2, 1984, pp. 219–239. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/40014985 

 

Kant, Immanuel, ’Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals’ (1785), translated by James W. 

Ellington (Indianapolis:Hackett Publishing Company, 1981), in Classics of Morals 

and Political Theory, edited by Michael L. Morgan, 5th edition, Hackett Publishing 

Company, Indianapolis/Cambridge 

 



	 72	

Lemon, Jason, “Watch: Orangutan Attacks Digger Destroying its Home”, Newsweek, 

published 06.08.2018, URL= https://www.newsweek.com/watch-orangutan-attacks-

digger-destroying-home-966812 

 

Leopold, Aldo, A Sand County Almanac, and sketches here and there, Oxford University 

Press, First published 1949, 1958, URL of relevant citation = 

http://www.umag.cl/facultades/williams/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Leopold-1949-

ASandCountyAlmanac-complete.pdf 

 

Mason, Elinor, "Value Pluralism", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, (Spring 2018 

Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.) URL= https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/value-

pluralism/ 

 

Mathews, Freya, The Ecological Self, Routledge, 1991, London 

 

Mill, John Stuart, ’Utilitarianism’ (1863) in Classics of Morals and Political Theory, edited 

by Michael L. Morgan, 5th edition, Hackett Publishing Company, 

Indianapolis/Cambridge 

 

Muraca, Barbara. “The Map of Moral Significance: A New Axiological Matrix for 

Environmental Ethics.” Environmental Values, vol. 20, no. 3, 2011, pp. 375–

396. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/23048368 

 

Pappas, Gregory F. “John Dewey’s Ethics: Democracy as Experience”, “Indiana University 

Press”, (2008) 

 

Rolston, Holmes III, Environmental Ethics: Duties to and Values in the Natural World, 

Temple University Press, Philadelphia, 1988 

 

Samuelsson, Lars, “Reasons and Values in Environmental Ethics”, Environmental Values, 

Vol. 19, No. 4 (November 2010), pp. 517-535, White Horse Press , URL: 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/25764270 

 



	 73	

Sandler, Roland L., “Environmental Virtue Ethics”, in International Encyclopedia of Ethics, 

Ed. Hugh LaFollette, Wiley Online Library, 2013, URL= 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/9781444367072.wbiee090 

 

Schroeder, Mark, "Value Theory", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2016 

Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2016/entries/value-theory/ 

 

Scoville, Judith N. “Fitting Ethics to the Land: H. Richard Niebuhr's Ethic of Responsibility 

and Ecotheology.” The Journal of Religious Ethics, vol. 30, no. 2, 2002, pp. 207–

229. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/40018080 

 

Shirong, Lou, “Relation Virtue, and Relational Virtue: Three Concepts of Caring”, Hypatia, 

Vol. 22, No. 3, 2007, pp. 92-110. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/4640083 

 

Singer, Peter, “Applied Ethics”, (Edited by Peter Singer), Oxford Readings in Philosophy, 

Oxford University Press, 2006, Reprinted 2011 

Singer, Peter, “The Drowning Child and the Expanding Circle”, New Internationalist, April 

1997, URL= https://www.utilitarian.net/singer/by/199704--.htm 

 

Sylvan, Richard and David Bennett (1994), The Greening of Ethics: From Human 

Chauvinism to Deep-Green Theory, Cambridge: White Horse Press 

 

Taylor, Astra (film director), “Examined life”, 2008, appearances by Cornel West, Avital 

Ronell, Peter Singer, Kwame Anthony Appiah, Martha Nussbaum, Michael Hardt, 

Judith Butler, and Slavoj Žižek, URL of relevant passage = 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j_K_79O21hk  

 

Taylor, Paul W., And Dale Jamieson, Respect For Nature: A Theory of Environmental Ethics, 

REV – Revised ed., Princeton University Press, 1986. JSTOR, URL= 

www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt7sk1j 

 



	 74	

Wang, Jessica Ching-Sze, “John Dewey on the Reflective Moral Life: Renewing His Lessons 

for Moral Education Today”, Philosophy Study, March 2016, Vol. 6, No. 3, 139-148, 

David Publishing, URL= 

http://www.davidpublisher.org/Public/uploads/Contribute/574bac7e8eab6.pdf 

 

Warkentin, Traci, “Interspecies Etiquette: An Ethics of Paying Attention to Animals”, 2010, 

Ethics and the Environment 15 (1):101-121, JSTOR, URL= 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2979/ete.2010.15.1.101 

 

Weston, Anthony, “Before Environmental Ethics (Discussion Papers)”, 1992, Environmental 

Ethics 14 (4): 321-338, URL= https://www-pdcnet-

org.ezproxy.uio.no/collection/authorizedshow?id=enviroethics_1992_0014_0004_032

1_0338&file_type=pdf 

 

Weston, Anthony, “Between Means and Ends”, 1992, The Monist 75 (2):236-249, URL= 

www.jstor.org/stable/27903288 

 

Weston, Anthony, “Beyond Intrinsic Value: Pragmatism in Environmental Ethics”, 

Environmental Ethics 7 (4): 321-339, URL= 

http://www.cep.unt.edu/5000/Weston%20EE%20Beyond.Intrinsic%20Value.pdf 

 

Weston, Anthony, “Modes of Multicentrism: Some Responses to my Commentators”, 2011, 

Ethics, Policy and Environment, 14 (1): 113-122, URL= https://www-tandfonline-

com.ezproxy.uio.no/doi/pdf/10.1080/21550085.2011.561604?needAccess=true 

 

Weston, Anthony, “Multicentrism: A Manifesto”, Environmental Ethics 26 (1): 25-40, 2004, 

URL= http://gunkelweb.com/environment-ethics/texts/multicentrism.pdf 

 

Weston, Anthony, ”On Callicott’s Case against Moral Pluralism”, 1991, Environmental 

Ethics 13 (3):283-286, URL= https://www-pdcnet-

org.ezproxy.uio.no/collection/authorizedshow?id=enviroethics_1991_0013_0003_028

3_0286&file_type=pdf 

 



	 75	

Whyte, Kyle Powys, and Chris Cuomo, “Ethics of Caring in Environmental Ethics: 

Indigenous and Feminist Philosophies” in The Oxford Handbook of Environmental 

Ethics, Ed. Stephen M. Gardiner and Allen Thompson, Oxford University Press 2017, 

Oxford Handbooks Online, URL= 

https://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199941339.001.0001

/oxfordhb-9780199941339-e-22 

 

Wilson, Scott D., “Animals and Ethics”, Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, URL= 

https://www.iep.utm.edu/anim-eth/#SSH1fi 

 


