
Domination or Reconciliation? 

An Ethical Assessment of Ecological Restoration 
 

Erica Colman-Denstad 
 

 

 

Thesis presented for the degree of 

MASTER OF PHILOSOPHY 

 

Supervised by Associate Professor Alejandra Mancilla 
Department of Philosophy, Classics, History of Art and Ideas 

UNIVERSITY OF OSLO  

 

Spring 2019 

 



II 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



III 

 

 

 

 

 

Domination or Reconciliation? 
An Ethical Assessment of Ecological Restoration 
 

Erica Colman-Denstad 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



IV 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© Erica Colman-Denstad 

2019 

Domination or Reconciliation? An Ethical Assessment of Ecological Restoration 

Erica Colman-Denstad 

http://www.duo.uio.no/ 

Print: Webergs printshop 

Cover illustration by Dayna Gross 

http://www.duo.uio.no/


V 

 

Abstract 

This thesis theoretically assesses ecological restoration from the point of view of 

environmental ethics. I explore how ecological restoration might affect the perspectives and 

assumptions we have about nature that allow or encourage the activities that drive processes 

of exploitation and degradation of nature. My focus is on how ecological restoration may 

affect the relationship between humans and nature by raising questions about the place of 

human agency in nature, and the possibility of an ethical and constructive, rather than 

destructive, relationship.  

Does ecological restoration encourage damaging by repairing damage, thus implying a 

promise that destruction is reversible? Is it a way of quieting our conscience while we 

continue to consume our environment? Restoration may potentially contribute to the idea that 

environmental problems can be solved by technological fixes and do not require change in 

behavior or restrictions on our consumption of nature. However, restoration also encourages 

active participation in nature and can possibly be a way encouraging closeness to nature on an 

ethical as well as practical level. The practice of restoration may also imply blame for 

destruction and ascribe humans the responsibility for anthropogenically degraded ecosystems. 

It may therefore encourage ethical consideration of nature. My overarching question is 

whether ecological restoration entrenches the ethical boundaries between humans and nature 

by enacting our superiority, or loosens them by allowing ethical engagement with nature. 

Within environmental ethics, ecological restoration has been controversial. Through a 

critical review of the existing debate, I will address both objections to, and arguments in favor 

of, ecological restoration, and analyze them to determine the root of this ambivalence. I argue 

that a shared assumption of many objections to restoration is a metaphysical dualism 

separating humans from the rest of nature. If this dualism is assumed, the positive value of 

restoration as more than management of resources is nearly impossible to grasp, because 

human intervention in nature, even when assisting recovery, is interpreted as unnatural and 

dominating. At the same time, ecological restoration may be a way of overcoming this 

dualism’s ethical implications, by encouraging active engagement and normative 

relationships. Through assessment of arguments for and against restoration, I argue for 

interpreting ecological restoration as a way of negotiating a mutually beneficial relationship 

between humans and the rest of nature, and for incorporating insights from ecological 

restoration into environmental ethics.  
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Introduction 
A channelized river is restored: brooks reopened, walls removed, native vegetation is planted 

and geological, hydrological and biological components recreated to match a predefined 

historical state. Centuries ago, this river was channelized in an attempt to reduce flooding on 

nearby pastures and agricultural lands. The natural floodplain was reclaimed for agricultural 

use. The river was regulated through dams and sluices so that the water was available for 

human use at the right place and right time. Consequently, the river basin lost its ecological 

integrity. The capacity to absorb floods diminished. Floodplain habitats were lost. Water 

quality plummeted. Native species no longer inhabited the area due to loss of habitat. As a 

response to ecosystem degradation, restoration plans were made and executed, aimed at 

restoring the river to its pre-channelized condition. The aim was to return the river to a more 

“natural” state (Nienhuis and Leuven 2001). The restoration project had both anthropocentric 

aims (improve quality of drinking water, reduce flood damage) and biocentric aims (improve 

habitats for other species, increase ecosystem resilience). This generic example could be from 

many places, but is particularly typical for central European landscapes that have seen 

massive and intensive waterway manipulation for the past 500 years, and are now, in many 

places, objects of extensive restoration projects. However, some environmental philosophers 

have objected that restoration alienates local cultures from their environments by replacing 

the legible landscape with “new nature”, and that restoration supports an essentialist view of 

nature where humans are unwelcome. Others object on the grounds that this “new nature” is 

not nature at all, and is therefore dishonest and a moral hazard because it encourages us to 

accept restored nature as real nature, thus devaluating “authentic” nature and reducing our 

incentive to protect it. 

At another site, a forest is chopped down to make room for a historical prairie or savanna 

landscape. This landscape was lost due to extensive farming, and filled with forest after the 

agricultural lands were abandoned. Other places, the historical landscape was replaced by 

successional ecosystems due to suppression of natural fires in the area. The forests now 

covering the landscape are deemed “unnatural”, as they are a product of human interference. 

Restoration plans are made and implemented to restore the landscape to its former prairie- or 

savanna ecosystem. Annual burns are prescribed. Local volunteers contribute to maintaining 

the ecosystem through planting and weeding. The restoration is said to preserve rare natural 

habitats for threatened species, and these prairies and savannahs are considered more natural 

and historical than their previous forest conditions. Additionally, the local volunteers establish 
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close connections to the prairies and devote much time to protecting it. This type of 

restoration is typical for the US. For example, in northeastern Illinois there has been extensive 

restoration projects aimed at restoring historical savanna communities (Mendelson, Aultz and 

Mendelson 1992:135). Some environmental philosophers object again: how can restorationist 

justify destroying forests to make room for landscapes that no longer belong (Mendelson, 

Aultz and Mendelson 1992:136)? Additionally, these landscapes often require extensive 

maintenance: is it ethically justifiable to create landscapes that depend on human intervention 

for continued existence? 

The role of ecological restoration in modern environmental policy has increased 

dramatically since its beginning in the 1970’s. Much hope has been expressed about the 

promise of ecological restoration as part of solutions to crises such as ecosystem collapse, 

biodiversity loss and climate change (Thunberg et al 2019, Monbiot 2019, IPBES 2018). In 

light of these dire predicaments, ecological restoration seems a promising solution when 

preservation has failed. However, objections have been raised by some environmental 

philosophers. In the field of environmental ethics, ecological restoration has been 

controversial. This thesis aims at providing a critical review of existing philosophical 

approaches to the practice of ecological restoration. By identifying the main issues of 

controversy and the assumptions underlie many objections to ecological restoration, I hope to 

illuminate why certain aspects of ecological restoration have been considered problems within 

environmental ethics. I argue for a reassessment of what ecological restoration can contribute 

to the relationship between humans and the rest of nature. 

As briefly alluded to, objections to ecological restoration have various justifications, but 

most of them concern the role of deliberate human intervention in nature. The possibility of 

ecological restoration arguably entails active intervention in nature. Proponents of restoration 

think that this intervention can constitute a positive contribution to nature. Some object, 

however, that any human intervention in nature tarnishes it, and reduces its natural value. 

Restoration also, in certain cases, signifies an ambiguous judgement of human intervention in 

nature, by preferring “natural” over “human altered” landscapes, while still supporting human 

involvement to return an ecosystem to a “natural” condition. There is also the risk that 

ecological restoration may constitute a moral hazard: if restoration is perceived as 

successfully returning a site to a “natural state”, we may have less reason to protect nature in 

the first place. All these issues, when seen in light of the highly noble intentions of repairing 

damaged ecosystems, make restoration a highly interesting topic in environmental ethics. 
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Preliminary Clarifications 

I write my thesis within the framework of environmental ethics. Therefore, I do not engage in 

consideration of ecological restoration within traditional ethical positions. My primary focus 

of analysis is environmental ethics approaches that either criticize or celebrate ecological 

restoration. The question of the potential of ecological restoration to contribute positively to 

the human-nature relationship is important because a reconceptualization of this relationship 

might be necessary if we take problems such as biodiversity loss and climate change seriously 

and seek promising solutions. Our notion of nature and our perspectives on ourselves in 

relation to our environment is fundamentally flawed in that it seems to conceptually place us 

outside of the categories of “nature” and “the natural”; this in turn alienates us from our own 

environment. My assumption is that the current rhetoric and perspectives of what I refer to as 

the modern scientific worldview are counterproductive to the aim of entering into mutually 

beneficial relationships with our environment. This is because they encourage domination and 

hold the highly uncertain hope that more domination equals more control and better chances 

at finding solutions to our current environmental predicament.  

 I have already used terms such as “our”, “us” and “we”, as well as “human” as if 

referring to every member of our species. Mathews (1991) and Vetlesen (2015) identify this 

“we” as “western societies” (Vetlesen 2015:2), “western cultures” (Mathews 1991:8) shaped 

by “western thought” (Mathews 1991:7) and western philosophy. Jonas uses, among other 

terms, “the industrialized ‘west’” (1984:iv), characterized by “modern technology” (1984:1). 

The perspectives and worldviews discussed are not necessarily unique to the west, and can be 

found in most of the globalized world. Evernden (1993) argues that one belongs to this “we” 

by being members of science-dominated cultures (1993:18). I consider my “we”, and “us”, to 

include similar categories as these and including those who belong to cultures characterized 

by scientifically informed perspectives of the world, and a history of industrialization and 

technological developments. 

Many of the arguments presented in this thesis, both those of others and my own, 

implicitly or explicitly assume inherent or intrinsic value in nature. The question of inherent 

or intrinsic value in nature, though a central question in much of environmental ethics, is not 

part of my discussion, except for briefly in sub-section 2.1, where I consider Elliott’s (1997, 

1982) emphasis on value of restored nature compared to “authentic” nature. How can 

ecological restoration be justified if it fails to restore the natural value of the original 

ecosystem? How is “natural value” defined, and can humans contribute to it at all? If the 
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“natural value” of an original ecosystem has already been destroyed, can ecological 

restoration contribute positive ethical value in other ways? Certain objections to ecological 

restoration take the issue of comparative value of restored versus original ecosystems as an 

argument against restoration altogether. This objection is further expanded by some critics of 

ecological restoration to argue that ecological restoration is a moral hazard because it can be 

used to justify destruction of natural value, by a false promise of being able to restore it again. 

I do not consider the specific question of intrinsic or inherent value in nature of 

importance to my project of assessing the potential of ecological restoration to contribute to 

the development of a more ethically involved and considerate human-nature relationship. The 

value of this relationship is not contingent on the question of intrinsic or inherent value in 

nature. This relationship could in principle be of ethical significance even given an 

anthropocentric position, where enhancement of the human-nature relationship can be 

assumed to benefit humans through providing a sustainable source of ecosystem services, 

resources, aesthetically pleasing landscapes, recreation opportunities or contexts for 

spiritually rewarding experiences and sense of belonging. The thesis question thus makes 

sense on both anthropocentric and non-anthropocentric accounts of value, and since I am 

interested in the potential of developing the ethical relationship between humans and nature, I 

take a more pragmatic approach. Both in environmental ethics in general and in my own topic 

in particular, a one-sided focus on intrinsic value is a hindrance and a distraction more than it 

is fruitful. As Vetlesen writes: 

 

Allowing the value question to organize the entire field of environmental ethics, and in effect 

to determine its competing positions, has served to deepen rather than bridge the split between 

philosophy and nature that goes straight back to Descartes, proving the recalcitrance of the 

very legacy that the philosophers pioneering the field set out to overcome (Vetlesen, 2015:2). 

 

Regarding ecological restoration, this is evident in the way the potential for ethical human 

participation in nature is excluded with reference to an essentialist interpretation of value in 

nature. I establish this by arguing for the rejection of the discourse of “fake nature”, insisted 

on by critics of restoration such as Elliott (1997, 1982) and Katz (2015, 2012, 1992, 1996). 

The question of ecological restoration concerns the potential for enhancement of the ethical 

relationship between humans and the rest of nature. This relationship is not strengthened by 

abstract and theoretical value-theory. 
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We know that the experience of nature can awaken respect and concern for it. […] These 

feelings are essential starting points for a pragmatic defense of environmental values. They are 

not "second best." "weak" anthropocentric substitutes for the intrinsic values philosophers want 

but cannot find. They do not need a philosophical "grounding." The questions that arise for us 

are of quite a different sort. Again, we need to know how to articulate, to ourselves and to 

others, the relation of these values to other parts of our system of desires, to other things that 

are important, and to the solution of concrete problems. For ourselves we want to understand 

and strengthen these values~ in others we want to nourish and extend them. Nor, finally, need 

we start by trying to assimilate environmental values to our other values. Even our respect and 

concern for each other may be of quite a different type, and have entirely different sources, 

from our respect and concern for the environment (Weston 1985:334-335). 

 

Such a pragmatic starting point more fruitfully informs the question of ecological restoration, 

as I see it. 

Another important clarification is that although I sometimes use the term “nature” as if 

referring to one particular agent, with a particular and coherent set of interests and intentions, 

with which humans are separate from and can engage in a relationship with, I do not suggest 

that there is such a thing. I consider nature to be a collective of entities with varying interests 

in constant conflict, and as I will later discuss, there are few good reasons to exclude humans 

from the definition of nature. However, notions of “nature” as opposed to “human” and 

“natural” as opposed to “artificial” do play a role in my discussion, because these terms are 

used in the restoration debate to argue that ecological restoration somehow threatens or 

challenges these categories. Mill (1874) discusses notions of nature and the assumption that 

what is natural is good, and explores the assumed link between nature and ethics: “that any 

mode of thinking, feeling, or acting, is “according to nature” is usually accepted as a strong 

argument for its goodness” (Mill 1874: 11). In the context of ecological restoration, this is a 

particularly interesting remark that should be kept in mind. A reference to something that is 

claimed to be “according to nature” can justify restoration as a practice that returns a site to an 

accordance with nature. However, a similar argument can be used to reject restoration because 

of it constituting “unnatural” interventions in nature.  

While I will argue that there is no meaningful way to distinguish the “natural” from 

the “artificial”, and that the apparent distinction is at most a matter of perspective, some 

concept of “the rest of nature” is necessary for a discussion of the human-nature relationship. 

Relevant for my further discussion is Mill’s distinction between “nature” meaning everything, 

and all the laws of nature, and “nature” understood as only that which is “natural” as opposed 
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to “artificial” (Mill 1874: 5-8). The latter notion of “nature” is often utilized in the question of 

ecological restoration, particularly by critics who hold restored ecosystems to belong to the 

category of “artificial”, because humans have contributed to their genesis. When I use the 

term “nature”, I do not mean in contrast to “artificial”. As I will argue, I do not hold these 

categories to be relevant for the ethical potential of restoration. While I do exclude humans 

from nature by using terms such as “the human-nature relationship”, this is not a metaphysical 

or categorical exclusion, but one signifying a relation between a part and a whole. Despite the 

potentially confusing terminology, I am not contradicting my own criticism of the 

metaphysical human-nature dichotomy by using the term “nature” or “human-nature 

relationship”. I am also not supporting an essentialist or idealistic vision of nature, despite 

using terms such as “autonomous” about nature, that suggest that nature is one harmonious 

entity in which all parts operate together and in accord. By “nature”, I mean “nature except 

for humans”, and by “autonomous”, I mean not the particular (non-existing) agent “nature” 

but the continuous process of interests balancing, contradicting, and counteracting one 

another, more or less working together or against each other to maintain the existence and 

evolution of ecosystem processes, through stability or change.  

Selection of Sources 

There is an enormous amount of literature in topics significant for the question of ecological 

restoration, such as definitions of “nature”, the place of humans in it, discerning “natural” 

from “artificial”, questions concerning technology, metaphysical debates on dualism and 

materialism, and questions regarding responsibility, and who has it. I have deliberately tried 

to restrict the attention I give these questions in general, and instead consider them only as 

they have featured in the particular debate on ecological restoration in environmental ethics.  

For the most part, I have restricted my main sources to philosophers with explicit 

contributions to the debate on ecological restoration. I have also tried to restrict my focus to 

their texts that are specifically concerned with restoration. Other implicitly relevant arguments 

by these thinkers play only a supporting role. In addition, I have supplemented, clarified and 

supported this emphasis with other contributions from philosophers engaging in other, related 

topics in environmental ethics, and in philosophy in general. Chapter 3, unlike the rest of this 

thesis, engages more actively with arguments not explicitly directed at the restoration debate, 

in the context of discussing the modern scientific worldview and corresponding dichotomy 

between nature and culture. 
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Structural Outline 

In chapter 1, I introduce and discuss the term “ecological restoration” and define the way I 

intend to use it. In chapter 2, I outline some of the main points made in the restoration debate 

so far, and briefly cover the most significant contributions to the field. Then I outline 

objections to restoration raised by some environmental ethicists. I identify the main 

disagreements in the debate. My aim is to illuminate and assess the questions that have been 

considered decisive in the ethical assessment of ecological restoration and evaluate whether 

they are indeed decisive. In chapter 3, I link the restoration debate to the metaphysical 

assumption of mind-matter dualism, and consequent human-nature dichotomy. I identify this 

dualism as a shared assumption among significant critiques of ecological restoration. I explain 

why I find this dualistic tradition problematic, both in the context of assessing ecological 

restoration, and in environmental ethics in general. Here, I also discuss what I take to be the 

most important objection to restoration: that it supports the modern mindset that assumes that 

technology may allow us to disregard an ecological framework. Within this mindset, it is 

technology, not ethics, which guides us in our engagement with the natural world. I argue that 

this objection itself depends on the dualistic worldview, and that if ecological restoration is a 

way of overcoming the ethical restrictions of the dualistic worldview, these objections lose 

their footing. I conclude that while the objection is an important corrective to the possibilities 

of restoration to provide justification for further exploitation within our modern exploitative 

mindset, it does not provide arguments to dismiss the value of restoration altogether. In 

chapter 4, I present and discuss some positive perceptions of ecological restoration by other 

environmental ethicists. I argue that both the most important positive and negative values of 

ecological restorations have been underemphasized or too easily dismissed. I discuss what I 

take to be the greatest value of restoration, namely its potential to provide a positive charge to 

human-nature relationships and provide a way for humans to interact with nature in an 

ethically engaged and ecologically sensitive way. In chapter 5, building on some of the 

arguments explored in chapter 4, I suggest criteria for what should be considered when doing 

environmental restoration, to avoid it becoming a tool of domination. 
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1 The Practice of Ecological Restoration 
 

In this chapter, I define what I mean by the term “ecological restoration”. What does it in 

practice refer to and include? My aim is to establish a firm foundation for my discussion by 

providing a thorough definition of ecological restoration and its characteristics. I also discuss 

the aspects of ecological restoration that make it philosophically interesting and some of the 

issues that require attention when discussing ecological restoration from a philosophical 

perspective.  

I start with a brief outline of the history of ecological restoration, where I follow the 

evolution from manipulating our environment to suit us better, to restoring whole ecosystems 

regardless of their usefulness to humans. I then discuss various defining aspects of ecological 

restoration, and potential challenges in such definition. An acceptable definition of ecological 

restoration is necessary for a meaningful discussion on the philosophical issues such a 

practice presents. However, there has been significant debate within the restoration movement 

around what constitutes the defining characteristics of ecological restoration. This debate has 

influenced the development of the field of ecological restoration, and has shaped ecological 

restoration practices. A clear definition is a precondition for deciding what the target of 

restoration should be, and what constitutes “good” restoration. Because a clear definition of 

restoration has proven difficult to attain, I take Eric Higgs’ (2003) discussion on the topic as 

my starting point, in order to identify the various opinions of what a definition of restoration 

should include, and what it should not include. He provides a thorough overview of the main 

issues of debate regarding defining restoration. This is followed by a sub-section on how to 

separate ecological restoration from similar practices, and a sub-section on the various 

motivations for doing ecological restoration. Finally, I outline the philosophical questions 

regarding ecological restoration that I will be focusing on. 

1.1 History and Development of Ecological Restoration 

Ecological restoration is a practice aimed at bringing back the components and processes of 

ecosystems that have been degraded. Historically, restoration was mostly done to benefit 

humans and involved “restoration or maintenance of certain features of ecosystems […] 

valued because they enhance an ecological system as habitat for a particular culture” (Jordan 

and Lubick 2011:1). Restoration techniques such as fire to create or maintain certain features 

that benefited humans are as old as our species, and many new techniques were developed as 
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agricultural practices and have been part of human interactions with their environment for 

centuries (Jordan and Lubick 2011:1). As the tools with which humans could modify their 

environment increased in capacity, and as the human population grew, the impact on our 

environments increased and environmental degradation became widespread. Our 

technological abilities allowed us to support the elements of the ecosystem that we depended 

on as a response to resource depletion. For example, human beings have altered waterways 

for the past 6000 years, and in most places where there are humans doing agriculture some 

level of water manipulation is common for irrigation (Nienhuis and Leuven 2001:86). Other 

examples include shifting agriculture, crop rotation, reforestation and other forms of resource- 

and land management are examples of such measures taken to ensure availability of natural 

resources for human consumption (Jordan and Lubick 2011:1).  

Although simple managerial techniques and restoration-like activities have always 

been part of human-nature relationships, ecological restoration aimed at recovering whole 

ecosystems did not emerge until much later. “Early in the twentieth century, however, a 

handful of managers at scattered sites undertook projects aimed at restoring whole 

ecosystems, bringing back not just selected features of the model system but all of them” 

(Jordan and Lubick 2011:2). Although not the first of its kind, the restoration of tallgrass 

prairies at the University of Wisconsin Arboretum, which started in the 1930’s, is a prominent 

example. There were several motivations to attempt such an approach: curiosity, aesthetics, 

scientific and historical interest, as well as the idea that original ecosystems had features that 

make them ecologically privileged, such as stability and capacity to self-organize (Jordan and 

Lubick 2011:2). This practice is different from its previous versions, because ecological 

restorationists attempt to recreate the whole ecosystem, not just particular parts or features. 

Previous versions of restoration, on the other hand, intended to make an environment “better” 

somehow, to improve or maximize its most useful features so that the environment better 

benefits humans. The difference thus lies both in the goals for restoration projects, and in the 

motivations for pursuing them. Whereas restoration as a managerial technique to benefit 

humans has been almost universally accepted, ecological restoration has only recently, 

starting from around 1970, become a widely practiced endeavor. From then on, ecological 

restoration has been perceived to realize distinctive value in ecosystems, and to play a crucial 

role in the survival of natural (historical) ecosystems (Jordan and Lubick 2011:3). From here 

on, “restoration” refers to “ecological restoration”, and I use these terms interchangeably. In 

the following section, I define the term “ecological restoration” 
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1.2 Defining Ecological Restoration 

The science of ecology concerns the interaction of all biotic and abiotic properties within a 

landscape – and, to varying extent, considers human beings part of these interactions and an 

integral part of natural processes in the ecosystem. These processes are disturbed through 

resource depletion, air- water- or soil degradation and pollution, introduction of invasive 

species or otherwise damaging activity. Due to these disturbances, ecosystem processes may 

suffer to the extent that the reparative processes usually responsible for withstanding or 

adjusting to disruptions and maintaining resilience are no longer sufficient. These processes 

include biotic ones such as natural vegetation and species interactions, but also processes such 

as erosion, flooding, burning, aging and storms that all influence ecosystem change. A 

system’s flexibility and resilience to future disturbances is important. A degraded system 

might be less able to adjust and allow for these ecological processes, and is less resilient to 

change. Its biodiversity is thus also more vulnerable. As a response to widespread ecological 

degradation, ecological restoration is a promising and increasingly popular way of “cleaning 

up” (Throop 2000:11). With ecological restoration, the intention is to return an ecosystem to a 

previous, more “natural” and more resilient condition. This entails unlocking a locked system 

that does not allow for ecological processes, and allow these processes to operate again in 

dynamic ways. Thus, “the object is not to reinstate some static idyll, but to restore the 

dynamic of evolution of an ecosystem and to include humans in that dynamic” (Mills 

1995:45). Restoration efforts are directed at various aspects of an ecosystem, including 

ecological structure, ecological function and ecological processes, all allowing for optimal 

ecological resistance and resilience in times of future predictable and unpredictable 

disturbances. Ecological restoration also includes a historical component, which looks to the 

past to determine what the restored ecosystem should resemble. 

Examples of ecological restoration range in scale from relatively small prairie 

restorations where invasive species are weeded out, native species are planted and natural 

processes such as fires are re-introduced by way of prescribed burns, to large dam removal 

projects and restorations of large areas of wetland or forest. Practically, restoration projects 

may involve, among many other things, weeding and culling, planting native vegetation, 

chopping trees, removing dams and channels, reopening brooks, doing prescribed burns and 

reintroducing predator-prey relations by way of raising stock of certain native species, such as 

specific species of salmon (Mills 1995). Restoration projects are done in rural landscapes, 

urban areas, and in places such as natural parks and reserves. Cases thus range from patches 
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of native landscapes in city parks and urban river restorations, such as the Bronx river 

restoration project (Bronx River Alliance website1), to restoration done in wildlife preserves 

such as Jasper national park (Higgs 2003). Restoration projects thus vary greatly, depending 

on their context, the nature of the disturbance to be addressed, and the type of ecosystem in 

question. Another issue is the timeline for the disturbance. There are examples of ecosystems 

being restored after centuries of human interaction or “disturbance”, as in the case of river 

restorations in the Dutch countryside2.  

 

While restoration projects are as varied as the kinds of environmental damage they address, 

they all involve minimizing some prior human impact by restoring a system to a healthier state, 

typically a state involving the species and processes that characterized the pre-disturbance 

system (Throop 2000:11).  

 

Definitions of ecological restoration vary in their emphasis on the historical aspects of 

restoration, with some dismissing it in favor of a focus on ecological functions, processes and 

flourishing, while others insisting on the importance of historical reference. Problems also 

arise when further investigating what a “healthier state” refers to, and what prior state should 

be considered the “pre-disturbance system”, and thus constitute the aim of a restoration 

project. In 2002, after much debate, the Society for Ecological Restoration (SER) launched 

their current official definition: “Ecological restoration: the process of assisting the recovery 

of an ecosystem that has been degraded, damaged, or destroyed” (SER webpage3). I find this 

definition to be suitable as my starting point, although it is far from unambiguous. Their 

definition acknowledges many of the challenging aspects of defining ecological restoration: 

one challenge is the question of whether restoration should be interpreted as process or 

product. Another is the difficulty of negotiating human the agency in nature implied by the 

term “assisting”. A third concerns the role of historical fidelity in restoration, justifying the 

use of historical reference, problems in deciding on a baseline to “recover”. A fourth concerns 

the problems with identifying “damage” among other types of change and deciding what 

healthy versus damaged means in the context of ecosystem. In the following sub-sections, I 

analyze these components in turn. 

                                                 
1 http://www.bronxriver.org/ecology 
2This example is more extensively discussed in section 2.4 and chapter 5, under “considering culture in 

ecological restoration”. 
3 https://www.ser.org/ 
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Ecological restoration as “process” 

The choice of the term “process” is significant, as it is not obvious whether ecological 

restoration is best understood by and assessed by the product it produces, or the process it 

involves. Some interpretations of restoration emphasize the recreating of a former state, and 

judge success by how well the final “product” of restoration corresponds to previous, 

historical conditions. However, it is misleading to consider ecological restoration as 

recreating whole ecosystems, and focusing the definition on the ecosystem as a final state, and 

“product”. By defining ecological restoration this way, it is easy to fall right into the trap of 

opponents of restoration who, as we will see, argue that such a “recreation” is impossible and 

attempting it unethical and arrogant. Others maintain that it is not the end-product that defines 

a restoration project, but the process itself, as restoration projects are always constantly 

adapting to and working with the ecosystem to ensure that the restoration efforts are accepted 

and natural, dynamic processes supported and encouraged. In this interpretation, restoration is 

better understood and assessed as a process aimed at returning dynamic processes to a 

damaged ecosystem.  

Another issue is that if the product, understood as the ecosystem after restoration is 

complete, is the main focus of restoration, one must provide conditions for when a product is 

completed, and restoration efforts and human interventions end. However, as an ecosystem is 

a dynamic and evolving process in itself, even a “completed” project would be in constant 

motion. A complicating issue is that unless humans are excluded from the product altogether, 

our mere presence will constitute a process of interaction. Some restored ecosystems require 

long-term management and interaction even when “finished” and will coevolve with their 

cultural components, such as prairies and coastal heaths.  

Higgs worries that a focus too heavy on product will commodify ecosystems 

(2003:111), and that a focus on process better opens for symbiosis. Such process, Higgs 

urges, can be understood as a conversation between human intentionality and design and 

ecosystem processes (2003:285-286). Conversation implies reciprocity and mutual interest, as 

well as learning from each other’s responses and taking them into account. This perspective 

opens for the possibility of restoration being a way to enter into positive relations to nature 

and incorporating culture into nature and nature into culture. Higgs gives a descriptive 

definition of what the process of ecological restoration entails: 
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Ecological restoration is about making damaged ecosystems whole again by arresting invasive 

and weedy species, reintroducing missing plants and animals to create an intact web of life, 

understanding the changing historical conditions that led to present conditions, creating or 

rebuilding soils, eliminating hazardous substances, ripping up roads, and returning natural 

processes such as fire and flooding to places that thrive on these regular pulses (Higgs 2003:1). 

 

His description does imply some emphasis on product, with choice of words such as “whole”, 

and “intact web of life” that seem to imply some final state. However, this final state is not a 

static product, as emphasized with reference to “returning natural processes”. From this, one 

can conclude that ecological restoration itself is a process of engagement with nature, aimed 

at recreating dynamic and evolving ecosystems that are ongoing processes themselves. 

Ecological restoration as the process of “assisting”  

The use of the term “assisting,” in defining ecological restoration acknowledges that while 

human agency might influence and drive reparative processes forward in order to reverse the 

damage we caused in the first place, the process is ultimately in the control of the ecosystem 

itself. A restoration project might be perfectly planned and flawlessly executed, but will only 

be successful if the efforts are accepted by and incorporated into the ecosystem itself. Certain 

objections to restoration have insisted that any deliberate “assistance” of human agency in 

nature is inherently dominating and an insult to the autonomy of nature. This question is 

central to my thesis that ecological restoration may provide a context for mutually beneficial 

interaction, and thus rejects the assumption that human involvement in nature is always 

harmful to the “authenticity” of nature. 

Does “whole”, as used in Higgs description provided above, include human agency, or 

is an ecosystem only whole when it is completely self-sufficient and without human 

interference? Can an ecosystem be repaired by human agency, or is human influence always 

damaging or destructive? Depending on how one views human influence in natural systems, 

any sign of human agency might be considered damaging. In that case, it is difficult to 

imagine further human influence being positive, and thus the term “repair” seems unlikely to 

refer to anything humans can actually actively assist with, other than leave the disturbed site 

alone to repair itself. Another interpretation of damage could be that an ecosystem is affected 

by human actions to the degree that it is no longer able to develop autonomously and is thus 

restricted in its freedom of development and requiring assistance. Assisting in repairing this 

damage could be understood as removing obstacles for natural processes, such as hazardous 
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waste and toxic materials, returning a channelized stream or river to its former shape and 

condition, reopening streams and removing dams, and removing anthropogenically introduced 

invasive species that dominate an ecosystem to the degree that native species cannot flourish. 

“Assisting” could be seen as merely removing obstacles introduced by humans and trusting 

nature to do the rest. However, restoration projects often go further than this in their 

interpretation of “assisting”, and involve reintroducing native species and encouraging the 

return of others and maintaining it in various degrees. As in the discussion of restoration as 

“process” an important question is, again: when is our assistance superfluous? When should a 

restoration project be considered complete, and restorationists withdraw? Moreover, should 

we be involved all the way, or just at the very beginning? What it means to “assist” recovery 

of an ecosystem is ambiguous in that it does not offer any way of determining the extent of 

this assistance, both in the context of the restoration work itself, and in maintaining it later. 

Higgs asks: 

Are we after self-sustaining ecosystems independent of people? Or are we after thriving 

ecosystems that may depend to varying degrees on respectful human practices? Rather than 

erasing human practice, an alternative model is to think of people as dwelling in a place with 

modesty and respect (Higgs 2003:170).  

 

An important question when discussing the aims of restoration and what constitutes a 

successful project, is therefore whether a completed project only counts as such when our 

presence is eradicated, and we respectfully retreat, leaving nature to develop autonomously, or 

whether restoration at its best is a way of truly incorporating humans into an ecosystem 

through direct and continuing involvement (Higgs 2003:104). 

Ecological restoration as the process of assisting “recovery” 

The use of “recovery” may point to both the historical aspect of ecological restoration that 

looks to the past to shape the aims of the restoration efforts, and its aim of recovering “whole” 

ecosystems. These two concepts are central and widely applicable in defining and identifying 

ecological restoration and play an important role in setting goals for ecological restoration 

projects: ecological integrity and historical fidelity (Higgs 2003:95). Ecological integrity 

refers to the quality of restored ecosystems, while historical fidelity concerns the extent to 

which the aims stay true to the ecological history of the ecosystem. In this sub-section I will 

consider “recovery” for its implications of historical reference. In the next sub-section, I will 

address ecological integrity, as the opposite of “degraded, damaged, or destroyed”. 
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The use of historical reference comes with its own set of challenges and difficult 

questions. If restoration is understood as bringing an ecosystem back as closely as possible to 

its original condition, one must first decide on what condition one should consider as original, 

an impossible task considering ecosystems are forever dynamic. Setting the baseline for 

ecological restoration projects is a highly problematic task. What point in the past is to be 

considered the aim, and for what reasons? How does one define and identify the relevant 

disturbance in areas that have been characterized by human-nature interactions for centuries 

or more? How far back should we go? This issue is further complicated by the fact that the 

farther back one goes, and presumably the less affected by human alterations an ecosystem is, 

the less restorationists know about the chosen baseline ecosystem, and the more they have to 

assume, or rely on reference cites that may or may not accurately represent the site in 

question. Aronson and Clewell write that “restoration returns an ecosystem to its historic 

trajectory and recovers its former biotic expressions to the extent that contemporary 

conditions allow” (Aronson and Clewell 2006:421), and their emphasis on contemporary 

conditions may be a useful clarification. For example, there are cases in which historically 

accurate species have gone extinct and have to be replaced by others (Tanasescu 2017:265). 

Not only will any historical condition chosen be somewhat arbitrary, the restoration itself will 

not produce a fixed ecosystem, nor should one attempt it. These issues make the historical 

component of restoration highly problematic. Yet, Higgs is clear in his view that although the 

emphasis on history may shift and restoration change over time, restoration “must not 

abandon history entirely. If it does, we will be giving too much to the capricious nature of 

contemporary judgement” (Higgs 2003:131). This is a compelling argument, given the 

influence of cultural ideals on our interpretation of nature and ideas of healthy or “whole” 

ecosystems. Historical reference thus plays an important role in aiming restoration projects. 

The degree to which historical considerations should influence the targets of 

restoration projects is a subject of wide disagreement. It could be understood as a question of 

humility and recognizing that we simply do not know or understand the role all elements play 

in an ecosystem. On this understanding, a historical focus is seen as our best bet, an attempt to 

retrace our steps, put all the pieces back and hope that nature takes over again from there. A 

problem with this position is that it makes the emphasis on historical fidelity contingent on 

our current ecological knowledge. On this position, we would be justified in disregarding 

historical considerations if we were less limited in our understanding. A justification of 

historical reference that avoids this problem is the position that the value of an ecosystem is 
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determined by its “naturalness” or “wildness”, meaning independence of human influence. 

Given this, the best, or only, way to restore or partly restore this value is by replicating the 

“natural” original ecosystem as closely as possible. When human influence has decreased the 

wildness of an ecosystem, restoration might be a way of reintroducing original elements that 

increase the wildness of an area. However, this emphasis on naturalness, or wildness, 

understood as whatever is completely free from human influence makes it hard to justify 

ecological restoration at all, even for the sake of returning a site to a former state: ““wildness” 

is typically defined in terms of lack of human alteration. With this definition, how can the 

additional human alteration of an ecosystem involved in restoration enhance wildness?” 

(Throop 2000:15). The emphasis on naturalness in contrast with human-altered and the 

exclusion of human agency from the realm of nature is also problematic itself, for reasons that 

are discussed extensively in chapter 2 and chapter 3 of this thesis.  

Another challenge arises with the idea that it is possible to return a site not only to a 

former, pre-degradation condition, but also to a state in which humans are not significantly, or 

at all, part of the landscape. Coevolved cultural and ecological practices such as cultural 

landscapes, including flower meadows, grazing lands like coastal heaths, farm ponds and 

more have roots going back centuries, and in these cases self-sufficiency and “freedom” from 

cultural influence is not a goal that fits any near historical reference. For instance, in rural 

European landscapes, humans have had significant large scale influence for decades. This is 

to some degree the case everywhere there have been humans, but the extent varies.  

The extent to which the effect humans have had on their ecosystems is considered 

“unnatural” or a disturbance also depends on the extent to which the influence has opposed 

what we interpret as “nature”. Thus, it could be argued that it is not the influence or presence 

of humans, but how this influence is perceived in contrast to our cultural image of 

“undisturbed nature”. The case of the Kayapó of the Brazilian Amazon can serve as an 

illustration of how problematic it could be to support a claim that society, and the activities of 

society, by definition are unnatural and a disturbance. Posey (1985) explains how the Kayapó 

have planted forest islands, “apêtê”. These used to be considered natural, in the sense that 

they were thought to exist before and independent of human activity. However, they are in 

fact made by the Kayapó (Posey 1985). A similar example can be found in Fairhead and 

Leach’s account of the “forest islands” in Kissidougou in Guinea (Fairhead and Leach 1995). 

In this example, society was originally assumed responsible for destroying the forest, leaving 

only forest patches, but the opposite is sometimes the case. The local communities have 
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encouraged, rather than destroyed forests, and the forest islands were a product of human 

agency rather than the last remnants of “undisturbed nature”. Both these examples threaten 

the nature-culture dichotomy, as the forest islands appear natural, but are cultural, albeit in a 

subtle way (Dove and Carpenter 2012:3). If these areas were destroyed, would restoration be 

aimed at the culturally influenced nature, or further back, even if this would mean less 

ecologically complex systems and less biodiversity?  

The emphasis on recovering all aspects of an ecosystem is not necessarily an essential 

and defining goal of restoration. Although historical fidelity plays an important role in 

restoration projects, whether or not all historically accurate features are eventually 

incorporated in the restored ecosystem does not necessarily define a successful project. 

Historical fidelity, then, while not necessarily essential, is a measure taken to increase the 

chance of the restoration efforts being accepted by an ecosystem, as well as ensuring that 

human preferences are not disproportionally defining for a project. Higgs, discussing the role 

of historical fidelity in restoration projects, argues that it is a way of ensuring that human 

preferences are not free to influence the aims of restoration efforts. He holds that historical 

commitments work as a corrective to our contemporary judgment, and an assurance that we 

are not freely projecting our arbitrary preferences onto our restoration projects. Some degree 

of historical fidelity ensures a commitment to restoring, or attempting to restore, as many 

elements of the ecosystem as possible, and not merely the preferred ones. Historical 

considerations might be necessary because they may balance the emphasis on categories such 

as “native” and “non-native”4, and instead imply an attempt to include all elements of an 

historical ecosystem regardless of human valuation of them. However, in choosing an 

historical reference, our cultural ideals still weigh heavily. In addition, an historical emphasis 

often ignores both the historical and contemporary role of humans in the particular ecosystem.  

Ecological restoration as the process of assisting recovery of an ecosystem that has been 

“degraded, damaged, or destroyed”  

The use of terms such as “degraded”, “damaged” and “destroyed” imply a moral and 

normative judgement on past actions, and an acknowledgement of blame and responsibility. It 

also implies that certain types of change as negative and particular states as “whole”. 

Ecological restoration is about repairing damage done to ecosystems with the aim of making 

them whole. “Damaged” and “whole” are opposing terms that are difficult to define when 

                                                 
4 In the next sub-section, I explain why the “native”/”non-native” distinction can be problematic. 
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they apply to nature and ecosystem. Useful for exploring the difference between “damaged” 

and “whole” is the concept of “ecological integrity”. 

Ecological integrity, understood by Higgs as a notion of wholeness, is a concept that 

integrates the different characteristics and mechanisms of an ecosystem that together 

constitutes “an ecosystem’s ability to maintain its organization” (Higgs 2003:122). Ecosystem 

health is a similar concept, but differs from integrity in that it does not imply correspondence 

with an unimpaired or original condition. Instead, it implies flourishing, well-being, resilience 

and vitality, regardless of whether it is similar to itself at an earlier point in time. While this 

might appear preferable, variation between ecosystems and variation within an ecosystem 

over time make defining conditions for health difficult. Our notions of what constitutes health 

changes as ecosystems do, and what we consider normal or healthy is a product of both 

cultural preferences and what we are used to thinking about as “nature”. This issue is further 

complicated by the fact that ecosystems are never static: they exist through ongoing, dynamic 

processes and are constantly adapting to outside and inside influences. When are these 

influences “damaging” and require action, and when are they simply a part of the dialogue 

between ecosystems, their components, and their context? 

The emphasis on the significance of native species illuminates an issue with notions of 

what “natural” means, and how it informs ecological restoration projects. It is far from clear 

how to identify native species and distinguish them from non-native, exotic species. There is 

both a historical and an ecological component in deciding whether a species should be 

allowed continued existence in an ecosystem, and often the decision seems arbitrary. Syse 

compares this arbitrary tendency to the concept of “matter out of place” in anthropology, 

because as “matter out of place”, species can be disliked and deemed exotic if we perceive 

that they are not supposed to be there. However, this perception is not always supported 

ecologically or historically and may often seem arbitrary. During fieldwork in Scotland (Syse 

2009), a forestry commission officer discussed the native versus non-native trees as follows:  

 

Non-native is anything that’s not wanted in a native woodland area. Rhododendron, Bamboo 

… we try to avoid it. There’s no age limit to what’s considered non-native, that’s something 

SNH [Scottish Natural Heritage] decide. At the moment, Beech isn’t native. But they have 

since decided that Sycamore is. Didn’t use to be, ’til about 10 years ago, it was considered non-

native, but they’re moving on to the fact that Sycamore is native. They found a 5000-year-old 

Norway spruce in a bog up north somewhere. But they still won’t call Norway-spruce native. 

So I’m not quite sure how they decide what is native and what is non-native! (Syse 2009 

quoted in Syse 2013:225). 
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A forestry commission brochure quoted in the same article, however, gives an explanation in 

terms of aesthetics and cultural history: “Our native tree species—trees natural to this 

country—have been linked with Scottish culture and society throughout history. They are 

pleasing to the eye. They seem to ‘belong’ ’’ (Ramsey quoted in Syse 2013:225). In other 

words, ideas of what is “natural” within a particular ecosystem or in general, and what 

constitutes a healthy ecosystem, is largely a product of our current ideals of nature and the 

natural. As illustrated by Syse and the forestry commission officer quoted, even categories of 

“native” and “non-native” which seem to be ecological categories, are not free from influence 

of cultural preferences. This problem acquires another dimension if we consider that the 

practice of restoration influences our ideas of nature as well so that “every time an ecosystem 

is restored, a particular view of nature blooms brighter. Hence, restorationists are central 

agents in the definition and redefinition of what is, and what counts as, nature.” (Higgs 

2003:196).  If we allow ourselves to freely decide on the target state of a restoration project 

by projecting our views of what is ideal nature and what a healthy ecosystem looks like, with 

no correcting reference conditions, and the finished ecosystems further feed into our ideas of 

nature, one could argue that the target of restoration no longer is assisting recovery of 

damaged ecosystems, but creating systems that correspond with our current cultural image of 

an ideal ecosystem. 

Given the constantly changing nature of ecosystems, how do we chose our ecological 

baseline without this becoming arbitrary? A common practice is the use of reference sites 

combined with available historical data, to indicate what the ecosystem was like at the time of 

disturbance, and how it would have developed if the disturbance had not occurred. Higgs 

identifies this as one of four sources of reference information: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Higgs 2003:166, adapted from White and Walker, “approximating Nature’s Variation”) 

 

None of these sources of information is complete or without disadvantages, but if combined 

they provide useful information in the assessment of disturbance and development of aims for 

 Same place Different place 

Same time Contemporary status; assessment of 

disturbance 

Determination of extent of 

disturbance and potential for 

restoration 

Different time Site-specific reference Analogous reference information 
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a particular project, as well as in testing the effectiveness of restoration efforts. However, how 

to prioritize these different sources of information might still be a matter of subjective 

evaluation. 

1.3 Identifying Restoration Among Related Practices 

An important step in the definition of restoration is to decide whether we should consider 

restoration as an umbrella term that incorporates related practices such as reclamation, 

remediation, and rehabilitation, or whether we should consider restoration a more exclusive 

term. Higgs discusses boundary issues, regarding whether an inclusive or discriminatory 

definition is preferable, and argues that the term “restoration” should be restricted to practices 

that aim at regaining ecological integrity to areas that have been compromised, and where this 

aim of ecological integrity is informed by historical considerations (Higgs 2003:101). For this 

thesis, I also discuss ecological restoration understood in this narrow sense. Several practices 

look like restoration and are sometimes confused with restoration. These practices, in varying 

degrees, diverge from restoration in significant ways: Reclamation, remediation, 

rehabilitation, mitigation and the science of restoration ecology. 

Reclamation aims at rescuing damaged land and returning it to productive use. Typical 

examples of reclamation occur in areas destroyed by resource extraction and reclaimed as 

agricultural land, recreational parks or even plots for building. This practice diverges from 

ecological restoration by aiming to make damaged and «useless» land productive for resource 

extraction, cultivation and other human use, rather than recreating original ecosystems. 

Reclamation is not necessarily ecological in its approach; the resulting ecological ecosystem 

does not have to be historically informed, and ecological considerations may be sacrificed in 

the name of human preferences. Because reclamation is directed at regaining productivity and 

usefulness, human interests and preferences are prioritized. If an area is useful or productive, 

or satisfies other human preferences, reclamation may be seen as successful. Reclamation also 

refers to the claiming of dry, usable land from wetlands, lakes or oceans, and in this 

interpretation, it differs even more from restoration, as natural areas are destroyed to make 

room for human use. Both of these interpretations of reclamation imply taking land and 

making it more productive for human use.  

Remediation is about remedying identifiable ecological insults. This practice, as 

opposed to reclamation, does signify some normative judgment on prior harms, and strives to 

minimize damage to the particular ecosystem. It is similar to restoration in its focus on 
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ecological repair and in attempting to make up for destructive actions, but without the 

historical reference point of restoration, and without the same emphasis on recovery of 

ecological integrity. It is more specific and less holistic, and only focuses on the specific 

damage, not the site in general. For example, a remediation project might be directed at 

removing toxic materials from an environment. Unlike restoration, remediation typically 

addresses a particular harm, such as pollution or introduced and invasive species, but is not 

devoted to further assisting the recovery of the ecosystem as a whole, or aiming it in the 

direction of a particular historical reference. 

Rehabilitation is nearly synonymous to restoration under certain definitions, but under 

other definitions it could be understood as having a more utilitarian than preservational aims 

and thus different from restoration. It could either mean restoration according to ecological 

goals or it could be aimed toward more prudential and aesthetic goals where the ecological 

state merely has to be acceptable, not the main aim. Historical conditions may also be 

considered less important (Higgs 2003:100). Examples could be rehabilitating rivers or 

wetlands in certain urban areas, where complete restoration is impossible within constraints of 

a city environment, if for instance native species are unsuited to survive in the city conditions. 

However, the rehabilitation of cleaner water, habitats for some plants and animals and even 

swimming and fishing might be possible. Rehabilitation projects may attempt to make 

ecosystems functional to a certain extent, but historical accuracy or even native species need 

not be of significance as long as certain niches and functions are filled. However, 

rehabilitation is often used synonymously with ecological restoration, and its use does 

therefore not always signify any significant difference. 

Mitigation is a policy practice, where ecological harms are offset by projects 

improving ecological value elsewhere. This practice is also called “offset”, “environmental 

offset”, “biodiversity offset” “ecological compensation”, “compensation mitigation” and 

“environmental compensation” (Samferdselsdepartementet 2013:46). This is a tempting 

option for governments and policymakers, because it suggests the possibility of preserving 

ecological values without sacrificing economically motivated endeavors. Often mitigation 

efforts are specific to the type of ecosystem they are replacing, so that loss of for example 

wetlands will be compensated by the restoration or creation of wetlands of the same kind 

elsewhere. Ecological restoration projects are sometimes part of mitigation policies. For 

example, projects that lead to loss of a specific type of habitat may be acceptable under a 

mitigation scheme, if restoration efforts are promised somewhere else, to rebuild a habitat of 
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the same sort. Of course, mitigation does not always imply restoration, as common habitats 

might be sacrificed and transformed into rarer ones, to make up for planned harms to sites 

with the same type of rare habitat, or degraded ecosystems of one type may be recreated with 

different features to satisfy mitigation demands. In those cases, restoration is not part of the 

process. However, sites can be chosen for mitigation projects because they once were a 

particular habitat that can be restored in order to justify destruction of the same type of habitat 

somewhere else. These instances of ecological restoration are hard, if not impossible, to 

justify ecologically and ethically because they are explicitly used as justification for damaging 

activity, and therefore do not signify any sincere acknowledgment of wrongdoing or attempt 

at moral repair. I consider these types of cases in chapter 4. 

Another important distinction is between “restoration ecology” and “ecological 

restoration” (Higgs 2003:81). The former can be defined as “the ensemble of practices that 

contribute to the science of ecological restoration”, and the latter as “the total set of ideas and 

practices involved in the restoration of ecosystems” (Higgs 2003:81). Restoration ecology is a 

field within the science of ecology, where the aim is to better understand processes of 

restoration, and how to maximize the possibilities of success. Ecological restoration refers to 

the process itself, and utilizes insights from restoration ecology to improve chances of 

success. This is what I discuss in this thesis. Restoration ecology and ecological restoration 

are clearly linked and feed into one another. Restoration ecology provides ecological 

restoration with the theoretical and practical knowledge of how to best aim projects, and what 

mechanisms and tools to employ. Ecological restoration provides restoration ecology with 

research opportunities. While restoration ecology has much to offer ecological restoration and 

is an important part of successful restorations, Higgs warns against conflating the two, or 

prioritizing the science of restoration ecology over the practice of restoration through 

excessive professionalism at the expense of ideal and volunteer work. 

1.4 Motivations for Ecological Restoration 

The question of why to do restoration is highly significant for a further evaluation of the 

ethical potential of restoration because different reasons and justifications may have vastly 

different ethical potential. It is also a way of differentiating between different practices of 

restoration. Clewell and Aronson (2006) explore different reasons for doing ecological 

restoration, and identify 5 rationales: Technocratic, biotic, heuristic, idealistic and pragmatic. 

Through these rationales, the ambiguous nature of restoration is further emphasized: do 
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humans stand apart from nature as destructive outsiders, and is restoration “a technical task to 

be imposed on nature by institutional authority to satisfy societal values” (Aronson and 

Clewell 2006:421)? Or do humans rather “comprise an inseparable subset of nature” 

(Aronson and Clewell 2006:421), sustained by and contributing to the sustenance of, nature 

itself? With the latter interpretation, ecological restoration may mutually beneficial and have 

potential positive value in the relationship between humans and nature. With the former, 

ecological restoration becomes susceptible to arguments holding that ecological restoration is 

inherently arrogant and dishonest. 

The technocratic rationale is identified as typical for government agencies and other 

large institutions, and aims at recovering social values lost due to environmental degradation. 

I interpret their use of the term “social values” to mean aspects of the environment that 

provide services valuable to humans in a given society. Aronson and Clewell (2006:421) give 

examples such as water quality and quantity, erosion control and more environment centered 

values such as endangered species protection and wildlife habitat. Examples of technocratic 

restoration projects include large-scale, complex and resource intensive projects such as the 

restoration of Kissimmee River in Florida, located at the top of the Everglades. Higgs 

identifies this as possibly the first restoration megaproject, both in terms of cost and scope. 

The project was aimed at restoring over 72,000 km of river channel and over 100 km2 of 

wetlands to a more natural condition. The river was channelized in the 1960’s, resulting in the 

loss of over 140 km2 acres of wetland ecosystem. Consequently, there were significant 

ecological and cultural effects. These included the deterioration of water quality and levels 

both in the river basin and Lake Okeechobee, as well as groundwater, reduced flood and frost 

protection, and loss of habitats significant for local biodiversity (Higgs 2003:64-65).  

A characteristic of the technocratic rationale is that it commonly has a top-down 

approach. This is a result of the need for administrative consistency, strict project 

management and fiscal accounting. A consequence of the authoritative characteristic of this 

approach is “an undesirable bifurcation between agency personnel who design ecological 

restoration projects or approve restoration plans in their offices and restoration practitioners 

who conduct the restoration on site” (Aronson and Clewell 2006:422). The people planning 

the project thus have very different rationales than the people actively doing restoration, 

whose aims are restricted to the satisfaction of their practical tasks. “In other words, the role 

of the restoration practitioner is technical rather than creative. This is not conductive to 

forming a strong bond between nature and culture” (Aronson and Clewell 2006:422). 
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Restoration done in the context of compensatory mitigation falls within the category of the 

technocratic rationale. 

The biotic rationale weighs heavy as motivation for many ecological restoration 

projects, and emphasizes the necessity of restoring ecosystems to support, preserve and 

improve biodiversity. Projects with a mainly biotic rationale typically involve support of 

endangered species and their habitats or threatened biotic communities, such as coral reefs 

(Aronson and Clewell 2006:422). However, biotic reasons alone rarely motivate restoration 

projects of consequential sizes, although they do weigh heavily in both technocratic, 

idealistic, heuristic and pragmatic approaches to restoration, and play a significant role in 

setting goals for particular restoration projects (Aronson and Clewell 2006:426). 

The heuristic rationale concerns the potential of restoration as an opportunity for 

teaching and learning about ecosystem processes. This motivation more accurately describes 

restoration ecology than ecological restoration, but nonetheless factors in as a motivation. 

Ecological restoration utilizes ecological principles and knowledge, and provides an 

opportunity to experiment and test ecological understanding. Ecological restoration projects 

may thus be opportunities to do research experiments, or research the restoration process and 

product itself, to improve understanding of ecosystem processes and responses. Restoration 

may also serve as a “pedagogic aid in ecological science” (Aronson and Clewell 2006:422) 

that illustrates and gives insight into ecological processes and mechanisms. Although the 

heuristic rationale rarely serves as sufficient motivation to initiate restoration projects by 

itself, restoration projects serve as opportunities for research. There are also examples of 

restoration projects initiated for demonstration or for teaching purposes, as for instance at 

DuPage College, Illinois, where a prairie was restored on campus as an outdoor laboratory. A 

classic historical example is also John Curtis’ restoration project at the University of 

Wisconsin Arboretum, where Aldo Leopold was later involved.  

The idealistic rationale concerns human relationships with nature, and typically 

emphasize the importance of repairing the attachment of culture to nature. When people lose 

their attachment and connection to their natural environment, they may subsequently lose 

interest and motivation to protect and preserve it (Aronson and Clewell 2006:423). 

Practitioners motivated idealistically “perceive ecological restoration as an effective palliative 

to reconcile people with our often-destructive relationship with nature” (Aronson and Clewell 

2006:423). Ecosystems are perceived as “inseparable aspects of nature” (Aronson and Clewell 

2006:423) rather than objects in need of repair. A significant characteristic of idealistic 
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restoration projects is that they are usually conducted by local stakeholders. This avoids much 

of the bifurcation between the planners and the practitioners in a particular project, and is thus 

more conducive to repairing the bond between humans and nature. There are several elements 

inherent to idealistic restoration. In this thesis, I focus on the role restoration can have in 

making atonement for environmental damage, as a practice of moral repair. I also explore the 

potential for restoration to provide a way of reentering nature and reincorporating culture into 

nature and vice versa. The problem with a purely idealistic motivation, Aronson and Clewell 

argue, is that restorations motivated purely idealistically are often quite limited in scale, and 

often less complicated in terms of expensive equipment and detailed design work, thus less 

capable of addressing complex or extensive projects. They often rely on volunteer work, 

which provides a promising arena for human-nature bonding, but is also restrictive because 

volunteer-based projects must require less scientific skill, and less advanced tools, and are 

often of less extensive scope. An example of such a project might be the Bronx river 

restoration, a community driven project stretching over decades. This project has been highly 

successful in restoring what had once degenerated into an “open sewer” (Bronx River 

Alliance Website5) into a designated “Natural Water Trail”, restoring the river ecosystem both 

as a habitat of non-human species, and a place of recreation and local place attachment. 

The pragmatic rationale can be divided into two elements: the first concerns ecological 

restoration as restoration of natural capital, while the second emphasizes the potential of 

ecological restoration to ameliorate anthropogenic climate change. According to Aronson and 

Clewell (2006), the pragmatic approach is the least developed motivation in the literature on 

ecological restoration. However, a pragmatic assumption seems to be implied by the 

technocratic approach, and thus many large-scale restoration projects. Traditionally, 

discussions on ecological restoration have been concerned with restoration and preservation 

of “wild” and protected areas, intended to be left alone. However, as Aronson and Clewell 

note, our current situation is that many economies depend on natural capital, of which the 

remaining services are already too reduced to be sustainable. Three propositions support the 

pragmatic rationale for restoring natural capital: first, that nature sustains us and is necessary 

for human flourishing, sustenance and wellbeing. Second, modern economies depend on 

natural capital and its sustainability. Third, ecological restoration improves the quality and 

quantity of natural capital, by supporting natural ecosystems, that are assumed to be more 

stable, complex and less vulnerable to collapse than “designer” ecosystems such as 

                                                 
5 http://bronxriver.org/?pg=content&p=abouttheriver 
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agroforests, improved pastures and forest plantations (Aronson and Clewell 2006:425). 

Additionally, the natural biosphere may have characteristics that make it supremely efficient 

in dissipation of heat compared to more actively managed land because the maturity and 

complexity of an ecosystem affects its ability to regulate climate (Schneider and Kay 1994). 

Restoration projects focused on re-establishing complex ecosystems with greater diversity, 

more hierarchal levels and more capacity for energy degradation may therefore play an 

important part in future climate strategies and policies. Ecological restoration, together with 

conservation and improved land management actions is emphasized as a key practice in 

mitigating climate change through “Natural Climate Solutions” (Griscom et al. 2017). It is 

suggested that such natural climate solutions “can provide over one-third of the cost-effective 

climate mitigation needed between now and 2030 to stabilize warming to below 2 °C” 

(Griscom et al. 2017:11645). Certain ecosystems are especially capable at carbon storage, 

such as mangrove forests, salt marshes and seagrass meadows (Duarte, Middelburg and 

Caraco 2005). Thus, ecological restoration of vegetated coastal habitats constitute a 

particularly promising natural climate solution, in addition to improving biodiversity and 

reducing species loss. 

Aronson and Clewell (2006:426) conclude that the rationales for ecological restoration 

are inadequate individually, and emphasize the need to combine several rationales in order to 

provide motivations conductive to both societal and economic sustainability, idealistic goals 

and pragmatic goals: “Citizen stakeholders will not support restoration with enthusiasm 

unless they clearly understand and value its economic benefits”. Only then, they argue, will 

we achieve projects that are sufficient in scope to make significant achievements. I have 

included this sub-section to show the potential significance of ecological restoration, and to 

allude to the complex web of priorities and motivations that surround this topic. A significant 

challenge is negotiating the often conflicting demands on restoration as a moral act within 

human-nature relationships, and restoration as a pragmatic tool to reach practical economic, 

social and political goals. In addition, restoration has ambiguous ecological potential to be 

considered: the potential of repairing actual existing environmental damage versus the risk of 

justifying future damage by seemingly diminishing the negative ecological impact. Thus, 

restoration may constitute a moral hazard, while also having potential as an act of moral 

repair or a pragmatic tool to reach justified goals. While my thesis mainly concerns the 

idealistic and biotic reasons for supporting or rejecting restoration, it is vital to keep in mind 

that ecological restoration is not only a question of theoretical and ethical concern. A full 
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assessment of ecological restoration must weigh whatever conclusions may be reached in the 

theoretical realm against other very significant issues and concerns in the practical, pragmatic 

and social realm. My hope is that by clarifying the ethical potential of restoration, its ethical 

value can factor in more clearly in these considerations.  

While the arguments supported by this thesis are mainly within the idealistic and 

biotic motivations, many arguments presented concern restoration as interpreted in other 

ways, such as pragmatic or technocratic. These rationales are therefore useful in identifying 

what type of restoration practice is being criticized or supported by the various positions 

presented in this thesis. 

1.5 Concluding Remarks 

In defining and discussing ecological restoration in this chapter, several philosophically 

interesting aspects and problems have been outlined. Many of them relate to identifying and 

justifying the goals of restoration: What is the role of humans in nature on a general level? 

What role should humans play in restoring ecosystems, and in the restored ecosystem? 

Questions related to the goals of restoration thus implicate the wider discussion of the role of 

human agency in nature. There are also issues implied by the emphasis on historical 

conditions. Is the past the best place to find the goals for the future? Conditions of what 

specific point in time should be the aim of a particular project, and by what criteria does one 

decide on a preferable baseline? Another question is how to identify ecosystems that are 

candidates for restoration: when is a changed ecosystem degraded? What change can be 

considered acceptable, natural, or good, and what counts as degradation? How does one 

interpret historical human-nature interactions that cause large-scale landscape alterations, 

such as in many rural landscapes? Clearly, the aim of restoration cannot be to reduce or 

reverse change in general, but a particular type of change, identified as negative, and perhaps, 

additionally identified as a human responsibility6. How far can this responsibility stretch 

                                                 
6 Change can involve «natural» damage, just as it can involve anthropogenically induced damage, and the 

destruction caused to a site might be just as extensive in cases such as floods, fires and avalanches. An 

interesting question for another time: is it still “ecological restoration” if we try to restore a site that has been 

changed due to natural disasters? Should only anthropogenically destroyed ecosystems be considered objects for 

ecological restoration? 
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before becoming controlling? How is this negative change differentiated from other types of 

change, or negative change that can or should be repaired without human influence? 7 

There are also many problems in defining the means of restoration, which often cause 

death or harm to individuals of certain species, intentionally or unintentionally. In some cases, 

restoration means simply revegetating an area with native species. Other times, it involves 

extensive weeding, chopping of trees, trapping, hunting and culling, or other seemingly 

destructive practices such as prescribed burns. How are these practices justified? I do not 

consider ethical questions regarding specific means of restoration in this thesis, although these 

questions could prove decisive for the potential of restoration in practice. 

All these questions should be considered in a complete ethical assessments of 

ecological restoration. Even if a theoretical assessment finds potential for the positive value of 

restoration, there are many more issues to address, both on a general level and in each case in 

practice. My aim here is not to offer a complete ethical assessment of ecological restoration, 

but to address the objections made by opponents of restoration, who hold that restoration by 

definition and in theory is harmful and dominating. These objections rest on one specific, 

theoretical concern that if accepted precludes ethical ecological restoration altogether. This 

concern is that the intervention entailed by restoration makes the practice ethically 

reprehensible. The specific issue that I address is therefore whether humans can ever 

intervene in nature in an ethically positive way through ecological restoration, or if, as some 

objections hold, any such positive intervention is theoretically precluded. My main focus is on 

assessing the theoretical potential of ecological restoration, and to explore whether the mere 

possibility of positive value in ecological restoration can be rejected on a theoretical level.  

                                                 
7 Here a specific case of change is particularly interesting, namely the question of exotic species. Exotic species 

are traditionally defined as being anthropogenically introduced, and therefore not natural. They are commonly 

perceived as invasive and a threat to the original ecosystem and native species, and restoration efforts often 

includes removing or destroying these exotic species. Why are species to be rejected from an ecosystem merely 

on the basis of being introduced by humans? How does this relate to questions regarding the human-nature 

dichotomy? Perhaps we need additional criteria, such as a particular degree of mismatch between the species in 

question and the ecosystems ability to accommodate it? Additionally, how should the interests of the individuals 

in question weigh against other concerns, such as historical fidelity, or other species? 
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2 Critical Perspectives on Ecological 

Restoration 
 

In this chapter, I discuss different critiques of ecological restoration made by environmental 

ethicists. I present an outline of significant critical contributions to the philosophical debate 

concerning restoration and place my thesis in relation to the various arguments. Discussions 

of restoration in philosophy concern several different issues. Among them are questions of 

value, of intrinsic value in nature and what constitutes it, and whether restoration of an 

ecosystem restores the value of that ecosystem. Some questions concern the restoration itself, 

what it does, if it can be successful, and how success could be measured. Other questions 

concern the effects of restoration on human-nature relationships. Elliott (1982) started the 

philosophical debate with concern about the risk of restoration being used as justification for 

further harm and holds a position in which restored nature is considered “fake”. Katz (1992) 

largely agrees but develops and supplements Elliott’s arguments with a perspective in which 

restoration not only fails to recreate authentic nature but in which any attempt to do so is 

arrogant and dominating. They see restoration as forgery of nature, and as deceiving in a 

double sense: first because the product created is not real nature, and secondly because 

restoration is not the solution it promises to be – rather than repairing nature in order to re-

introduce the natural value of it, it fails to recreate any natural value, and in addition gives us 

less of an incentive to preserve the “real nature” that actually does exist. It is therefore more 

damaging to the larger project of maintaining natural values. Mathews (2006, 2003), while 

rejecting the dualism implied by Elliott and Katz, is critical of ecological restoration in a way 

that resembles Katz’ opinion that restored nature is dominating because it is artifact. Mathews 

urges us to reject the promise of restoration in favor of “letting be” and allowing natural 

processes to develop freely. Drenthen (2009), critical of restoration in a very different way 

from the others, sees restoration as a practice that often has the effect of further alienating 

humans from their environment: instead of engaging in nature as inhabitants, nature is 

stripped of any signs of human presence and humans subsequently excluded from 

participating as anything but visitors. While definitely critical of the restoration projects 

discussed in his article, the criticisms are restricted to very specific types of restoration and 

Drenthen does not reject restoration in general. Rather, Drenthen’s arguments suggest that 

there is a right way to do restoration, and that restoration can be a way to reconnect to nature, 

as opposed to always being a tool of alienation. In this sense, Drenthen’s view, although 
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critical of specific instances of restoration, is that restoration in theory holds great potential 

for positive interaction and contributing to a normative human-nature relationship, but that it 

in practice may disappoint if done wrongly.  

I end this chapter with sketching out the main lines of the anti-restoration discourse 

and concluding that the debate has in large part been skewed in the direction of Elliott and 

Katz “fake nature” objection. I argue that this objection rejects restoration without sufficient 

consideration of the positive potential of restoration, and is thus not as decisive for the 

assessment of restoration as they suggest. However, the most relevant objections, which I take 

to be those that concern technological arrogance and justifying exploitation, have been far too 

easily dismissed by proponents of restoration and should be thoroughly investigated. 

2.1 Elliott: Restoration as Forgery of Nature 

Elliott (1982) started the philosophical debate concerning restoration and argues that 

restoration is forgery of nature. He argues that restoration is ethically wrong because it is 

essentially deceiving, and flawed because the result is inferior to “real nature”. Elliott focuses 

much of his discussion on what he calls “the restoration thesis”. This is a hypothetical 

position that holds that damaged nature can in practice be restored to its former state with its 

value intact: “In other words they are claiming that the destruction of what has value is 

compensated for by the later creation (recreation) of something of equal value” (Elliott 

1982:381). Elliott and other restoration critics with him, worry that an acceptance of the 

restoration thesis would allow for an increase of destructive behavior because the destruction 

could always be seen as temporary and fully repairable. Elliott considers restoration to be a 

direct threat to preservation, because “such proposals are in fact effective in defeating 

environmentalist protest” (Elliott 1982:381). To Elliott, restoration and preservation are 

incompatible, and because he endorses preservationist goals of protecting natural areas from 

consumption and destruction, it follows that he rejects restoration. However, there is no 

necessary contradiction between a commitment to preserve nature and also to restore it in 

cases where we for various reasons fail to avoid damage. Additionally, Elliott’s “restoration 

thesis” does not reflect the attitudes of actual proponents of restoration, and rather seems like 

a formulation of the intentions behind mitigation. Elliott’s interpretation of restoration does 

not correspond with the way it is practiced, either today or at the time of his writing, and this 

reduces the impact and relevance of his arguments. However, success of restoration projects 
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may in practice contribute to justifying mitigation initiatives. I discuss this concern more 

thoroughly in the next subsection, where I discuss Katz.  

In addition to defeating preservationist goals, Elliott argues that restoration always 

fails, because it cannot actually restore what it intends to restore, namely the value of a natural 

area. He argues that ecosystems cannot in practice be replicated in sufficient detail to be 

considered successful, and that restoration therefore fails at reaching even its own goals. In 

addition, he holds that even if restoration could be imagined succeeding by its own standards, 

so that a site was indistinguishable from its previous condition, the full natural value of the 

site could never be restored. The value of nature is not merely the sum of its parts; it does not 

just depend on what is actually there. It also depends on how it came to be, according to 

Elliott, and on whether it is natural. In this context, Elliott understands “natural” as meaning 

“unmodified by human activity” (Elliott 1982:383). “Naturalness” is, for Elliott, an 

independent source of intrinsic value, and naturalness can never be replicated through 

restoration because it by definition is incompatible with intentional human agency. Although, 

in theory, it might be possible to fully replicate an ecosystem so that it is indistinguishable 

from its former state, its naturalness could never be restored once it has been degraded. 

Because of this, Elliott argues, restoration urges us to accept fake nature as a substitution to 

real nature, even though it “offers us less than was taken away” (Elliott 1982:383). Elliott 

emphasizes historical continuity in nature as significant for natural value, as well as 

authenticity, implying that culture could never produce authentic nature. When humans 

intervene in the causal history of an ecosystem, it loses its naturalness, and restoration 

constitutes such intervention. “A landscape’s genesis, for example, has a legitimate role in 

determining its value” (Elliott 1982:383).  

In addition to having a special continuity with the past, Elliott argues, natural objects 

are often valued for being “a representation of the world outside our dominion, because of 

their existence is independent of us” (Elliott 1982:384). In other words, nature is valued for its 

history and genesis, but also because it is not us, and is completely separate from our realm of 

agency. Restoration thus turns something that is valued for its independence of humans into 

something entirely dependent on humans. The history of a natural area or object is in this way 

relevant to value in two ways: first, because the historical continuum could be valuable in 

itself if it has the property of naturalness, which would be destroyed by restoration, and 

second because it could have the valuable property of otherness which it gets from its non-

human genesis, which any restored ecosystem would lack. 
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2.2 Katz: Restoration as Domination of Nature 

Katz (1996, 1992) concurs with Elliott to a large extent but expands on Elliott’s position. 

Whereas Elliott argues that restoration creates insufficient value, Katz is explicit in that 

restoration holds negative value. His view, similar to Elliott, is that restored nature is 

inauthentic and therefore lacking in the qualities that make nature “natural”, particularly the 

qualities of being undisturbed by human action and a result of its own free evolution. He 

writes that “the practice of ecological restoration can only represent a misguided faith in the 

hegemony and infallibility of the human power to control the natural world” (Katz 1996:222). 

He considers restoration part of a larger “misconception of natural reality and a misguided 

understanding of the human place in the natural environment” (Katz 1992:391). It is part of a 

mentality in which it is assumed that technology and science can repair and improve on 

nature, and “on the most fundamental level, it is an unrecognized manifestation of the 

insidious dream of the human domination of nature” (Katz 1992:391). He argues that 

“ecological restoration is an expression of a misguided faith in human omnipotence, the 

human power to control and shape the world. It would be much better if we were to attempt to 

control ourselves” (Katz 1996:224). Katz, as Elliott, argues that restoration will make it less 

necessary to preserve natural areas, and that instead of encouraging restraint, it encourages a 

technological and arrogant attitude toward nature. Tanasescu remarks on this concern: “[…] 

for both Elliott and Katz, the real danger of restoration is the promotion of moral hazard, 

namely the idea that we can destroy because we can later repair” (Tanasescu 2017:257). Part 

of this concern has largely been deemed unsubstantial (Higgs 2003:2): very few genuine 

restorationists see restoration as a substitution for preservation, and instead support restoration 

only in conjunction with preservation efforts and where preservation has already failed, as a 

way to both reverse degradation and apologize for damage done. Restoration is not a way of 

justifying or excusing degradation and is only an option when preservation is no longer an 

option. Restoration is not something we do to undisturbed nature, but something we do 

because nature has been disturbed, and because this disturbance is seen as regrettable. Also, 

despite many efforts, the world is rapidly running out of “authentic nature” to preserve, and in 

that context restoration seems absolutely necessary if we wish to protect endangered species 

and habitats. Restorations used in advance to justify the damage they repair are not 

ecologically motivated, and undermine the ecological intention of “assisting recovery” by first 

doing intentional harm, and do not seem to belong within the category of “ecological 

restoration”. Nevertheless, ecological restorations may provide arguments for those 
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advocating mitigation projects, and this is a serious issue. In this sense, Elliott and Katz’s 

concerns should not be easily dismissed. Although ecological restoration may be considered 

motivated solely by ecologically sensitive intentions, successful restoration projects could be 

used to prove that destruction may only be temporary, and this easily fits into the idea that 

humans, with technological skill and manipulation, may overcome ecological restrictions 

without making significant sacrifices. Therefore, the concern that restoration might encourage 

an arrogant, technological and dominating attitude toward nature should still be considered.  

Katz argues that the criterion he assumes many restorationists to hold for a successful 

restoration, namely the repair of ecosystem functions and processes, is flawed in that it does 

not consider that the character of the system is changed: functional ecological equilibrium as a 

criterion8 does not consider the fact that naturalness is replaced by artifact. This changes the 

historical continuity, and thereby the identity of the system. When environmental and 

ecological changes are results of human agency, and not evolutionary adaptations, the 

naturalness of the system is forever lost. Donald Scherer (1995) addresses this concern and 

gives an evolutionary account of human existence and how humans as a part of their natural 

evolution have adapted to shifting environmental factors by adopting various practices, 

including restoration. In this way, he argues for an ecological view on restoration. He argues 

that restoration can be considered a natural evolutionary way of adapting to a changing 

environment and therefore not unnatural at all, and that restoration is a way to ensure 

functional equilibrium in natural ecosystems. Katz disagrees with Scherer’s position that 

“functional equivalence makes historical continuity irrelevant” (Katz 1996:222) for the 

question of value. Katz’s objection to this position echoes Elliott: Because restoration cannot 

restore historical continuity of the area in question, it destroys its ontological identity (Katz 

2015:485, 2012:71), and this, not only ecological function, is relevant for the question of 

value. “Faked nature” is inauthentic and lacks the natural value inherent in undisturbed 

nature. Scherer and Katz, using the image of forged or faked art, disagree on what makes art 

(and nature) “authentic”. Scherer argues that an opera would be authentic even if an aria is 

ornamented “without reference to the particular history of that arias ornamentation”. Katz 

dismisses this counterexample by stating that it actually proves his point: “even he (Scherer) 

admits that authentic art takes place within a tradition of historical continuity”. Translated to 

                                                 
8 Functional ecological equilibrium, which is the term Katz uses in his argument, is not the best description of 

the goal of restoration, as equilibrium is not necessarily important for a dynamic ecosystem. Active ecosystem 

processes and resilience are better indicators of a successful restoration project. However, this does not affect 

Katz’ concern that restored nature is artifact. 
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the language of ecological restoration, I understand Katz’s “tradition of historical continuity” 

as “natural evolution”, an analogy that seems to propose that everything that goes on within 

the “tradition of natural evolution” is authentic. Katz’s objection is that while the arias 

ornamentation might be different, it is still within the limits of a tradition of historic 

continuity, but that human interference in nature departs from nature’s historic continuity, or 

natural evolution. This is an interesting objection coming from Katz, as he does not 

acknowledge that many restorationist arguments, and in particular Scherer’s position, in a 

similar way rests on an argument that emphasizes nature’s historical evolution, but in 

Scherer’s case includes humans in this natural continuity. In other words, although human 

action can be seen as different from other natural processes, it could still be considered to 

belong within the realm of nature. This is Scherer’s point: restoration is an evolutionary 

adaptation and does not exist outside of nature’s evolutionary continuum. Katz’s argument 

assumes that human action is to be excluded from our understanding of natural continuity, 

without giving sufficient reasons for this assumption. Katz does acknowledge that the lines 

between natural and artificial are blurred, and not absolutes. However, he insists that there is a 

difference, and that this difference is morally relevant. He clarifies: “all human activity is not 

unnatural, only that activity which goes beyond our biological and evolutionary capacities” 

(Katz 1992:396). In Scherer’s view, human interference may be seen to be a different natural 

process, but a natural process nonetheless, and completely consistent with our evolutionary 

capacities. Because of this, Katz’s objections seem less convincing, at least without further 

arguments supporting his insistence on holding humans and human action outside of nature. 

One might be able to make an argument for separating society from the rest of nature, but it is 

not at all obvious that we should not consider society as natural. “Natural” does not 

necessarily mean “good”, however, and just because we could argue that our activities are 

somehow natural does not mean that they are not damaging to others or ourselves. However, 

the way we relate to our natural environment is often destructive and dysfunctional in that it 

negatively affects the ecosystem we are a part of and depend on. It is can also be morally 

reprehensible when it harms the value inherent in a healthy ecosystem and the organisms that 

depend on it, including ourselves. 

An argument that successfully places society within nature does not necessarily prove 

anything about the ethical status of ecological restoration, as natural does not equal good. 

Therefore, a discussion of restoration should be about if and how restoration can be a positive 

contribution to the ecosystems we are part of. My argument is thus that restoration cannot be 
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rejected as a viable option on account of not being “natural” enough, but could be rejected if it 

is shown to affect ecosystem relations or functions negatively. 

Katz’s most robust critique of restoration appears to be his concern that by restoring 

nature we are bending nature to our will and using our technological power to shape nature so 

that it best serves our purposes or fits our ideals, and that restoration, even guided by the best 

of intentions, is necessarily dominating. This is where Katz’s insistence on labelling restored 

nature as artificial weighs heaviest: not by urging us to see artificial as negative because it is 

not natural, but by urging us to acknowledge that by intentionally managing nature, even in a 

constructive as opposed to destructive manner, we are guided by our own preferences and 

aims, and not by nature’s free evolution. Artifacts are, in Katz’s understanding, necessarily 

created to serve humans in some way. Manipulation of nature into artifact is seen as arrogant, 

and “a radical intervention in natural processes” (Katz 1992:396) and as standing for a 

position in which “nature is not permitted to be free, to pursue its own independent course of 

development” (Katz 1992:396). For Katz then, the fundamental error is not only the forgery, 

but “domination, the denial of freedom and autonomy” (Katz 1992:396). By restoring nature, 

we are working it into an artificial reality “created to meet human satisfactions and interests” 

(Katz 1992:391). Although those interests may be hidden behind a veil of environmental 

consciousness, they are there, and they guide us toward domination of nature. 

A potentially problematic assumption underlying Katz’ arguments is that nature is 

considered passive in restoration processes. His perception of humans as the active agents, 

enables him to interpret restored nature as artifact, and consequently restoration as 

domination. This is particularly interesting because by emphasizing the alleged 

transformation of nature to artifact by human agency, nature is denied any significant sense of 

agency in restoration processes. Katz emphasizes autonomy and agency in “original” or 

“authentic nature”, but seems to reject the possibility of such in restoration processes. Instead 

of acknowledging the role of active and responsive natural processes, Katz perceives nature as 

a passive recipient. As discussed in chapter 1, being attentive to ecosystem responses is 

critical and necessary in ecological restoration, and humans are not solely responsible for 

executing a restoration project. Practitioners of restoration are only assisting in the natural 

processes of restitution, and “it is nature which responds and creates the restored landscape” 

(Ladkin 2002:208). It could therefore be argued that Katz’ conception of restoration is itself 

anthropocentric in that it denies nature any sense of agency in the restoration process9.  

                                                 
9 This objection is discussed in detail in chapter 4. 
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2.3 Mathews: restoration as not “letting nature be” 

Mathews (2003, 2006) rejects the “traditional materialist view of reality” (Mathews 2003:8)10 

that considers matter devoid of any subjectival dimension. Instead, she suggests panpsychism, 

a position that posits a “dimension of ‘mentality’, a subjectival dimension, to materiality”, as 

a way to “recover a healthier relation to reality” (Mathews 2003:8). This imbues matter with a 

normative dimension that, according to Mathews, has been lacking in our current perspective 

and that should characterize a post-materialist worldview11. Mathews describes the normative 

dimension of matter as conativity, “the will or striving of things towards existence or self 

increase” (Mathews 2006:94). The normative implication of the post-materialist worldview is 

“letting be” (Mathews 2004), thus allowing the world and its various components to follow 

their own inherent conativity. In practice, this means adjusting human behavior so that it 

conflicts as little as possible with the conativity inherent in the world: 

 

Since we avow the normativity of this universe, but can never definitely anticipate what its 

“ends” are, we must simply try to accommodate ourselves to its “givenness” in any particular 

situation. This means trying in every situation to detect the contours of its unfolding and 

accommodating our agency to these contours (Mathews 2006:94). 

 

For this reason, Mathews opposes ecological restoration on similar grounds as Katz does, and 

as him, she encourages letting nature be, instead of attempting to force it into intentional 

designs, even ecologically inspired ones. She rejects the human-nature dichotomy implied by 

Katz, but does emphasize the distinction between intentional intervention on the basis of 

abstract thought and allowing things to unfold based on their own conativity. It is this 

distinction, not a general human-nature dichotomy, that informs her definition of “natural” 

versus “artificial” (Mathews 2004). True environmentalism, in accordance with Mathews’ 

arguments, is only possible when we “cease intervening and making things over in 

accordance with our own abstract designs” (Mathews 2004), and instead leave thing be to 

unfold on their own, regardless of their present state. With this perspective restoration, erasing 

what is and replacing it with what our notions of “ideal nature” and “healthy ecosystems” 

look like, is just as much a setback to nature’s conativity as the original disturbance. 

 

                                                 
10 The materialist view of reality will be further elaborated in chapter 3. 
11 The post-materialist world view will be further discussed in chapter 3. 
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In a world already urbanized, ‘returning to nature’ means not tearing down the cities and factories, and 

planting woods and gardens in their stead. Such action would merely perpetuate the cycle of making the 

world over in accordance with abstract designs – albeit in this case ecological designs – and would 

reinforce the mind-set involved in living against nature. Rather, ‘returning to nature’ in an urbanized 

world means allowing this world to go its own way. It means letting the apartment blocks and 

warehouses and roads grow old (Mathews 2004). 

 

Mathews thus claims to be arguing against restoration of ecosystems because it forces 

ecosystems to follow ideas of human abstract thought rather than its own conativity, and that 

it therefore enacts the same story of domination as the modern materialist worldview itself: 

 

We are rejecting the given in favour of an abstract or imagined alternative of our own – we are 

refusing to ‘let things be’ – and it is this hubristic mentality which is the motor of modern 

civilization and the source of the environmental crisis. In remaining in the grip of the old ethos, 

in nursing the desire to make things better, we are simply continuing to water the deeper 

modernist roots of the present predatory economic system (Mathews 2004). 

 

In cases where ecosystems have been degraded or disrupted by human activity, Mathews 

argues that respecting the autonomous conative force in nature might mean leaving it alone 

and letting it be. However, she does admit that letting be could “degenerate into a rationale for 

neglect” (Mathews 2004). In those cases, she suggests environmental healing as a less 

mechanistically interventionistic approach. Healing entails “the reactivation of a system’s 

own conative energies. Healing draws upon forces or powers already present within the 

existing state of things to restore the system in question to dynamic equilibrium”, and may 

“consist in the replenishment of exhausted soils or the removal of exotic organisms to enable 

the ecosystemic impulse towards biodiversification to be maintained” (Mathews 2004). 

Mathews is explicitly critical of restoration. However, her notion of “healing” appears 

very close to SER’s own definition of ecological restoration12. In practice, restoration might 

be guilty of “restoring” sites that should be left alone, or erasing signs of human agency that 

are not necessarily disruptive to anything but our ideals of nature. However, accepting the 

basis of her critique must not necessarily imply rejecting restoration altogether, but might 

imply incorporating some of Mathews’ ideas of conativity into restoration rationales and 

practices. For example, it might mean less planning and more working with the actual 

                                                 
12 “Ecological restoration: the process of assisting the recovery of an ecosystem that has been degraded, 

damaged, or destroyed” (SER webpage) 
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responses of the ecosystem to certain restoration efforts. It might also imply a more restrictive 

attitude regarding when restoration is appropriate. Whether one accepts Mathews’ overall 

argument or not might thus not be decisive for whether one endorses or rejects the ethical 

potential for restoration. Accepting her position does however imply an interpretation of 

restoration that is less management and more “healing”. Adjusting our definition of 

restoration in this direction might also ease Katz’ and Elliot’ concerns.  

2.4 Drenthen: Restoration as Alienation From “Home” 

Drenthen (2009) discusses restoration in terms of what it can do, or tell us, about human-

nature relationships. Does restoration close us off from nature, banish us as unnatural and 

destructive, or does it open for an ecological way of incorporating ourselves in nature? Is 

modern human culture essentially destructive, and should we isolate nature from ourselves in 

order to protect it? Does restoration succeed in this, or is it rather an excuse to disrupt and 

dominate nature even further? These questions are discussed by both those skeptical of 

restoration and those positive to it. Drenthen (2009) looks critically at restoration from an 

opposite perspective from Elliott and Katz. He sees restoration not as a threat toward 

undisturbed nature, but as a threat to human culture-in-nature. Katz and Elliott want to 

preserve undisturbed nature and see restoration as being a disturbance. Drenthen, in a very 

different manner, is curious about how restoration removes humans even further from their 

natural environment by undoing the adjustments that made us “at home”. Certain human 

influences can be understood as ways of enmeshing culture and nature and creating culture 

that thrives in and with nature. In the process, nature necessarily loses some of its undisturbed 

“naturalness”, but only because humans make it their home. This is not necessarily 

destructive or disruptive to nature, although of course it can be. 

To interpret Drenthen’s critique properly and to avoid unjustified comparisons with 

Elliott and Katz, it is important to note the significant difference between the types of 

restoration they consider, and what traditions they are writing in. While Elliott and Katz’s 

critiques seem to concern restorations of more or less “wild” nature such as forests, national 

parks and such, where human activity is more easily interpreted as a recent disturbance13 as 

typical for the north American restoration discourse, Drenthen considers rural European 

landscapes where humans and nature have coevolved for centuries. Given the difference in 

                                                 
13 Higgs (2003) briefly discusses this assumption and problematizes its absence of consideration of pre-

settlement indigenous communities. 
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context, the restoration projects evoke significantly different problems in regards to the place 

of humans in the restored ecosystem. Despite these significant differences in context, their 

concerns all point to important considerations for my further discussion. 

Drenthen (2009) discusses various attitudes towards the restoration of the traditional 

canals in the Dutch countryside. These restoration projects involve restoring cultural 

landscapes back into wetlands that better absorb floods. These restored landscapes are 

sometimes referred to as “new nature” (Drenthen 2009:285). He argues that this restoration 

process erases the history of humans and their attachment and relation to their environment. 

The cultural-natural landscape is a product of centuries of living with and in a natural 

environment, and restoration in this case removes and alienates humans from what used to be 

their natural environment. He writes: 

 

By removing the human signs and imprints in the landscape, nature development will 

eventually wipe out all traces of human history in the landscape, and thus transform the legible 

landscape into an a-historical, monotonous and mute landscape (Drenthen 2009:292).  

 

He argues that restoration lacks the cultural context that would enable it to maintain the 

legibility of restored landscapes, instead turning them into non-places, “devoid of meaning 

and with no real connection to our habitable world” (Drenthen 2009:Abstract). Without this 

cultural context, restoration is blind to the relationships between humans and their 

environments and destroys the links that hold humans and their places together. With this 

perspective, restoration is not a way of engaging and interacting positively with nature, but a 

way of removing ourselves from it, protecting it from all interference, positive or negative. In 

the process, we lose our connection to it as home and are further estranged. Drenthen 

discusses restoration as the process of removing our marks in nature and describes how we in 

our quest to restore, end up alienating ourselves from our places of attachment. Katz and 

Elliott, on the other hand, focus mainly on what is left after restoration and judge it to be 

forgery or artifact, and consequently, in their understanding, impossible and lacking in natural 

inherent value. Drenthen is not arguing against restoration in principle, but argues for 

incorporating cultural consideration into restoration projects, so that where human culture and 

nature is enmeshed, restoration does not break up centuries of coevolving, and the bonds 

between local cultures and their habitat14. 

                                                 
14 More on Drenthen and the importance of considering culture in restoration projects in chapter 5.  
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2.5 Concluding Remarks 

Elliott (1997, 1982) and Katz (2015, 2012, 1992, 1996) are concerned about restoration’s 

inability to recreate real nature, and the danger of thinking that it can. Katz and Mathews are 

in addition concerned that restoration is dominating and a restriction of nature’s autonomy. 

Drenthen (2009), quite differently, is concerned that by pursuing restoration projects in an 

attempt to free nature from any human influence, we run the risk of alienating humans from 

their own environments and creating landscapes that are foreign and hostile toward human 

inhabitants. In developing my thesis, I take my starting point in Andrew Light’s (1996) 

intuition that the important question in evaluating restoration is not whether or not it succeeds 

in recreating “real” nature, and that many of Elliott and Katz objections, although interesting 

philosophical questions about nature and culture, can be temporarily put aside. This is 

because, even if restoration fails at recreating “real nature” it may still be valuable in a 

different sense, namely in constituting a unique and positive contribution to the relationship 

between humans and the rest of nature. Here, “fake nature” does not necessarily need to factor 

in. However, Katz insistence that restoration is inherently dominating may be a relevant 

objection to this potential. 

In the following chapters, I explore an issue that runs through most of the 

philosophical debate about restoration, and that deserves thorough investigation, namely the 

place of human agency within the nonhuman natural world. In chapter 3, I discuss the nature-

culture dualism implicit in restoration critiques and argue that this dualism is an obstacle for 

accepting restoration, as well as an issue that complicates environmental ethics in general. 

This dualism drives a wedge between culture and nature on several levels. Metaphysically, 

but also ethically, and in practice it complicates and opposes a normative relationship toward 

nature. This wedge is what I propose restoration may counteract. By engaging positively with 

non-human nature and contributing ecologically, the gap between culture and nature may be 

bridged, and a normative relationship formed. In this sense, Elliott and Katz objections to 

restoration assume the very gap that restoration could potentially bridge. By accepting their 

assumption, one could reject restoration, but it leaves us without much hope of an ethical and 

normative relationship with nature. By rejecting it, restoration could be seen as a way to 

bridge the ethical gap that this dualism has forced between culture and nature. In chapter 4, I 

investigate restoration as a way of overcoming this dualism in practice, while still maintaining 

our subjective status as beings with preferences dwelling in nature and the perspectives that 

follows from this.  
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3 Dualism, Materialism and the Modern 

Scientific Worldview 
 

In this chapter, I discuss what I take to be the main obstacle to a positive understanding of 

ecological restoration: the dualism that encourages a sharp distinction between culture and 

nature, and, most significantly, the ethical implications of such a dualism. I describe how it 

has been argued that mind-matter dualism and a materialistic view on nature has placed 

humans outside of (and above) nature (Jonas 2001, Evernden 1993, Mathews 2006, Merchant 

1986, Vetlesen 2015). Many environmental ethicists have considered the development of this 

metaphysical dualism and the corresponding shift in our view on non-human nature and 

ourselves significant for the human-nature relationship. With it came the view that humans 

are metaphysically and ethically separate from nature in virtue of being the only true subjects 

(Vetlesen 2015:39-40). This has had negative influence on our human-nature-relationship in 

that it excuses and encourages behavior destructive to the rest of nature by creating a narrative 

in which nature is passive and can appropriately be exploited and where its ethical 

significance disregarded. However, it also enables us to take a step back and see how we are 

affecting the rest of nature negatively through ecology and other natural sciences, and to 

attempt to repair damage, as in the case of ecological restoration.  

Many environmental philosophers have blamed the eviction of mind from matter 

through some version mind-matter dualism or materialism15 for humans’ estrangement from 

nature and exploitation of nature. However, it has also contributed significantly to the 

scientific advancements that have illuminated the many complex mechanisms of nature, and 

the connections and relationships that our actions factor into and are a part of. Ecology 

scientifically proves our connection to non-human nature. Ecological restoration is a curious 

case that seems to stand on a foundation that partly holds humans outside of and above nature, 

and endows us with the power to both destroy and repair our natural habitat and the habitats 

of non-human others. At the same time, in doing restoration, humans are engaging with nature 

in an active and participatory way. Ecological restoration might be understood as 

acknowledging our connection to the rest of the ecosystems we are a part of and often 

dominate, seeing value in them being healthy, diverse and flourishing, and recognizing our 

                                                 
15 Jonas explicitly considers materialism to be a development of dualism (Jonas 2001: 14-15), and, a “partial 

dualism” (2001:16). According to Jonas, materialism, together with idealism “presuppose the ontological 

polarization which dualism had generated” (2001:16). Mathews, similarly, considers materialism the underlying 

assumption of the modern scientific worldview (Mathews 2006: 86). 
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ethical obligations toward the nature we affect negatively. In this way, ecological restoration 

could be understood as a reaction to counteract, rather than a development of, the ethical 

assumptions connected to the dualistic worldview that enabled the ecological devastation in 

the first place. However, as Katz’s position shows, it may also be argued that it is a feat of 

arrogance, and that it is a way of excusing even more ecologically damaging behavior, and 

thus merely a development of and justification of the ethical worldview that encouraged 

exploitation in the first place. 

In critical discussions of restoration, human culture is often treated as a destructive 

foreign object in nature, rather than an integral part of it. This is a result of the modern 

scientific worldview in which nature is considered external to society. The most characteristic 

features of the modern scientific worldview are in some way related to the dualistic 

assumption that matter is devoid of mind, and separately and to a less absolute extent, that 

mind is exclusive to humans. The distinction between mind and matter has had immense 

influence. It constitutes the metaphysical framework that allows us to separate subject from 

object and subsequently allows us to manipulate objects through science and technology. By 

“allow” I mean both ethically, by leaving matter devoid of value and moral significance, and 

practically by laying the metaphysical groundwork for the materialistic-mechanistic tradition, 

that has brought us the modern technologies. 

While I have chosen the term “modern scientific worldview” for this chapter, one 

could argue that this is a mistaken characterization, and that it is not science, but perhaps 

materialism (Mathews) or technology (Jonas) that best identifies the problematic aspect of 

this worldview. I have chosen the term partly because our scientific perspective on the world 

includes materialism as its cause and technology as its effect, as well as being potentially 

flexible to change that does not include continuation of a strictly materialist perspective, or a 

necessarily technological vision of the world. The eviction of mind from matter by way of 

dualism or materialism could be argued to be a precondition for the development of the 

scientific method. However, it is not impossible to imagine a development of the modern 

scientific worldview that includes science but not a strictly materialist perspective, or that 

incorporates ethical frameworks to counteract the technological vision of the world. 

In this chapter, I aim to identify the philosophical-metaphysical assumptions that 

underlie our current view on nature and explore the practice of ecological restoration in light 

of this. I also discuss the historical shifts in perspectives that allowed for the development of 

the practice of ecological restoration. It is specifically relevant for my thesis that ecological 
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restoration relies heavily on the modern scientific worldview’s shift toward self-awareness 

and objectification of nature. This is what endows humans with both the possibility of 

destroying ecosystems, and the option of repairing them. I conclude that within this tradition, 

restoration is easily interpreted as a tool of dominance and alienation. I argue that a 

destructive and exploitative attitude toward nature is not only made possible through the 

modern scientific worldview but also encouraged by it. It encourages theorizing nature, 

manipulating it to serve us better, and managing its resources for our own interests. Within 

this tradition, the practice of restoration is interpreted as a tool to reach these same goals. 

However, this need not be the case, and doing restoration may be a way of encouraging an 

ethical development in the opposite direction, by including humans as an integral part of 

nature, and including nature in the ethical realm of humans.  

3.1 The Emergence of the Modern Scientific Worldview 

Jonas (2001:7) contrasts the modern scientific worldview to what he describes as the 

“primitive panpsychism” that characterized the worldview of pre-scientific societies. He 

argues that experience, then as now, showed life as self-evident and everywhere. Through 

direct experience, the world felt alive, we felt alive, and we could recognize life and vitality in 

all things and had no reason to doubt this. Death, however, stood in stark contrast to the 

intelligible and natural condition of life. Modern thought, Jonas argues, is in the exact 

opposite situation: with the Cartesian legacy, matter was emptied of life, and everything that 

was not the human mind was deemed matter. Many philosophers particularly emphasize the 

development of the Cartesian mind/matter dualism as the most decisive moment in the 

development of the modern scientific worldview. However, the process of separating subject 

from object and ourselves from nature did not originate with Descartes, but arose much earlier 

and has been part of our philosophical tradition since the ancient Greek philosophers 

(Vetlesen 2015:39). Merchant emphasizes the shift encouraged by Platonism, as well as the 

mechanistic science in early modern Europe: “Newtonian scientists undertook to understand 

nature by dividing it into atomic parts and changing it through external forces […] nature was 

to be dominated, not by following, but by prodding and ferreting out her secrets” (Merchant 

1986:207). Many other influential thinkers, in natural sciences as well as philosophy, have 

contributed to this process. However, Descartes, proposing his metaphysical dualistic position 

combined with his strictly mechanical view of the material world was a significant event in 

the human-nature relationship because it completely precluded the possibility of agency in the 
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nonhuman world, thereby facilitating the emergence of what I refer to as the modern scientific 

and materialist worldview. This worldview contributed significantly to the foundation of our 

vast technological and scientific advancements, of which ecological restoration may be seen 

as both a result of and a reaction to. A significant feature of this worldview is a rejection of 

ethical significance in the world of matter. This started with Cartesian dualism, and continued 

with materialism. 

Jonas (2001) emphasizes that while we, by adopting the Cartesian dualism, might have 

gained a way of looking at the world that has allowed us to manage and manipulate it, we 

have lost something in the process. Jonas argues that what we have lost is a way to 

meaningfully relate to and understand the concept of life. Historically, human beings have 

transitioned from a worldview that sees life and meaning in all things surrounding them, to a 

worldview that sees the world as mere objects, devoid of meaning or life. A result of this, 

Jonas argues, is that life has become a mystery (Jonas 2001:10). For in the realm of matter, 

how can one explain the existence of living bodies, such as our own? Through dualism, 

matter was deemed purely material, and from this the material monism of the modern 

scientific worldview was conceived. 

Similarly to Jonas, Evernden (1993:52) points to Descartes and his dualism as a 

crucial event in the development of the modern scientific world view. He claims that through 

the development from pre-scientific societies to the modern scientific worldview human 

beings were ejected from a world of meaningful relations and instead considered separate 

from the physical world we inhabit. Through this process, we lose our sense of place and 

belonging in nature, and the rest of nature ceases to be our home. Callicott (1989:95) also 

links this process to the evolving of modern civilization: “as a culture evolves through 

civilization, it increasingly distances itself from the biotic community. “Civilization” means 

“citification”- inhabitation of and participation in an artificial, humanized environment and a 

corresponding perception of isolation from nature”. 

While Jonas and Evernden focus their attention on the shift from pre-scientific to 

modern scientific societies, Mathews (2006) adds a step in between, namely the pre-

materialist traditional society, which is religion-based. These societies are highly normative, 

and typically authoritarian. Mathews (2006:87) gives the medieval Christian monarchies as an 

example, as well as the caste-based political systems in traditional India. These religious 

systems entail undisputable and prescriptive “truths”, based in religion, concerning 

judgements of good and meaning in life. These societies, according to Mathews, are pre-
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scientific because the rigid normative frameworks obstruct curiosity and exploration of the 

world. Natural phenomena are explained in religious rather than causal terms, and “reliance 

on religious authority as the source of knowledge thus blocked the development of science” 

(Mathews 2006:88). Consequently, there is little understanding of the mechanisms of nature 

and thus little control over it.  

3.2 Materialism in the Modern Scientific Worldview 

Mathews (2006:86) sets her basic thesis out as a threefold claim: 

(a) how we understand the world (our metaphysical premise) determines, to a large degree, 

how we treat it;  

(b) how we treat our world constitutes our basic modality;  

(c) our basic modality colors everything we do—our entire culture takes its cue from it  

 

Evernden (1993), similarly, emphasizes that we see the world through a cultural lens that has 

been forged and developed by influences such as Descartes and his dualism. Furthermore, he 

argues that our world, as we see it, is theoretically formulated by others. The modern 

scientific worldview is thread upon us insofar as we are cultural beings belonging to a culture 

that has evolved with this worldview. We see the world through its lens, and we see what we 

have been taught to look for (Evernden 1993:48). Perceived reality is in this sense partly 

belief; we find what we intend to find and experience it as true, although our lens could have 

been another and thus the world-experience could have been another too. Because of this, 

Descartes not only changed the metaphysical outlook of the world in the field of philosophy; 

his massive influence means that his legacy shapes the experience of the world and ourselves 

on an individual level as well. “Descartes builds a barrier between ourselves and the world 

and invites us to guess what is on the other side” (Evernden 1993:53). Evernden argues that 

the modern scientific worldview urges us to adopt this guessed world over the one we 

experience ourselves. This world does not necessarily correspond with our own experience. 

For instance, as Jonas argues, our experience shouts to us that we are alive and surrounded by 

life. When we deliberately ignore our experience in favor of the constructed world, we see 

through the lens of the modern scientific worldview, we lose an important access to the world 

and ourselves. This is not to say that the modern science cannot teach us anything and should 

be discarded altogether, but assuming the modern scientific worldview can on its own account 

for and inform our existence is a mistake that robs us of experiencing nature as real and 

immediate.  
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Mathews (2006:86) rejects the suggestion that it is “instrumental reason” that best 

defines modernity, and suggests instead materialism as the defining characteristic. To explain 

her stance, she argues that instrumental reason, most commonly equated with scientific 

method, presupposes materialism: “Scientific method combines rationalism with empiricism; 

that is to say, it involves inductive and deductive inference from observation” (Mathews 

2006:89). Therefore, the base of science must be purely empirical. Because of this, science 

can only discover the material aspects of the world, as these are the only observable 

dimensions of reality. Therefore, there can “be no justification for assuming that the world 

lacks unobservable dimensions on the basis of a method of investigation which is designed to 

reveal only its observable dimensions” (Mathews 2006:89). Materialism cannot have been 

discovered by scientific reason, but rather, the emphasis on scientific reason as the only 

access to information about the world presupposes materialism. Further, the materialism 

premise justifies instrumentalization because it precludes the possibility of agency, aims and 

ethical significance in matter. Reason without materialism does not necessarily imply 

instrumentalism. This is significant according to Mathews, because if it is assumed that 

instrumentalism is implied by reason, any non-instrumentalist worldview could be dismissed 

as irrational, or less rational.  

She further argues that materialism is the metaphysical premise of modern societies, 

and defines materialism as “the view of physical reality that sees reality as in itself lacking 

any inner principle, any attribute analogous to mentality— subjectivity, spirit, sentience, 

agency or conativity” (Mathews 2006:86). This is coherent with Jonas’ analysis. While he 

explicitly blames dualism for our modern worldview, he also argues that materialism is a 

residue of dualism (Jonas 2001:14-15). Rejecting the modern materialist worldview, Mathews 

suggests new prospective course of development for the future, namely toward the “post-

materialist” society. These societies, Mathews argues, are to reject materialism and discover 

unobservable normative dimensions to matter itself, described as conativity. This dimension 

will not conflict with scientifically proven truths, but will not be exhausted by them either. It 

is thus a rejection of the metaphysical premise of the modern scientific worldview, and of the 

idea that scientific method is sufficient to understanding every aspect of the world. The post-

materialist worldview does not reject science, but adds a non-material dimension to the 

scientific vision of the world.  
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3.3 The Effect of the Modern Scientific Worldview on 

Human-Nature Relationships 

Several related effects have resulted from this process of metaphysically separating ourselves 

from the rest of nature. Since we have excluded ourselves from the material world, and 

therefore do not belong within it, we must take an outside perspective when looking at our 

natural environment. We are imagined acting “toward” our environment rather than “in” it 

and are see ourselves as outside influencers rather than incorporated parts. Evernden describes 

the consequences of this development as a complete withdrawal of ourselves from the 

material world:  

Not only are we not a part of an environment, we are not even part of a body. We, the real we, 

is concentrated in some disputed recess of the body, a precious cocoon separated from the 

world of vulgar matter. Far from extending our self into the world as the territorial fish does, 

we hoard our ego as tightly as we can (1993:44-45).  

 

This development, according to philosophers such as Jonas, Evernden and Mathews, 

constitutes a significant obstruction to the possibility of ethically engaging with the external 

world. Not only does this mean that the world around us is drained of meaning, it also means 

that we lose our place in it by not fitting in. Human beings, insofar as we are alive and 

conscious, do not make sense in this world and do not find a home in it. Through this process, 

we have gone from seeing life as obvious and natural and death as a riddle, to understanding 

dead matter as the only intelligible entity and life a mere disturbance (Jonas 2001:8-10). 

Evernden (1993:51) further discusses the implications of living in a lifeless and meaningless 

world and argues that our experience of the world and ourselves was destroyed with the 

modern scientific world view, since the world is in fact not merely a backdrop, but the context 

of man, and our understanding of it has significance for how we see ourselves and our role in 

the world. He argues that our perceptions of self are destroyed without a meaningful context. 

Evernden further argues that with a destroyed experience follows destructive behavior 

(Evernden 1993:51). If our worldview does not allow for us to perceive ourselves as 

experiencing, living organisms in a meaningful world, we cannot be expected to act as such. 

Because of the materialistic worldview wherein humans are the only subject, we behave 

toward our environment as if it did not matter. Being pure materiality, matter has no ethical 

significance. With this perspective, domination and control are the only things that make 

sense in engaging with the rest of nature, and restoration is inevitably perceived as an 
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extension of this. A mutually beneficial ecological relationship, or an ethical one, is 

unattainable when we regard ourselves as the only subjects and nature as indifferent. Even if 

our concern extends to animals or even to living organisms in general, the systems they 

compose are perceived as indifferent and only indirectly of moral concern. Within this ethical 

framework, restoration is intuitively seen as “management” and involves no real interaction. 

The result is that restoration becomes a process of further retracting ourselves from nature by 

removing traces of human activity, instead of incorporating ourselves ecologically. 

Jonas (1984) discusses the role of Francis Bacon in the development of the 

technological and knowledge-driven mentality of the modern scientific worldview. Jonas is 

critical of the Baconian ideal of power over nature through knowledge, because it “lacked in 

its capitalist execution from the outset the rationality as well as the justice with which it could 

have been conjoined” (Jonas 1984:140). In other words, knowledge and technology without 

ethical guidelines run the risk of developing into destructive mentalities that resist moderation 

and caution.  

Bacon did not anticipate this profound paradox of the power derived from knowledge: that it 

leads indeed to some sort of domination over nature (i.e., her intensified utilization), but at the 

same time to the most complete subjugation under itself. The power has become self-acting, 

while its promise has turned into threat, its prospect of salvation into apocalypse (Jonas 

1984:141). 

 

Through the development of the modern scientific worldview, our technological power has 

expanded, but our normative restrictions have not kept up to the pace. On the contrary, Jonas 

(1984) argues, the modern scientific worldview degrades both our natural environment and 

our ethical frameworks: 

 

First it was nature that was “neutralized” with respect to value, then man himself. Now we 

shiver in the nakedness of a nihilism in which near-omnipotence is paired with near-emptiness, 

greatest capacity with knowing least for what ends to use it (Jonas 1984:23). 

 

Within the modern scientific worldview, our link to nature is theoretic knowledge, and we are 

discouraged from accepting our experiences as connections to the world around us. External, 

non-human nature is perceived as firmly separate, both metaphysically and ethically. Science 

and technology teach us the principles of human activity upon the inert natural world. As 

emphasized by Evernden, this strongly affects how we interact with the rest of the natural 

world and obstructs our possibilities of relating ethically to our environment: “There is no 
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possibility of an environmental ethic, then, in a society dominated by the technological vision 

of the world” (Evernden 1993:66). Having evicted ourselves from the natural world, we have 

significantly impeded our possibility of relating ethically to non-human nature. Within the 

modern scientific worldview, the material world is devoid of preferences, aims, and any other 

qualities required for ethical concern, which reside exclusively in the human consciousness, 

or at the most in other conscious or sentient beings. Mathews describes this predicament: “as 

such – as insensate, brute and blind, the inert and formless, the non-self, the Other, the 

External – matter of course ceased to be an object of moral concern or interest” (1991:32). As 

our complete opposite, matter cannot share any of the qualities deserving of ethical 

consideration and is thus denied the possibility of having an ethical significance in its own 

right. In the following sub-section, I discuss these implications in relation to environmental 

ethics. 

Discussing the consequences of adopting the modern scientific worldview, Jonas 

argues that we have been deluded into forgetting that we, no matter how advanced and 

complex, remain firmly embedded in the physical, organic world, and that the organic world 

itself has the same inwardness as we do, albeit possibly less complex (Jonas 2001). We have 

tricked ourselves into veiling the entire living world in a materialistic curtain that renders 

nature seemingly unintelligible and foreign. Not only do we not, being thinking subjects, 

share any characteristics with it, or belong in it, we also cannot comprehend it as anything but 

a meaningless mechanical system. Contrary to this, an argument can also be made that it has 

become increasingly difficult to deny the ecological connections between human and non-

human nature, as natural sciences have developed. However, there is a significant difference 

between acknowledging, on a theoretical level, that humans are a part of nature and restricted 

by natural laws and mechanisms in the same way as the rest of nature is, and experiencing 

ourselves as such ethically. By endorsing the first while resisting the second, we may still 

employ an ethical divide that allows us to manipulate nature. Furthermore, this view limits 

and grounds our responsibilities toward nature in its use for us. The best-case version of this 

could be so-called “enlightened anthropocentrism”. 

Mathews argues that since the presupposed materialism in the modern worldview is 

normatively neutral, there are no ethical values in the world of matter, and humanity is left to 

invent its own values: “in the absence of religious revelation, human nature itself becomes the 

sole source of meaning and value” (Mathews 2006:90). Materialism leads to a worldview 

dominated by an instrumental vision of the world, and involves extensive domination, control 
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and an urge to adapt, re-make, and “improve” the world in our favor. With no ethical 

restrictions within the material world, and with ever increasing knowledge of the mechanisms 

of the world based on scientific methods, the technical capacity for exploitation grows 

rapidly, enabling apparent indefinite “progress” and “development”.  

The possibility of ethical significance in nature by way of extending our own 

significance to include nature in our own self-interest is also obstructed by the sharp divide 

between ourselves and nature: “I am divorced from nature, my identity in no way a function 

of the identity of nature. My self-interest, accordingly, does not extend to it, and in this 

respect too it is beyond the purview of moral concern” (Mathews 1991:32). Within the 

modern scientific worldview, human consciousness is the only subject, egoism the natural 

starting point (Callicott 1989:84), and anthropocentrism the natural conclusion. It is therefore 

a widely held assumption that the only relevant ethical considerations are toward humans. 

While this egoism can be expanded past anthropocentrism through a further process of 

generalization, only certain types of individual entities have the capacities required to be 

included in even the most generous generalization. While it may be argued to extend to other 

animals, it does not enable us to consider wholes such as species or ecosystems. Because of 

this, restoration fails to be an act of positive interaction between humans and their 

environment within the dualistic worldview: any ethical interaction is precluded by the 

metaphysical gulf separating them. The best we can hope for within this framework is a 

restoration that aims at supporting healthy ecosystems for the benefit of the animals within 

them, and while this is a very positive development, it does not do much toward re-

incorporating humans in nature and forging meaningful relations.  

Is an environmental ethic impossible within the modern scientific worldview? Jonas 

argues that the opposite is the case: an environmental ethic only became possible with the 

development of the modern scientific worldview. Because our responsibility towards nature 

depends on our technological capacities, we had no duties toward nature before we had 

capacities that enabled us to threaten it: “the duty we talk about has become apparent only 

with the threat to the subject thereof” (Jonas 1984:139). The technological capacities of the 

modern scientific worldview thus necessitates ethical norms regarding how to use them. 

However, as I have described, it also refuses them. 

By sufficiently separating the rest of nature and humanity, we, as humans, can be said 

to have a relationship with nature. Additionally, our technological capacities endow us with a 

responsibility toward that which we can destroy. A sense of separation between humans and 
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the rest of nature is a necessary condition for entering into a meaningful relationship with the 

rest of nature: it is vital that we do indeed take our own position in interaction with our 

environment, and it is important that we make sure that our environment can accommodate us 

without perishing. However, this contradicts the notion that we are also contained within it, 

and in this sense, ecological restoration can be particularly illuminating. I hope to have shown 

that there is a significant difference between (1) a relational separation between humans and 

the rest of nature, and (2) the metaphysical and ethical dichotomy of the modern scientific 

worldview. The former denies the possibility of taking the position of objective outsiders 

supposed by the latter. The latter rejects the possibility of ethical interaction supposed by the 

former. Can ecological restoration enable us to relate ethically to our natural environment, and 

will this entail a rejection of the modern scientific and materialist worldview altogether? Can 

the future potential of the modern scientific worldview be saved by counteracting the ethical 

assumptions currently associated with it? In the remainder of this chapter, I further discuss 

restoration in light of the modern scientific worldview.  

3.4 Ecological Restoration and the Modern Scientific 

Worldview 

Is ecological restoration a symptom of the same dysfunctional worldview that has encouraged 

destruction, or a way towards a more ecologically sound worldview? Elliott (1997, 1982) and 

Katz (2015, 2012, 1992, 1996) position restoration in a way that does not allow for an 

ecological relationship between humans and their natural environment. Instead, restoration is 

perceived as an act of dominance inflicted by active culture on passive nature. Drenthen 

(2009) understands some instances of restoration as a process of deliberate separation of 

humans from their local environment, and subsequent alienation, while remaining hopeful 

that a “right” way to do restoration will avoid this. When restoration is seen as “forgery”, as 

dominance, or as resulting in alienation it is because culture and nature are seen as essentially 

different and separated by a gap unbridgeable by restoration. I have argued that this gap 

corresponds to the metaphysical gap between mind and matter in the Cartesian dualism that 

still shapes our worldview: man was removed from nature when mind was removed from 

matter. Our current human-nature relationship, and the possibilities of it being improved 

through restoration, is strongly restricted by our materialistic view on nature. This tradition 

urges us to adopt a perspective on ourselves in relation to nature, in which we understand 

ourselves as the only thinking subjects in a world devoid of meaning, where natural entities 
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are merely props or resources, with no agency or aims. The positive potential of ecological 

restoration is thus restricted to being good management of resources, and not actively ethical. 

This is insufficient, granted that traditional anthropocentrism is rejected. Is it ecologically 

arrogant to assign ourselves the task of designing and managing environments and designing 

artificial ecosystems, or is it an acknowledgement of fault and humility? Does it overvalue 

our own scientific-ecological knowledge, or is it an expression of admiration and valuing of 

the natural ecosystems? In the next sub-section, I outline the way the modern scientific 

worldview has contributed to the development of ecological restoration. Then I consider 

whether ecological restoration has potential as a remedy for the ethical limitations of the 

modern scientific worldview, and address the possibility of restoration as a reentry of humans 

to nature. 

Ecological restoration as a result of the modern scientific world view 

The historical ambivalence to the nature-culture dichotomy was a prerequisite for the 

development of restoration. Jordan and Lubick argue that the separation of humans from 

nature had many important and positive implications for the development of restoration: 

“Though deplored by many environmentalists as a fall from grace and primal communion 

with nature, this new threshold of self-awareness nevertheless led to several closely related 

developments crucial to the idea of ecocentric restoration” (Jordan and Lubick 2011:27). 

Through the development of sciences that illuminates connections in ecosystems and our role 

in them, as well as their fragility, we are encouraged to acknowledge our dependence on 

ecosystems as well as our own responsibility. It also enables us to see nature as a proper 

object of ethical concern. Removing ourselves from nature allowed us to better examine and 

understand natural phenomena and encouraged closer attention. The shift to self-awareness as 

separate and to some extent outside of nature led to a better objective understanding of how 

nature works, as well as a curiosity to learn more, a prerequisite for ecological restoration. 

This, in turn, encouraged a naturalization of humans, replacing the idea that humans are 

somehow apart from the rest of the world with the idea that they are placed firmly within the 

rest of nature (Jordan and Lubick 2011:28). Our knowledge of natural phenomena placed 

humans firmly within the realm of the natural, and led to the realization that, as Francis Bacon 

put it: “artificial things do not differ from natural ones in form or essence, but only in efficient 

cause” (Bacon in Jordan and Lubick 2011:28). This is also an important insight for the 

development of ecological restoration, and as support for its value on the grounds of its 



53 

 

potential for helping us understand natural processes through imitation, as well as 

contributing positive change to an ecosystem itself. 

Although increasing familiarity of ecosystem mechanisms and scientific knowledge of 

natural phenomena placed us within the realm of nature, it also, as I have described, 

constituted a separation of humans from the rest of nature. Although humans are part of 

nature and bound by natural laws, knowledge and technological capacities give us a position 

in ecosystems very different from others. George Perkins Marsh is, according to Lubick and 

Jordan, widely regarded as laying the foundation for the modern environmental movement. 

He documented that environmental changes were in fact human-induced degradation and not 

natural deterioration, and wrote that “nothing is further from my belief than that man is a ‘part 

of nature’” (Jordan and Lubick 2011:33). His thinking brought us closer to the objectification 

of nature that is essential to ecological restoration. As science and technology advanced the 

manipulative capacities human agents had toward the rest of nature, we became 

simultaneously alerted to the negative impact we could have, and further enabled to continue 

exploiting nature with greater efficiency. However, our increasing knowledge of nature also 

endowed us the possibility to mimic, assist, and repair it by practices such as restoration. 

“Marsh had created and effectively articulated a story that cast people as separate from their 

environment to the extent that it made sense to say– or made it possible to say – that they 

could harm or degrade it” (Jordan and Lubick 2011:37). This, combined with a growing 

interest in and understanding of ecological mechanisms, was a necessary condition for 

realizing that human actions were having critically damaging impact on nature, and this in 

turn opened the possibility of rectifying this damage. Ecological restoration, a result of these 

scientific advancements, is thus simultaneously a continuation of the process of taking control 

of and understanding ecosystem mechanisms, and attempting to return damaged ecosystems 

to their natural trajectory, thus releasing them from human control. 

The objectification of nature does not necessarily include a development toward 

viewing humans as metaphysically or conceptually separate from it, but rather involved a self-

awareness of our position in nature and our relationship with the rest of nature, whether we 

see ourselves as inherently different or not. It involved making ourselves aware of our 

specific perspective and the way we inhabit the world, and how our actions affect the rest of 

nature. This shift encouraged an exploration of the boundaries between humans and nature, 

and curiosity concerning our place in nature, and resulted in projects such as the one Aldo 

Leopold contributed to with prairies in Wisconsin. However, Leopold saw nature as a 
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community to which we belong, and therefore did not accept the nature-culture dichotomy 

that allows objective restoration, and he was of the impression that “wilderness is a resource 

which can shrink but not grow” (Leopold in Jordan and Lubick 181). His arguments were 

often given in terms of human interests, although often indirectly.  

Is ecological restoration a tool of or a remedy for the modern scientific worldview? 

Rooted in the science of ecology, ecological restoration is a product of the modern scientific 

worldview, and success in restoration requires knowledge and sufficient analysis of the 

mechanisms of ecosystems. Within the modern scientific worldview, ecological restoration 

can be interpreted as a tool of domination, allowing ecology to become more predictive, 

thereby allowing us to manage and control nature more successfully, as well as allowing 

destruction by promising repair. However, restoration also includes a participatory element 

that opposes the subject/object, mind/body and nature/culture dichotomies that most 

prominently characterize the modern scientific worldview, as well as an attempt at 

understanding and mimicking nature so that it can develop autonomously, while not 

necessarily excluding humans. The practice of ecological restoration thus rests on the 

foundation of the modern scientific worldview, but rejects the strict dichotomies often 

associated with it. For this reasons, philosophers such as William R. Jordan, have considered 

ecological restoration as a promising way out of the preservationist rhetoric within 

environmental thinking, because instead of rejecting humans as part of ecosystems, it 

encourages active and sensitive engagement, and consideration of ecosystems as responsive 

and active. 

Within the modern scientific worldview and human/nature dualism, ecological 

restoration can easily justify exploitation, because this worldview in practice rejects the 

ethical limitations that could keep us from damaging nature in the first place. Without the 

ethical limitations of this dualism, it could be possible to hold that damage that is done to 

nature is wrong in itself, because natural objects are ethically significant in themselves, and 

thus, there is nothing one can do after damaging to justify the damage itself. However, if 

ecological restoration is a way to counteract the ethical implications of the modern scientific 

worldview, to encourage respect and awe for nature and to incorporate nature into our ethical 

considerations, we will have more reason to oppose damaging it, not less. Even if the results 

of our restorations are perfect, they will not remove or diminish our ethical obligations to 

respect nature, original or restored. 
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Rejecting restored nature as “real nature” as in Elliott and Katz’s positions are 

examples of insisting on a strict separation between humans and the rest of nature. By 

rejecting restored nature as “fake” or “artifact”, they insist on an ethically relevant 

metaphysical difference between that which is a product of nature, and that which is produced 

by human agency. They also endow this metaphysical difference with moral significance, 

preferring “natural” and untouched over human-influenced. While this connection certainly is 

relevant, rejecting restored ecosystems as fakes is not dependent on the modern scientific 

worldview for justification. Even if we reject the metaphysical and ethical gap entailed by the 

dualistic worldview, it does not mean that restored nature necessarily is the same as original 

nature. It merely means that if there is an ethically or metaphysically significant difference, it 

is not because of a correlating difference between humans and nature. The question of the 

value of original nature compared to restored nature, and the question of the human/nature 

dichotomy are thus not overlapping. I have already made it a point to keep Elliott and Katz’s 

questions of the “realness” or “fakeness” of restored nature outside of the main scope of this 

thesis, and I will therefore leave it aside. However, I still consider the issue of the dualistic 

influences on our human-nature relationship highly relevant in understanding the arguments 

of Elliott and Katz, because it obstructs the very possibility of ethical interaction at all. Unless 

we find it possible to reject the dualistic assumptions of the modern scientific worldview, it 

seems unlikely that we may ever enter into a normative relationship to the rest of nature, and 

we will be stuck in the discourse of control and manipulation. 

3.5 Concluding Remarks 

In this chapter, I have argued that the traditional notion of nature in the modern scientific 

worldview and its perspectives on humans in relation to their environment is a significant 

obstacle to developing an ethical relationship with nature. This is because it places human 

beings outside of nature and that this in turn alienates us from our own environment, as well 

as precludes the possibility of significant, ethical interaction. It has placed us in a position 

where we have the knowledge and means to manipulate the rest of nature towards our ends, 

with no way of ethically relating to it. This alienation and separation has historically led to 

destruction, but has also resulted in the development of extensive ecological knowledge, and 

enabled practices such as ecological restoration. When restoration is perceived as a threat to 

“real” nature because we taint it with human agency, we implicitly endorse the strict human-

nature boundary inherent in the modern scientific worldview. When restoration is perceived 
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as a moral hazard, a very weak ethical bond to nature is presupposed. If this were not the case, 

we would have sufficient ethical motivation to protect nature and avoid harming it, no matter 

our options for repair or reproduction later on. I have suggested, following Mathews and 

Evernden, that this ethical deficiency is a result of the modern scientific worldview. As long 

as we endorse and enact this worldview, critics of restoration may be right to worry about the 

moral hazard of restoration. The question remaining is whether it is possible that restoration 

can contribute to strengthen the ethical bonds toward nature, and in that way improve the 

human-nature relationship and counteract the ethical implications of the modern scientific 

worldview. In the following and final chapter, I discuss the potential for restoration to 

overcome the problems imposed by the dualism discussed in this chapter. I assess the 

possibility of restoration being a way for humans to enter into ecologically sound and ethical 

relationships with the rest of nature, and thus counteract the ethical and relational implications 

of the modern scientific worldview.  
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4 Ecological Restoration as Ethical 

Participation and Moral Repair 
 

During the past decade in particular, restoration has matured rapidly, not only as a technology, 

as a discipline, and as a conservation strategy, but also as a form of play and a context for 

negotiating the relationship between our own species and the rest of nature (Jordan 2003:4). 

 

In this chapter, I wish to explore the option of a more inclusively ecological, ethical and 

relation centered approach to ecological restoration. The overarching question to be answered 

is, building on the previous chapter: can ecological restoration be a way of encouraging an 

ethical relationship with nature? 

I begin by arguing that the arguments of Elliott (1997, 1982) and Katz (2015, 2012, 

1992, 1996) use naturalness (by them understood exclusively as the property of being 

undisturbed by human activity) as an independent source of inherent value without offering 

convincing reasons to exclude humans from this “naturalness”. I argue that the metaphysical 

natural/non-natural/artificial are not helpful or relevant distinctions in the discussion of value 

in the context of ecological restoration. Instead, I suggest that the value destroyed or restored 

is ecological, ethical and relational. When ecological flourishing is perceived as the relevant 

goal of ecological restoration, human presence is not necessarily excluded as long as it is 

ecologically sensitive and considerate. By ecologically sensitive, I mean attentive to and 

respectful of ecological processes and considerate of the non-human others who rely on the 

ecosystem. In line with much of Drenthen’s discussion, I argue that instead of emphasizing a 

rigid separation of “real nature” and humans, thus excluding humans from being at home in 

their natural environment, ecological restoration should aim at making human activity in 

nature more ecologically sensitive. 

Furthermore, as Light (1996) argues, even if one could support natural/non-natural 

distinction, the potential impact restoration could have on natural/non-natural interactions and 

the relationship between humans and nature could still be of sufficient positive value to 

ethically justify ecological restoration. In this way, ecological restoration has the potential to 

be a positive means towards interactions between humans and the rest of nature. While 

ecological flourishing is a significant goal of restoration, restoration at its best is also 

relational: nature is not the only entity that suffers from human destruction, and not the only 

object of repair: the human-nature relationship is also affected. This relationship must be 
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addressed if we are to find a way to ethically relate to the rest of nature. For this part, my 

starting point will be Almassi’s discussion in “Ecological Restorations as Practices of Moral 

Repair” (2017). 

4.1 Parrillo: Fake Nature is Better Than No Nature 

In their critique of restoration, Elliott and Katz make a number of similar assumptions and 

share a fundamental view on nature and culture as inherently opposed. Within this 

perspective, anything that is a product of intentional human agency is by definition not nature, 

and anything that is a product of intentional human agency and also presented as nature, must 

be artifact and fake nature. Restored nature is thus not natural at all, but an artificial product 

of dishonest and arrogant forgery. 

Parrillo (2008) presents an argument for restoration that accepts many of Katz’s and 

Elliott’s premises as true but dismisses their concerns as anthropocentric. She concedes that 

humans cannot adequately restore nature to its former state and “make it whole” (2008:125), 

but that restoration nonetheless is an ethical obligation when damage has occurred because 

functional “fake nature” is preferable to the alternative of no nature. Some degree of 

degradation is inevitable in the modern world, Parrillo holds, and in cases where preservation 

is not possible or has already occurred, restoration is the only acceptable alternative. To refuse 

restoration on the grounds of the result lacking “authenticity” completely disregards the 

urgency of finding viable habitats for displaced others. That restored nature does not live up 

to Katz and Elliott’s standards of historical continuity and aesthetic qualities simply does not 

matter from an ecological perspective, as their concerns are thoroughly anthropocentric. The 

aim of restoration cannot be the impossible task of repairing the broken historical continuum, 

and it should not be the anthropocentric aim of reconstructing nature to human standards of 

aesthetically ideal nature. Restoration, for Parrillo, is about sufficiently restoring the elements 

needed for ecological functions and processes to return: 

 

Nature that has been devastated is less valuable and less appealing to humans. It lacks the 

historical origin that humans so revere. Though we cannot completely restore land which has 

been disturbed and exploited, technological advancements have made it possible to restore 

many areas well enough to support ecosystems. It is therefore morally obligatory for 

environmental policy to demand such restorations (Parrillo 2008:129). 
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Parrillo reinterprets Elliott and Katz’ position by reframing it anthropocentrically. Their 

objection thus becomes irrelevant in the ethical assessment of ecological restoration unless an 

anthropocentric position is held. This is untenable for many supporters and critics of 

restoration who oppose anthropocentrism. In this way, Parrillo can conclude very differently 

from Elliott and Katz, without having to argue against the fundamental assumptions behind 

their arguments. However, she remains within the discourse of “fake nature”, and ecological 

restoration might still be considered forgery. The difference is that while Katz and Elliott see 

this forgery as a gross insult to value in authentic nature, Parrillo sees it as relevant only to 

human assessment of nature as an object of awe, and less significant for ethical and ecological 

assessments. It is also important to note that Parrillo does not argue for the goodness of 

ecological restoration theoretically, but for the necessity of it in practice. Given the very non-

ideal realities of today, ecological restoration is the only acceptable alternative, because 

restored nature (even as fake nature, forged nature), is better than no nature, especially from 

an ecological point of view. She could therefore be interpreted to accept restoration for 

pragmatic reasons. Additionally, her focus on restoration as a way of improving the living 

conditions for non-human nature suggests a biotic rationale as well. 

While one can argue that Parrillo’s position is a convincing critique of Katz’ and 

Elliott’s positions, she is also restricted by the same problematic assumptions as them. By 

accepting Elliott and Katz’ arguments against restoration but rejecting the weighing of these 

against the ecological consequences of not restoring, she accepts the premise of “fake nature”, 

and endorses the problematic nature-culture divide that Elliott and Katz employ. If the aim of 

restoration is to repair damage to human-nature relationships and to reincorporate culture in 

nature and nature in culture, in ways that respect both cultural and ecological considerations, 

the boundary between nature and culture cannot be kept impenetrable. By accepting Elliott 

and Katz’ premise, Parrillo undermines the potential of restoration to be more than a mere 

band-aid. 

4.2 Merchant: Ecological Restoration as Mimesis 

Merchant (1986) sees potential in ecological restoration as a way of creating a new way of 

engaging with nature through the process of mimesis. By combining a backward-looking 

process with an emphasis on responsibility for nature as parts of nature situated in a particular 

position of power, restoration is way of developing a new relationship with nature for the 

future. 
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Restoration is a backward-looking philosophy. But unlike romanticism, which is longing for 

the past, or preservation, which seeks to save what already exists, restoration implies an active 

participation in bringing the past back to life. It recognizes that, while humans may be part of 

nature, they also have more power to alter it than do other species. Admitting this, it goes on to 

provide ways to use that power responsibly and ethically by going back in time to heal what 

has been changed or damaged. But this very act, even at in some ways it reaches into the past, 

also creates a new future (Carolyn Merchant 1986:206). 

 

Ecological restoration creates a new future by rejecting the limitations of our previous 

perspective on nature, and engaging ethically with nature, as opposed to controlling nature. 

Merchant identifies a significant contrast between ecological restoration and the way in which 

the modern scientific worldview has encouraged relating to nature:  

 

Rather than taking nature apart and simplifying ecosystems, as the past three centuries of 

mechanistic science have taught us to do supremely well, restorationists are actively putting 

them back together. Rather than analyzing nature for the sake of dominating and controlling it, 

restorationists are synthesizing it for the sake of living symbiotically within the whole 

(Merchant 1986:206-207).  

 

Using the concept of mimesis, she further emphasizes the important shift ecological 

restoration implies back to mimicking and interacting with, rather than analyzing, nature. 

Mimesis has a long and important history, and was the basis of values and traditions prior to 

the rise of the modern scientific worldview (Merchant 1986:207). Through the development 

of the modern scientific worldview, mimesis was rejected in favor of analysis, as a 

consequence of the subject being separated from the object. While mimesis implies 

engagement between the knower and the known, analysis precludes participation. Problem 

solving and analysis (Merchant 1986:207) thus replaced recollection and participation. 

Narratives were replaced by science, which eventually led to the division of nature into 

atomic parts, suitable for manipulation and control. Merchant’s analysis of the emergence of 

the modern scientific worldview and the consequences to human-nature relationships is 

therefore in accordance with the perspectives of Jonas, Evernden and Mathews. However, 

contrary to Mathews’ position that ecological restoration is a continuation of the dominating 

rationale of the modern scientific and materialist worldview, Merchant argues that 

“restoration is part of a spectrum of emerging disciplines based on imitation, synthesis and a 

creative reciprocity between humans and non-human nature” and that it is based on 
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“reestablishing contact with nature through imitation” (Merchant 1986:208). She holds that a 

significant characteristic of the way restoration relates to nature is that it is “based on the 

capacity of both humans and nature for action” (Merchant 1986:209). This emphasis on 

nature as an active and alive partner is a significant shift from the modern scientific 

worldview’s insistence on nature as passive and manipulable. 

Another way in which ecological restoration may encourage the development of 

ethical values toward nature is by drawing our attention to the various aspects of nature that 

inspire our valuation of them. By the process of mimesis, we appreciate the complexity and 

richness of natural processes, and may develop appreciation of and find value in these. By 

encouraging engagement with natural processes, restoration offers an opportunity to 

experience nature, and, additionally, to experience nature in a specifically ethical context. By 

engaging actively instead of observing passively, we are contributors rather than consumers 

of nature. Jordan argues that this type of participatory relationship may also reduce some of 

the pressure on nature preserves and natural parks (Jordan 1986:50).  

 

Restoration offers this potential through its focus on the imitation of natural patterns, which 

enhances our understanding of these processes. In turn, the place for and limits to human 

participation in nature are clarified and values appropriate to that position are developed and 

promoted (Colwell 1993:27). 

  

“Value” in this context refers to the ethical attitudes, rather than value in a metaphysical 

sense. Jordan suggests that ecological restoration, while not an ethic itself, can be part of  “a 

way to an ethic, a process by which we might create the values on which any system of ethics 

is based while giving those values a hold on the consciences of individuals or groups of 

people” (Jordan 2003:4). By restoring nature through mimesis and attentive interaction, we 

attune ourselves with other natural processes, and develop normative relationships toward 

non-human nature. Ecological restoration is thus both a reparative process, and a value-

creating activity. 

 

Without this first, emotionally demanding process of value creation, talk of ethics will always 

be just that- talk, and talk that has little hold on either the imagination or the conscience 

because it takes values for granted and fails to provide ways of coming to terms with the most 

problematic aspects of the experience underlying the process of value creation (Jordan 2003:4-

5). 
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Jordan strongly emphasizes the importance of deliberate value-creating, because neglecting to 

do this value-creating work self-consciously, results in value-creating happening unself-

consciously, carelessly, or by others (Jordan 2003:5). He argues that restoration is a way of 

creating or gaining access to ecological values, and understands restoration as a way of 

performing value-creating rituals.  

In theory, ecological restoration does not necessarily contradict the modern scientific 

worldview, and practically and conceptually ecological restoration as a practice fits into the 

history of the modern scientific worldview as being a development of the science of ecology. 

However, the ethical potential of ecological restoration is a different question that requires 

further investigation. As Merchant argues, ecological restoration in practice involves active 

consideration of nature as autonomous and unpredictable, and encourages development of 

ethical values through mimesis. Can ecological restoration have moral potential within the 

modern scientific worldview? If not, does this mean that ecological restoration should be 

rejected on moral grounds, or does it mean that the modern scientific worldview must be 

rejected for its inability to include an environmental ethic? Is this conceivable, given the 

fundamental way in which this worldview shapes modern societies, science and technology? 

Is it desirable?  

4.3 Light and Tanasescu: Ecological Restoration as 

Development of Normative Relationships 

Many arguments in support of ecological restoration emphasize and support restoration’s 

perspective on human agency in nature. They can be interpreted as a rejection of the 

metaphysical dualist tradition that has resulted in estrangement of humans from nature, 

perceived as a prominent and problematic feature of the modern scientific worldview. In place 

of this dualism, a mutually beneficial “Reentry of nature” (Jordan 1986) in encouraged. 

Fundamental to the practice of ecological restoration is the participation of humans in the 

processes of ecosystems through practical intervention. In a practical and ecological sense, 

then, it is clear how restoration may be a way of engaging actively with nature, and in that 

way reject, or blur, the boundary between humans and the rest of nature. However, to avoid 

the concern that this blurring is only the next step toward complete domination of humans 

toward nature, an ethical dimension must be added giving normative guidelines involving 

some degree of respect for the intrinsic characteristics of ecosystem constituents and 

functions. If this is not the case, the rejection of the strict human-nature boundary could 
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potentially be described as human conquering of the rest nature, rather than the building of an 

ethical relationship. 

In the following sub-sections, I consider the positions of Light (1996) and Tanasescu 

(2017) regarding the potential for ecological restoration to develop normative relationships 

with nonhuman nature. Although he is not explicitly supportive of restoration, I have also 

included a sub-section Gamlund’s (2007). I use his spinozistic account of development of 

moral values through identification with nature to show how normative relationships could be 

formed through the practice of ecological restoration. 

Light: restoration of human-nature relationships 

Light (1996) counters the “fake nature” discourse of Elliott and Katz by focusing on what 

restoration does for the human-nature relationship, instead of focusing exclusively on 

restorations ability, or inability to recreate “real nature”. Katz and Elliott do not consider the 

potential for restoration to contribute positive values by encouraging a normative relationship 

between humans and nonhuman nature. Light responds to Elliott and Katz and suggests 

restoration as not just a way of repairing damage, a task that Elliott and Katz believe it fails, 

but also as way to encourage a normative relationship with nature. Light denies that the only 

task of ecological restoration is to “create nature” and argues that the most important task of 

restoration is to “restore an important part of the human relationship with nonhuman nature” 

(Light 1996:398). Light criticizes Katz for not acknowledging the full range of values at work 

and dismissing restoration on weak grounds. He insists that the environmentalist focus on 

describing the non-anthropocentric value of nature is too narrow, theoretic, and not 

sufficiently directed to guide us practically in our interaction with nonhuman nature. Light 

does not want to focus value in nature independent of human valuing, but on the contrary, 

wants to encourage human valuing of nature, and a normative ethical relationship. The 

overemphasis on non-anthropocentric value has in practice separated nature from human 

appreciation of it. Describing non-anthropocentric value does therefore not seem like the most 

urgent task to him, and as opposed to Katz, he does not find non-anthropocentric value in 

nature a reason to dismiss restoration for its inability to replicate it. By insisting that 

restoration is necessarily dominating, Katz does not consider the possibility of restoration 

being a way to move closer to nature and its potential to encourage cooperation and humility 

in our interaction with nature. Many proponents of restoration emphasize its potential to 

create positive natural values and meaningful relationships and see it as a way of 
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counteracting the very worldview Katz is concerned about. Katz’s concern rest on a mistaken 

assumption that restoration is only about restoring nature itself, and he judges the attempt to 

fail. However, nature itself is not the only object of restoration: it is, perhaps most 

importantly, “an effort to restore an important part of the human relationship with nonhuman 

nature” (Light 1996:398). Deeming any interaction to be domination is a mistake that 

effectively undermines the potential of restoration to contribute positively to our relationship 

to non-human nature. 

Light makes an important distinction that enables us to dismiss several of Elliott’s 

concerns with restoration: he introduces the terms “malicious restoration” and “benevolent 

restoration” (1996:401). When Elliott described the “restoration thesis”, he was not describing 

restoration in general, but a particular type, namely malicious restoration, “restoration that is 

used to rationalize the destruction of nature” (Light 1996:400) “malicious restoration” appear 

closely related to restoration as part of mitigation practices, that are of a purely technocratic 

motivation in which consideration of moral hazard has no place. Benevolent restorations, on 

the other hand, are “undertaken to remedy a past harm done to nature although not offered as 

a justification for harming nature” (Light 1996:401). This is the type of idealistically and 

biotically motivated restoration he considers to be the best possibility for engaging in positive 

interactions with nature. By making this distinction, one may be able to accept many of 

Elliott’s arguments that restored nature is not “real”, “authentic” or “original”, and that using 

restoration to justify harm fails, and that malicious restoration therefore is wrong. However, 

one can still endorse benevolent restoration, even while still accepting that restored nature is 

inferior to original nature, because that still leaves open the possibility that benevolent 

restoration can contribute positive value, both in the restored product and in the human-nature 

relationship. While Elliott might not personally agree, his arguments seem to allow for such 

conclusions because although Elliott considers restoration value-neutral or very low in value, 

it is not given negative value. Light’s argument, at least so far as I have followed it at this 

point, is particularly interesting because it is not an attempt to contradict or dismiss the overall 

positions of Elliott and Katz, but to question the relevance of their arguments for the ethical 

assessment of ecological restoration. It therefore has the potential to be widely convincing, at 

least in encouraging a wider and more inclusive investigation of the potential value of 

restoration. 

Katz, unlike Elliott, denies the possibility of any restoration having positive value at 

all, and considers it “evidence of human domination and arrogance toward nature” (Light 
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1996:401), and thus of negative value. He believes that since natural value is impossible to 

recreate, ecological restoration is impossible, and trying an arrogant mistake that dominates 

rather than repairs. Light identifies five arguments Katz uses against restoration and 

systematically assesses them: KR1 “The Duplicitous Argument”, concerning the idea that 

restored nature will be passed off as authentic, KR2 “The Arrogance Argument”, which states 

that restoration represents human arrogance toward the natural world, KR3 “The Artifact 

Argument”, which is the objection that restored nature is artifact, and therefore not nature at 

all, KR4 “The Domination Argument”, which concerns Katz insistence on restoration being 

necessarily dominating because it forced intervention into natural processes, and denies nature 

the possibility of being autonomous and developing freely, and finally KR5 “The 

Replacement Argument”, which states that restoration can be used to justify degradation 

because the damage can be restored. Light points out that by denying Katz’s underlying 

premise of nature-culture dualism, one could reject most of his argument on that basis alone. 

However, he accepts this premise and for the sake of arguments, grants Katz that restoration 

does not reproduce original nature. He then argues that if we accept that restoration cannot 

recreate nature, many of his arguments may be dismissed merely by conceding this. KR1 and 

KR2 can be eliminated because, if we accept that restoration is not recreation of real nature, 

we can do it without being arrogant or trying to fool anyone. KR3 becomes irrelevant because 

one can hold that restoration is producing artifact while still holding that it may benefit nature 

by freeing nature from degradation that constitutes just the type of domination that Katz wants 

to avoid. Furthermore, if it proven that it can do this, it is not domination, thus rejecting KR4 

as well. KR5 is eliminated because if we accept that restoration is artifact, we cannot use it to 

replace nature, and also KR5 is directed at malicious restoration and not benevolent 

restoration. KR4 is the only argument that isn’t easily eliminated by Light’s tactic because it 

requires an individual assessment of the claim that restoration projects may benefit nature 

even if they create artifacts rather than nature. Light has four possible ways of arguing against 

KR4 and uses them to develop “a new philosophical context for restoration”, which he 

believes will further undermine the rest of Katz’s arguments: 

 

1. There are cases in which restoration could be seen as a way of lifting restraints on 

nonhuman nature’s “free interests”, rather than imposing them. In degraded ecosystems, it is 

often the case that nature already is prevented from developing freely because of disruptive 

human actions, and where no amount of time will allow it to resume its trajectory without 
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restoration. For example, hazardous waste could make it impossible for nature to resume its 

course, and restoration is a way to remove this obstacle. Restoration projects are often very 

limited in scope and may just be a way of making an area habitable by native species again 

and encouraging their return. Degraded ecosystems are often more vulnerable to invasive 

species that could infest an area and make it impossible for native species to return, so in 

other cases it is deemed necessary to further guide nature back by planting native plants and 

discouraging invasive species that could disrupt the ecosystem while it recovers. One could of 

course object to the preference of native over exotic species, but as exotic species often are 

anthropogenically introduced, one could imagine that Katz prefers native species over ones 

that are a direct result of cultural interference. One could also argue that from an ecological 

perspective, native species have a better chance of fitting into the rest of the ecosystem, for 

example by providing sustenance for others (therefore not expanding indefinitely), or for 

contributing to keeping other species at a sustainable level by competition or predation. 

2. Even if we consider restored nature as nothing but artifact, it does not follow that we 

should not attempt to restore degraded nature. Interference, even if considered less natural, 

could still contribute positively to the original nature. Light writes “even if we agree with 

Katz that humans cannot really restore nature, it does not follow that they ought not engage in 

restoration projects that actually repair the damage caused by past domination rather than 

further that domination” (Light 1996:404). 

 

3. Katz argues that restoration restricts the autonomous development of nature by forcing it in 

the direction we prefer. Light insists that Katz confuses mitigation with restoration, and that 

restoration is not guided by human goals alone, but by the reparative processes of nonhuman 

nature as well. This is how I have previously defined ecological restoration. Although there is 

still subjective decisions and preferences involved in even ecological restoration (for example 

in determining what historical condition to aim at, or in deciding how to best utilize the 

technology available), restorationists are not free to do as they prefer but restricted by 

ecological and historical constraints. In ecological restoration, our preferences are therefore 

not the cause of any restrictions to nature’s autonomy, and on the contrary, aim at assisting 

nature in returning to a more autonomous state, free of human domination. 

 

4. Finally, Light questions the relevance of the self-realization of nature in questions of 

restoration. This is a significant part of Katz’s criticism, as well as that of Mathews. First, 
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understanding what self-realization means in practice in any particular case is highly 

problematic. Second, even if we could discern such an aim in nature, it is not clear why we as 

humans cannot contribute to allow nature to follow it. If we have inflicted damage to nature, 

repairing that damage could be seen as restitution, in which case nonhuman nature’s self-

realization is not further prohibited even when the harm cannot be fully compensated for. 

Also, an issue Light sets aside, is whether one can even speak of self-realization in the case of 

nature, which is a problem in itself. A problem with Katz’s position is that when he argues 

that the causal origin of nature is changed with the introduction of human intentionality, and 

that restoration inhibits natures autonomy, he implies that all of nature pulls evolution in the 

same direction, and that human intentionality is invariably contradictory to nonhuman 

nature’s autonomous evolution and freedom. A better understanding may be that nature is full 

of conflicting forces and that human intentionality is merely one of them. “Nature” is not a 

single entity with its own freedom and autonomy, but could be considered a collective of 

many, often conflicting interests. What makes human intentionality particular is not that it 

from the point of nature is foreign and separate, or that it can rob nature of its autonomy, but 

that it from the point of view of humans is our own, and therefore our own responsibility, and 

this is the reasons we might have moral reasons to do or avoid certain actions. Our destructive 

powers have far outweighed our ecological conscience. One can argue, like Jonas (1984), that 

with the use of power comes a responsibility to understand how to use the power more 

considerately, and restoration could both be criticized and endorsed with this in mind. We can 

aim our intentionality in many different directions, and although all of them could be argued 

to be “natural”, some may be better or more ethical than others. 

So far Light has accepted Katz’s claim that humans cannot restore real nature, and by 

doing this he can set aside KR1-3 and KR5. He then gave 4 ways of eliminating KR4. He 

continues his assessment of the potential for positive value of restoration by arguing that 

ecological restoration “restores environmental philosophy” (Light 1996:405). Through our 

destruction and misuse, we dominate, and harm not only nature itself;  but we deny the 

realization of «individual good, human and nonhuman» (Katz 1997:105). Katz, of course, 

intends this as an argument against the domination he sees in restoration, but Light uses his 

claim for another purpose, namely to establish that Katz sees cultural value in relation to 

nature. Light takes Katz to allude to “a relationship with nature that exists on moral as well as 

physical terrain in such a way that our moral actions toward nature can reciprocally harm us” 

(Light 1996:406). Regardless of whether we are separable from nature (as Katz assumes) or 
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not, we do have a relationship with non-human nature, and we are morally implicated by our 

actions toward nature (Light 1996:406). So far, Light agrees with Katz. Light, however, 

argues that restoration can contain positive value that can provide positive charge to the 

human-nature relationship to help repair it from the moral damage caused to it through 

degradation of nature. Light wants to encourage a substantive normative relationship between 

humans and nature, and merely respecting nature’s autonomy is not sufficient to engage in the 

development of such a relationship. Light considers finding ways to bridge the gap between 

humans and nature an important task of environmental philosophy, and he considers 

ecological restoration a promising way to move in that direction. This is because “when we 

engage in acts of benevolent restoration, we are bound by nature in the sense that we are 

obliged to respect what it once was attempting to realize before we interfered with it” (Light 

1996:407). In this sense, it is a unique opportunity for engaging actively with nature while 

respecting it as an autonomous subject. In addition to benefiting the relationship between 

individuals performing restorations and nature, it benefits the more general human connection 

to nature by restoring the “culture of nature”. Restoration thus “creates a value in relationship 

to nature beyond obligation” (Light 1996:407), and encourages protection of nature, restored 

or not. 

Light is of the opinion that it is less important whether restoration can recreate real 

nature or not, unless one attempts to use it as a justification for further harm, in which case it 

would constitute malicious restoration. What matters is that restoration, even if understood as 

producing only artifacts, is potentially a way to interact positively with nature, and a way to 

enhance a mutually human-nature relationship. Since restoration can be beneficial to nature, 

he disagrees with Katz’s objection that restoration is necessarily domination. 

Tanasescu: Do we have a responsibility to restore? 

Tanasescu (2017) emphasizes responsibility as ethical justification of restoration, and 

considers Jonas’ position on the relation between capacity and responsibility. Jonas 

(1984:138) argues that “power conjoined with reason carries responsibility with it”.   

 

The first and most general condition of responsibility is causal power, that is, that acting makes 

an impact on the world; the second, that such acting is under the agent’s control; and third, that 

he can foresee its consequences to some extent (Jonas 1984:90). 

 



69 

 

Our technological capacity for destruction thus gives us a responsibility to protect that which 

we can destroy. At the same time, as I argued in chapter 3, the modern scientific worldview, 

with its technological perspective on the world, does not encourage ethical values toward 

nature. “Scientific progress in the guise of technological development makes it imperative 

that there be norms, though it itself erodes all norms” (Tanasescu 2017:261). Understanding 

restoration as a relationship, as opposed to a technological tool to improve some essentialist 

view on nature, encourages the development of guiding norms for technology. Understanding 

ourselves as part of ecosystems as opposed to outside influencers is necessary for this 

development. “Responsibility applied to nature as such and to its future existence only makes 

sense inasmuch as we are capable of radically impoverishing, if not outright annihilating, life” 

(Tanasescu 2017:261). Our technological and scientific advance does not exclude us from the 

biotic community, but does increase our responsibility for its continued existence, because 

“seeing how we have the capacity to destroy nature, we are bound by a bond of responsibility 

to its continuation” (Tanasescu 2017:262).  

Tanasescu discusses restoration as a way of relating meaningfully to our natural 

environment and a way to “ensure the embodied meaningfulness in the world” (Tanasescu 

2017:255). He thus appears to be supporting restoration mainly for reasons that Aronson and 

Clewell (2006) would consider idealistic. He emphasizes the importance of the meaning of 

human membership in the natural community, and that restoration can be a way of 

appreciating that membership. However, it can also be oppressive. If a restoration project is 

baseline-specific, culture acts on nature and shapes it so it fits our set goal. The important 

question here is what we aim at restoring: is it some prior ideal state of “authentic” nature? Is 

it purely ecological function that is restored, or is it, as Tanasescu proposes, a way of 

restoring a mutual ecological relationship between autonomous parts (Tanasescu 2017:256)? 

The first encourages idealization of authentic nature, alienation of humans from their natural 

environment, and a view of dominating culture acting on passive nature. The second is 

vulnerable to a technological or mechanistic view of nature, where ecosystems can be 

manipulated freely, and particular entities exchanged for others as long as they maintain their 

functional roles. 

Tanasascu prefers an interpretation of restoration as “a relationship of autonomous 

parts” (Tanasescu 2017:256). This avoids the essentialist nature/culture dichotomy of the 

baseline specific interpretations, while still emphasizing the particular responsibility of 

humans. It “reiterates human membership in the earth community as well as the autonomy of 
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the natural world” (Tanasescu 2017:256).  Tanasescu wants to encourage a philosophy of 

restoration that encourages relational perspectives on humans and the rest of nature, and that 

sees restoration as a way of engaging with nature as intrinsic parts of our natural environment, 

not outside influencers. Similarly, Jordan and Lubick describe ecological restoration as an 

“activity with nature” that “defines a relationship with the environment and provides 

opportunities for the creation of transcendent values, such as community and meaning, that 

grow out of any relationship” (Jordan and Lubick 2011:178). 

Gamlund: developing moral values through identification with nature 

Although he does not consider ecological restoration specifically, Gamlund (2007) provides 

an opportunity to further explore the way in which ecological restoration may contribute to 

the development of an ethical relationship to the rest of nature. Gamlund rejects 

anthropocentrism, and instead explores the possibility of a combined biocentric and 

ecocentric position, that, building on Spinoza’s theory of conatus, ascribes moral status to all 

entities that have it. Gamlund argues: 

 

[…] that the presence or absence of conatus in a thing constitutes the factual difference that 

separates the two classes of things, and that conation can be used as a morally relevant property 

and a ground for ascribing moral status to all natural things (Gamlund 2007:7).  

 

The distinction that is drawn on the basis of conation is between natural and artificial things. 

He further argues, in accordance with Spinoza’s own theory of conation, that individual, 

living, natural entities, as well as to certain supra-individual systems such as species, 

ecosystems and the ecosphere and biosphere as a whole are characterized by conation 

(Gamlund 2007:12). This way of distinguishing between natural and artificial also adds a 

counter argument of a different sort to restoration critics such as Katz and Mathews, who hold 

restored nature to be artifact because it was planned by abstract human thought. Properly 

restored nature certainly has conation in Gamlund’s terms. In fact, one could argue that the 

ultimate aim of restoration is to remove anthropogenically induced obstacles to ecological 

processes, as to remove restrictions on the conation of an ecosystem. 

In order to transform his descriptive argument establishing conation in nature to a 

normative argument establishing moral relevance of this conation, Gamlund draws on 

Korsgaard’s "theory of reflective endorsement" (Korsgaard in Gamlund 2007:13). This theory 

proposes that “certain factual properties (such as conation) are normatively relevant grounds 
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for the ascription of moral status insofar as these properties correspond with conceptions of 

practical personal identity” (Gamlund 2007:13). If we were to identify with our conation, we 

would have reason to include all other entities in which we can recognize conation, in our 

moral considerations, and adopt a "universalist attitude". Gamlund goes on to call this theory 

of "practical personal identity" a "self-concept" and "self-conception"; the way we treat 

everyone else is entirely dependent on how we conceive of ourselves, what characteristics we 

identify with, and whether we recognize these in others. Through practices of restoration, we 

engage practically with active, conative ecosystems that respond to our actions. An argument 

could therefore be made that engaging in ecological restoration gives us reason to ascribe 

moral relevance to non-human nature by giving us opportunity to recognize and appreciate 

the conative agency in ecosystems being restored, through working with the reparative 

processes of the ecosystem. Ecological restoration may thus be a way of developing moral 

attitudes toward nature, by engendering an experience of attention and respect for the conative 

projects of nature, through the reparative processes restoration interacts with. This, however, 

presupposes that we consider conation part of our morally relevant identity. 

Gamlund (2007:17) describes a way to develop “an interpersonal and holistic 

conception of self”, which acknowledges similarities between ourselves and other natural 

entities. I suggest that by engaging in restoration as an “activity with nature” (Jordan and 

Lubick 2011) or, in Tanasescu’s (2017:256) terms “relationship of autonomous parts”, we 

encourage identification with nature by emphasizing, and being attentive and responsive to, 

agency and conation similar to our own. “Through this identification, I obtain an attitude of 

direct concern and respect for the integrity and self-determination of an individual organism 

or system, including permitting it to function spontaneously in accordance with its own 

nature” (Gamlund 2007:18). 

4.4 Almassi: Restoration as Moral Repair 

Almassi (2017) wants to continue the path started by previous philosophers, of finding other 

ways of justifying the value of restoration, beyond the practical value it can have for humans, 

and the ecological benefit. He argues that conceiving restoration as a practice of 

environmental moral repair may have both theoretical and practical merit, and may illuminate 

the debate on restoration as a moral matter. The idea of restorative justice and moral repair, as 

developed by Walker concerns the terms for restoring moral relationships after wrongdoing 

(Almassi 2017:20). Moral repair “involves the restoration or construction of confidence, trust, 



72 

 

and hope in the reality of shared moral standards and of our reliability in meeting and 

enforcing them” (Walker in Almassi 2017:20). While Walker is concerned only with human 

moral matters, Almassi extends Walker’s model to include environmental matters. Almassi 

argues that “a model for rebuilding the moral conditions of relationships might usefully 

disrupt both ethical debates on restoration and standardized restoration projects as 

professionalized and preplanned mitigation” (Almassi 2017:20).  

“Today, ecological restoration offers the potential to recover lands and waters from 

environmental damages that societies inflict on Earth’s natural resources by misuse and 

mismanagement” (Palmer et al. in Almassi 2017:20). Restoration is only possible given prior 

degradation, noted by Hettinger as the “essentially regrettable character” of ecological 

restoration” (Hettinger in Almassi 2017:20). Almassi remarks: “yet the power and appeal of 

restoration is that it enables a constructive response to harm or wrongdoing with tangible, 

measurable ecological and human benefits”. However, this is only the case if ecological 

restoration is not merely an encouragement of further degradation, and if the claims about 

restoration implied by many proponents of restoration are true: (1) it involves technology that 

is not detrimental to the environment, and (2) it promotes a harmonious association of humans 

and the environment (Cowell 1993:21). If, as Almassi argues, ecological restoration rebuilds 

the ethical relationship between humans and the rest of nature, it places us under more ethical 

restrictions towards nature, not less as opponents of restoration fear. 

Within Walkers model on moral repair, the emphasis is on “restoring the conditions 

for relationships” (Almassi 2017:22) which, according to Walker, means “restoring or 

recreating trust and hope in a shared sense of value and responsibility” (Walker in Almassi 

2017:22). Emphasized by Walker, and particularly relevant for the issue of restoration is the 

crucial difference between compensation and restoration, which is often confused in questions 

of ecological restoration, for instance in questions of mitigation policies, where planned 

degradation and destruction on one site is made up for in creating similar habitats in 

completely different sites. However, as Ross remarks in contrasting restorative justice with 

practices of compensation and restitution where the main question seems to be “how much” 

of it is appropriate, from a restorative perspective “the harm done is only peripherally about 

“stuff”. Instead, the harm is understood in the relational realm” (Ross in Almassi 2017:23). 

An important element of Walkers approach is the role of communicative transactions in 

“conveying responsibility, acknowledging wrongdoing, and most of all recognize injured 

parties’ moral standing in their communities to demand accountability” (Almassi 2017:23). 
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Returning to the question of ecological restoration, the restorative justice approach 

helps illuminate the different positions in conflicts on the value and merit of ecological 

restoration. Opponents of restoration see restoration as an arrogant attempt to return a site to a 

pre-disturbed condition and failing, or an arrogant and irresponsible attempt to erase harm 

done, thereby justifying carelessness. Their objections could be interpreted as understanding 

ecological restoration as a failed attempt at compensation. Their objections are that no 

restored nature can sufficiently replace the original and destroyed nature, and believing that it 

can, as they hold restoration to promise, is a moral hazard because if restored nature is 

accepted as compensation for loss of original nature, the urgency of protecting nature is 

diminished. If restoration is understood as compensation, it is very reasonable to object to it 

on the grounds that “in treating an amount of evil as something that which can be 

compensated, we invite a dangerous sort of satisfaction or complacency that when all has 

been accounted for, in the final reckoning, there was no wrongdoing or injustice” (Almassi 

2017:25). Their objections are completely justified given the way restoration has been 

confused with mitigation, or preplanned even before degrading activities have started, as 

justification. In these cases, “restoration” in practice is presented as compensation. However, 

proponents of restoration as understood by Higgs, Light and Jordan, do not consider 

ecological restoration to be compensation for loss of original nature, and do not consider these 

cases of “restoration” to be ecological restoration. Their perspective seems to be closer to a 

restorative approach: given ecological degradation, how can we repair our relationship with 

nature and create ethical values that give us reason to refrain from doing degrading activities 

in the future? By making this shift, the “restoration thesis” examined and refuted by Elliott 

thus seems a less accurate description of the aim of restoration. Rather, ecological restoration 

is understood as demonstrating acknowledgement of wrongdoing, rather than an attempt of 

erasing the wrongdoing itself. This perspective can also address the “fake nature”-objection, 

because when acts of ecological restoration are seen as moral repair, they look less like 

pretensions to wildness. Restoration is a process of restitution, not a particular condition to be 

reached. In this interpretation, ecological restoration is not mainly about restoring the “stuff” 

of some particular site, it is about restoring the ethical bonds between humans and the rest of 

nature. “Restoration,” Walker writes, “refers to repairs that move relationships in the direction 

of becoming morally adequate, without assuming a morally adequate status quo ante”. This is 

significant in the context of this thesis, where I have previously argued that much of the 

relationships between humans and nature are influenced by the ethical restrictions that have 
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traditionally followed from the modern scientific worldview. Consequently, the acts of 

degradation done toward nature are not themselves responsible for destroying an otherwise 

ethical relationship: they are consequences of a destroyed ethical relationship. The hope, then, 

is that ecological restoration can repair the damaged human-nature relationship on a large 

scale, not merely within the context of each particular project, and encourage incorporating 

ecological values into our technological worldview. 

Ecological restoration conceived as moral repair gives us another way of addressing 

two concerns; namely that restoration is inherently dominating and that it enacts the same 

attitudes of arrogance that encourage degrading and consuming nature to begin with. Katz 

urges us to leave nature alone to repair itself. His opinion is that we have done enough 

damage already and restoration is merely a new way of dominating. Almassi argues that 

“restoration projects viewed and enacted as practices of environmental moral repair may be 

less prone to attitudes of arrogance or domination” (Almassi 2017:27). Here it is significant to 

note that restoration is not a project of human agency alone: “those doing restoration work 

have agency in repair processes, yet they cannot and do not effect successful repair fully on 

their own” (Almassi 2017:27). In this way “those actively contributing to ecological 

restoration cannot force its success any more than contrite wrongdoers can force victims’ 

forgiveness for the harms their destructive behaviors have caused” (Almassi 2017:27)16. The 

restored ecosystem must accept restoration efforts and incorporate them in order for them to 

be successful. Almassi even suggests that this acceptance can be understood as a gesture of 

forgiveness. Either way, restoration is not something that is, or can be, forced by human 

agency upon passive nature. In any successful restoration project, human agency merely 

contributes to the reparative process of nature. This interpretation of restoration could 

potentially address Mathews’ concerns as well, because it emphasizes working with, as 

opposed to against, natural healing processes. Restoration understood in this way may be 

more similar to her notion of “healing” than to her interpretation of restoration as an insult to 

the conative forces of nature. 

Rolston (1994) is also positive towards restoration as a moral act acknowledging 

wrongdoing, although he uses the term restitution. He is equivocal in his assessment of 

                                                 
16 Not sufficiently discussed and necessary to establish is the importance of who does the actual restoration 

work, and how this may affect the ability of restoration to build ethical relationships, and the possibility of a 

restoration project being an act of moral repair. What is required of the wrongdoer? To what degree can 

restoration be considered significant for the larger, more inclusive and more general human-nature relationships? 

Is most of its potential within the relationships between particular communities and their local environment, or is 

it restricted to wrongdoer-victim relationships? 
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restoration, as he, similarly to Elliott and Katz, is worried that accepting full value of restored 

ecosystems is a misinterpretation of natural value, and constitutes a moral hazard. However, 

he does see potential of a pragmatic and moral justification where degradation has regrettably 

occurred, as a way of acknowledging the regrettable character of degradation and assuming 

responsibility. In these cases, restoring nature acknowledges destruction of natural values 

without posing as full replacement. Moreover, Rolston argues, restoration understood in this 

way increases “human sense of identity with nature; we are going to appreciate the biotic 

community we have studied and helped restore” (Rolston 1994:131). This supports my 

previous argument that restoration may be a way of promoting ethical relationships and 

values through identification with nature, as Gamlund describes.

4.5 Concluding Remarks: Restoration as a Contribution 

to Environmental Ethics 

Colwell (2011) identifies two claims commonly contained within the discussion of ecological 

restoration: “First, restoration is said to be a technology that is not detrimental to the 

environment. Second, it is said to promote a harmonious association of humans and the 

environment” (Colwell 2011:21). The first of these claims contradict the belief known as 

Barry Commoner’s Third Law of Ecology, namely that “any major man-made change in a 

natural system is likely to be detrimental to that system” (Commoner in Cowell 1993:22). In 

other words, nature knows best. This appears to be the belief held by many philosophers 

skeptical of ecological restoration, particularly Katz and Elliott. However, philosophers such 

as Jordan and Light are skeptical of the exclusion of human agency in considerations of 

environmental issues within environmental ethics: 

 

The problem with much of environmental thinking is that… it takes for granted that the world, 

the rest of nature is something “out there” and that human beings are somehow outsiders, 

alienated from this other world. One problem with this sort of thinking is that it is selectively 

anti-ecological – that is, it emphasizes and celebrates relationships and interactions, the 

influences other species have on each other, while setting up non-involvement by our species 

as a kind of ideal. Another, more immediate and practical problem is that is assumes human 

influence on nature is invariably harmful. In other words, so far as the rest of nature is 

concerned, it makes us not members or participants, but consumers. In this view the best we 

can hope for, at least so far as pristine or “natural” nature is concerned, is no relationship at all 

(Jordan 1986:50). 

 



76 

 

Jordan, however, argues that ecological restoration can contribute to developing 

environmental ethics because it 

 

[…] goes beyond Leopold’s first precaution- that is, saving all the pieces- to a second 

precaution, which is learning to put the pieces together again. Significantly, of course, this 

second precaution is more than a precaution. It is a commitment to positive action. It is, finally, 

an act of faith in the possibility of a mutually beneficial relationship between ourselves and the 

rest of nature (Jordan in Colwell 1993:21). 

 

Understanding natural areas as “vulnerable”, “fragile” and “irreplaceable”, implies that 

preservation is a one-way street. With this perspective, preservation constitutes a delaying 

action, while development inevitably leads to irreversible extinction a delaying action and that 

the development inevitably would lead to irreversible extinction, supporting Leopold’s 

position that “wilderness is a resource which can shrink but not grow” (Leopold in Jordan and 

Lubick 2011:181). It also implies that human influence is inherently destructive, and that 

positive contributions are necessarily impossible. In this sense, the preservation rhetoric is 

deeply pessimistic. Restoration, on the other hand, holds a more optimistic promise, because 

it offers the possibility of positive contribution, and reversing environmental damage. 

Proponents of restoration see restoration as allowing use of landscapes without abusing or 

using them up. Jordan and Lubick (2011) suggest that the prospect of ecological restoration 

challenges the pessimism inherent in preservation. Humans have the possibility of being a 

positive influence, not exclusively a destructive force. Because of this, they emphasize that 

restoration represents a new kind of environmentalism that includes a positive outlook on the 

future of ecosystems and our relationships with them. Similarly, Higgs considers ecological 

restoration to be a potential shift in modes and a “new metaphor for our relations with natural 

things” (Higgs 2003:11), by assisting a cultural shift from a preservationist mode to a 

restorative mode. 
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5 When does restoration succeed in 

improving human-nature relationships? 
 

In this chapter, I discuss the features that characterize the type of ecological restoration that 

can be justified in terms of moral repair and relational potential, and what adjustments this 

might imply for ecological restoration practices. I tentatively suggest some criteria for a non-

dominating ecological restoration that escapes the ethical limitations of the modern scientific 

worldview, and avoids developing further along the lines of control and manipulation. I do 

not propose that these are jointly necessary and sufficient conditions. However, they are a 

summary of what I have considered in the context of this thesis. Ladkin (2002) argues that 

restoration 

 

[…] can be conducted outside of a ‘dominator logic’ provided four criteria are enacted:1) 

humans see their role as co-creators working alongside nature, 2) the aim of restoration is seen 

to be increase of land health and biodiversity, 3) there is a commitment to learning from the 

land and 4) the lands own ‘projects’ (Plumwood) are taken into account (Ladkin 2002:203). 

 

I take these criteria as my starting point. I conflate 1), 3), and 4) because I suggest that if the 

agency of nature is sufficiently emphasized and respected, all these three criteria are implied. 

By acknowledging our role as co-creators with active nature, we emphasize the natural 

reparative processes in nature, and avoid acting towards nature as if it were without agency. 

By respecting and assisting the healing processes inherent in ecosystems and being attentive 

to ecosystem responses to human activity, a commitment to learning from the land is 

encouraged. This also emphasizes and encourages an attentiveness to the land’s own projects. 

Ladkin’s second criteria is adjusted slightly, in order to also incorporate a flexible historical 

component, as corrective to human interpretations of what constitutes a healthy ecosystem 

and what counts as natural. I also add a criterion of cultural sensitivity to supplement a strictly 

ecological focus, as discussed by Drenthen. Unless local communities (where there are any) 

are included as participants in the restored ecosystem, the relational potential of ecological 

restoration is greatly diminished. Lastly, I emphasize the importance of considering 

ecological restoration as moral repair, and consequently acknowledging blame when 

appropriate. 
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First Criteria: Humans as Facilitators and Co-creators 

with Nature 

By considering nature an active and participating partner in ecological restoration projects and 

humans as mere facilitators and assistants, we avoid denying nature agency in ecological 

restoration projects. However, if nature is capable of repairing itself through its own healing 

processes, why should humans be involved at all? I believe the answer to this has partially 

been given through the previous chapter: through actively assisting nature in its healing 

process, the ethical relationship between humans and nature is restored in a different way than 

if human agency was dismissed as inherently harmful. By engaging in restoration efforts, 

humans have a chance at incorporating culture into nature in an ecologically sensitive way, 

while also developing ecological values. In addition, when prior degradation has affected the 

ecosystem to a degree that the healing processes of an ecosystem are incapacitated, not 

attending to this degradation may be negligent. Even if the ecosystem might eventually 

recover on its own initiative, this might imply a significant amount of time of habitat and 

species loss that could be avoided with human intervention and assistance. There are also 

cases where the reparative processes of an ecosystem are locked to the extent that they require 

assistance, such as channelized rivers and brooks, highly polluted areas or ecosystems where 

invasive species eradicate native ones, thereby not allowing natural succession patterns and 

reparative processes to function. However, I have argued that even in instances where an 

ecosystem could potentially repair itself, given time, there is specific value in the potential of 

restoration being “a relationship of autonomous parts” (Tanasescu 2017:256). 

Second Criteria: Restoration as Resetting the Ecological 

Trajectory 

Although I agree with Ladkin’s emphasis on the importance of land health and biodiversity as 

important aims of restoration, I have argued, in line with Higgs, that some commitment to 

historical considerations may check our projections of idealized nature onto restoration 

projects, and ensure that a complete ecosystem is restored and not merely the appealing parts. 

However, a strict historical commitment may constrict attentiveness to ecosystem responses, 

and result in too rigid implementation of restoration plans. This will diminish the potential to 

be interactive and sensitive to the reparative processes in nature itself, and instead evoke 
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dominating and idealizing of some more or less arbitrarily chosen historical condition. In 

addition, it is neither possible nor desirable for an ecosystem to remain static over time: 

change is a fundamental characteristic of an ecosystem. Some compromise must be reached, 

that allows for a flexible historical commitment aimed at returning an ecosystem to a similar 

ecological trajectory, while remaining attentive and flexible to ecosystem responses, as well 

as the current ecological context. A way to achieve this compromise is carefully choosing 

reference sites, thoroughly considering the historical data available, and being attentive to 

ecosystem responses throughout the restoration process. 

I argue that a flexible element of historical consideration may be a way of avoiding 

restoration becoming an act of dominance toward nature. With flexible, I mean attentive and 

accepting of the ecosystem responses to restoration efforts, so that these responses are worked 

with, and not against in the pursuit of some static historical condition. Because particular 

attention is given to attempting to reset the trajectory, trying to understand how and why the 

original ecosystem was and how to best return it to that condition, or to a similar trajectory, 

we are encouraged to respect the autonomy of nature. We are also encouraged to relate 

ethically to nature by acknowledging blame for destroying what once existed. By attempting 

to return a site to its previous trajectory, autonomy is returned to natural processes, thus 

practically and symbolically releasing them from human control. It is important to note that 

this does not imply that an autonomous ecosystem must necessarily be completely free of 

human influence, but that whatever role humans play must be respectful of the interest of 

others. The historical baseline for a restoration project should be identified by how 

ecologically sensitive and sustainable the participation is, rather than by the degree of 

influence and participation by humans.  

Third Criteria: Restoration Incorporating Culture into 

Restored Nature 

The potential for ecological restoration as way to “initiate a new participatory relationship 

with nature” (Cowell 1993:29) depends on the possibility of restoration goals including 

“human activity, including consumption, as another process within ecosystem dynamics” 

(Cowell 1993:31). When the aim of restoration projects is to erase any sign of human 

presence, it fails this potential. If ecological restoration is to be conducted outside of a 

dominator-logic and encourage ecologically and ethically sensitive participation, humans 

must be incorporated into the restored ecosystem, both ecologically and culturally. This 
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means that restored ecosystems must include human ecological needs. However, it should 

also incorporate cultural considerations. I now consider these two aspects in turn. 

Including humans in ecological considerations 

Grizzle (1994) also addresses the ecological focus in environmentalism, and suggests that 

ecological restoration challenges the boundary between ecological considerations and human 

considerations:  

 

Environmentalism, broadly defined, is generally based on ecosystem-level processes that are 

aimed at overall protection of the environment so that the biotic communities in each 

ecosystem are not harmed. And, in most cases, humans are not considered to be an integral part 

of the biotic communities, so human ecological needs are not explicitly considered (Grizzle 

1994:263). 

 

Restoration has been controversial among environmentalists, he argues, because restoration 

explicitly encourages a participatory relationship with nature. As already shown, many 

arguments against restoration rest on the assumption that humans are in some significant way 

separate from nature. Grizzle (1994:263) argues that the unwillingness to accept human 

agency, in the form of restoration, as part of nature “suggests that environmentalists have yet 

to seriously address the role of humans in species-level ecology”. The result of this, he argues, 

is: 

[…] an incomplete view of nature that is not capable of providing a basis for the long-term 

success of environmentalism. A consideration of such species-level concepts is essential for 

development of an environmentalism that is capable of fully integrating all major human 

activities (Grizzle 1994:263). 

 

Although ecological restoration might give connotations to domination and negative human 

interference in nature, it might also provide a possibility for a positive human-environment 

relationship. Restoration “borrows its techniques from agriculture, but its inspiration directly 

from the ideal of wilderness preservation” (Colwell 1993:21). I tend to disagree with this 

assessment. Although restoration aims to restore ecological function and processes, if judged 

by how well it can recreate “wilderness” understood as “nature without human influence”, it 

will always fail. As Katz and Elliott, I accept that there is a difference between “wilderness” 

and restored nature, however, that this difference is of any metaphysical or ethical 

significance and one that matters in the assessment of ecological restoration is a different 
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question entirely. Regardless, Cowells assessment that restoration “implies manipulation, but 

always with respect” seems to make the point that the ideal of restoration is nature as it exists 

before humans, to undo some disturbance or destruction, and that this signals respect for the 

natural order of things. 

Considering culture in ecological restoration 

Drenthen’s (2009) analysis of the different perspectives on restoration projects in the Dutch 

countryside, aimed at transforming former agricultural landscapes into wetland preserves, 

emphasizes the way in which restoration projects may neglect the role natural environments 

tie into local identities and place attachment. He holds that landscapes are often infused with 

meaning, and by not taking the relationships between a local culture and natural environment 

into consideration, these meaningful landscapes are transformed into “non-places”. He 

suggests that “paying more attention to the meaning of these relationships could help prevent 

ecological restoration projects unwittingly destroying the fabric connecting people to their 

places” (Drenthen 2009:287). Ecological and historical considerations weigh heavy in 

restoration projects, and Drenthen suggests that local culture-nature relationships should too. 

Drenthen considers the arguments of restoration critic Van Toorn, who holds that 

ecological restoration, with its functional and overly technological approach builds nature that 

“does not tell us anything” (Van Toorn in Drenthen 2009:292). He argues that “you can create 

something like nature, but that you can never restore a cultural landscape that has been build 

up over many centuries, once it is destroyed” (Van Toorn in Drenthen 2009:292). These 

cultural, meaningful and “legible” landscapes are not only of aesthetic and historical value, 

but their role in connecting people to their places is also ethically significant. The sense of 

belonging and familiarity with a place provides an ethical context “that gives its inhabitants a 

sense of what it means to dwell in a place appropriately” (Drenthen 2009:293). The narratives 

told by legible landscapes can thus be read both historically and ethically: 

 

The central aim of this ethics of place is that we should recognize the specific ethos of each 

specific place; its ideal is a harmonious intersection of nature and culture in which the 

landscape is saturated with meanings and sign and populated by those who can and who care to 

read these signs. In this view, the land is a place where one can belong, and the sense of place 

can add to one’s feeling of identity (Drenthen 2009:293). 
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While Landscape activist such as Van Toorn reject restoration in favor of preservation of 

cultural landscapes, it is possible to combine a commitment to local place attachment and 

ecological considerations. This position holds that ecological restoration, if done right, can 

contribute to building an ecologically and culturally sensitive human-nature relationship. This 

requires respect for what is already present, as well as a commitment to addressing harms. If 

this is done, it is possible to preserve the meaning and cultural attachment to local landscapes, 

without excluding the possibility of addressing harms and degradation and doing moral repair.  

“Instead of ‘constructing’ new nature, we should liberate nature” (Drenthen 

2009:293). By doing this, we avoid creating fake, meaningless landscapes, and instead 

support and repair human-nature relations. This also accords with Mathews’ insistence on 

letting be and healing, and avoiding damaging what is in pursuit of something “better” by our 

own, dominating, standards. By acknowledging the meaning inherent in local landscapes and 

their signs of human presence, and accepting cultural imprints as part of restored nature, we 

simultaneously protect local place attachment, and avoid extorting excessive pressure on the 

conativity of nature. 

Drenthen identifies possible considerations to be respected in pursuing this type of 

ecological restoration: 

 

[…] firstly, the (non-anthropogenic) natural processes and underlying geomorphological 

structures that are characteristic of a certain place, secondly, the (anthropogenic) historical 

developments of a certain landscape as far as these contributed to the specific character of that 

area, and, thirdly, the societal functions that enable people to interact with these natural 

processes in ways that are both physically and economically sustainable (Drenthen 2009:294). 

 

If these are our aims, ecological restoration may be a way to supplement the anthropogenic 

history present in local landscapes with a broader historical context, including ecological 

history that precedes habitation (Drenthen 2009:294). This can also help defeat ‘shifting 

baseline syndrome’, where “people have all kinds of unfounded ideas about how ‘real’ nature 

looks like and do not perceive the ecological decline because their ideas about nature change 

together with the deterioration of nature” (Drenthen 2009:295). Ecological restoration may 

help establish a new baseline, by supporting a more complete story of our local ecological 

context. “Developing nature is, then, not the eradication of human history, but- on the 

contrary – the placing of human history within the broader framework of earth history” 

(Drenthen 2009:295). Proponents of this position criticize cultural landscape conservationists 
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for being anthropocentric: “in the idealized traditional cultural landscape narrative, nature 

does not really have a voice of its own” (Drenthen 2009:295). Other, non-human, inhabitants 

are also refused consideration. Ecological restoration can thus be a way to return the voice 

and agency to ecological processes and relinquish some control in favor of cooperation, as 

Tanasescu and Almassi emphasize. This way of combining respect for both the presence of 

human culture, and the agency of non-anthropogenic nature may be a promising way of 

incorporating nature into culture and culture into nature. 

Fourth Criteria: Restoration as an Act of Moral Repair 

In order for ecological restoration to be considered a proper attempt at moral repair, it must 

involve acknowledgement of wrongdoing and acceptance of blame and responsibility: 

“without that acknowledgement, reparative actions are charitable, compassionate, or 

generous, even dutifully so, but they do not ‘make amends’” (Walker in Almassi 2017:27). 

Restoration projects often fail in this regard, as they tend to be “relentlessly forward-looking, 

with no sense of them constituting an acknowledgement of prior wrongdoing” (Almassi 

2017:28). This excludes many restoration projects within mitigation schemes, and most 

restoration projects preplanned as compensation for future degradation. However, Almassi 

suggests that by “revisiting the consistency of acknowledging an act as wrong and doing it 

anyway” it could be possible to argue that mitigating or compensatory restorations can be 

morally defensible given moral dilemmas in which harm is unavoidable (Almassi 2017:28). 

Accepting this, however, requires further clarification of when such harm is unavoidable. 

Regardless, acknowledgment of blame and acceptance of responsibility are necessary criteria 

for restoration to be considered a practice of moral repair.  

Restoration as a ritual emphasizing shame and loss 

Another way to incorporate elements that emphasize the moral function is ecological 

restoration is through ritualization of certain components. Barrett discusses the role of rituals 

in restoration, and how incorporating rituals or interpreting certain aspects of practiced 

restoration as rituals, may enhance the value-creating properties of restoration. He argues that 

the creative nature of ecological restoration necessarily is destructive as well, and that when 

one part of an ecosystem is assisted, it is often at the expense of other parts, either existing or 

potential. This is not a moral failing, but a loss nonetheless (Barrett 2011:145). There is an 

ambiguity inherent in restorations’ intention to create and repair, while at the same time 
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sacrificing existing populations, for example by weeding, culling and prescribed burns. This, 

he argues, necessarily excludes some values that could have been, in favor of those that have 

been chosen. In this ambiguous context of creation and destruction, there is ethical potential. 

This potential depends on how we address the problematic sides of restoration and the 

ambivalent feelings evoked by its selective nature, and the role of humans in the process. 

Jordan identifies this ambivalent feeling as shame. He argues that only meaningful encounters 

hold the potential to invoke shame, because shame requires that the other matters. In denying 

or avoiding the risk of shame, either by refusing the interactions that provoke it, or by 

dismissing it, we refuse to enter into meaningful encounters. The consequence of this is “a 

superficial kind of coexistence for which differences cannot be shameful because they are not 

meaningful” (Barrett 2011:145). 

 

The most sensitive and well-intentioned restoration projects still involve massive exclusions of 

values, and these values must somehow be recognized with more than a shrug of the shoulders. 

Without the recognition of the sacrifice inherent in creation, the limits of restoration become 

fixed, its unique tension is broken, and it veers toward matter-of-fact technology of resource 

management on one side, or naïve worship of some essential “course of nature” on the other 

(Barrett 2011:151). 

 

The role of restoration as ritual and ritual in restoration is thus to acknowledge and address 

the ambiguity of restoration processes, and draw our attention to the “problematic aspects of 

ecological relationships” (Barrett 2011:152). Including rituals into restoration may thus 

emphasize the loss involved in creation. Examples of possible rituals are doing prairie burns 

at night to emphasize and dramatize the destructive force of fire, or otherwise aesthetically 

enhance the destructive aspects of restoration.  

 

Without ritual, the use of fire to restore and maintain a prairie ecosystem is simply another tool 

in the restorationist’s toolkit; with ritual, it becomes a symbol of the violent and destructive 

side of creation. Without ritual, appreciation and deference, however genuine, extend only to 

the values of the species that are replenished and preserved; with ritual, these values stand in 

contrast to those that are destroyed and excluded (Barrett 2011:152). 

 

Ritualization of restoration practices does not need to involve elaborate ceremonies or 

extensive events, but some subtle acknowledgement of the violence and death that are 

sometimes inevitable. By addressing the loss in these processes, the value hierarchies at work 
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are destabilized (Barrett 2011:153). This encourages an emotional inquiry into the value 

hierarchies at work, and avoids them becoming entrenched and absolute. By addressing our 

shame and by acknowledging loss in creation, ecological restoration may be a way to develop 

a sensitivity and attentiveness in our engagement with nature, and to remain cautious of our 

value hierarchies and preferences regarding nature. Consequently, ecological restoration may 

be a way to develop “the emotional competency required for engaging in a difficult and 

troubling but also deeply rewarding form of participatory ecological community” (Barrett 

2011:155). 

Although many instances of restoration are exclusively positive and do not entail any 

active restriction or destruction, there is still some degree of value hierarchy at play that 

favors certain values over others, for example in deciding on historical references, choosing 

reference cites, or planning with one ecosystem in mind instead of another. Opening a brook 

that was previously put in a pipe, for example, does not entail any weeding, culling or 

burning. Cases such as this might not inspire any rituals enhancing destruction, yet might still 

invoke discomfort in thinkers such as Mathews, who argue that “letting be” holds in many 

such cases as well. The destructive nature of restoration could from this perspective be said to 

be at work even when the only things destroyed are artifacts such as pipes and building 

material. In any case, one reality is destroyed and replaced by another, in ecological, cultural 

or aesthetic terms “better”, reality. This emphasizes the particularly promising potential of 

ecological restoration to illuminate value hierarchies and the appropriate place for human 

agency in ecosystems. 
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Conclusion 
 

Restoration presents itself as a way of establishing a healthy, balanced and mutually 

beneficial human-nature relationship with cooperation rather than domination as its leading 

goal. Those who argue against the practice of ecological restoration argue as if this were not 

possible, because they assume human action is inherently harmful. This position is anti-

ecological because it further alienates humans from nature, and instead of encouraging 

ecologically and ethically sensitive interaction, it encourages no interaction at all. “The 

restorationist perspective is a rejection of the modern estrangement of humans from nature, 

derived from Cartesian subject-object dualism, in favor of a mutually beneficial «re-entry of 

nature»” (Cowell 1993:27). Ecological restoration is a promising way of achieving this re-

entry because it, in addition to encouraging active participation, holds an ethical dimension in 

that the normative goal is protection of natural patterns and flourishing of ecosystems. 

“Through its focus on the imitation of natural patterns, which enhances our understanding of 

these processes […] the place for and limits to human participation in nature are clarified, and 

values appropriate to that position are thereby promoted” (Cowell 1993:27). “Restorationists 

see humans as positive contributors (to natural history)” (Cowell 1993:28). 

Philosophical justifications of restoration frequently emphasize and rely on the 

potential for value in restoring human-nature relationships, for instance through practices of 

moral repair (Almassi 2017).  Without acknowledgement of blame or wrongdoing as part of 

the restoration process, there is a risk of restoration being seen as erasing wrongdoing instead 

of acknowledging blame, so that in the end, there is no blame to be held or responsibility to be 

taken. Most significantly, there may be no reason to change behavior in the future, or strive to 

reduce damage to begin with. This depends on the moral context of the restoration project: 

does the specific case of ecological restoration signify acknowledgement of responsibility and 

an intension of changed behavior, or is it unapologetic and a way of excusing continued 

destructive behavior?  Ecological restoration may, under the right circumstances, provide a 

way of salvaging human-nature relationships that have degraded together with the 

environment, and encourage local place attachment. 

While restoration in principle holds these promises of enhancing human-nature 

relationships, the practice may potentially have an opposite effect because the emphasis of 

erasing signs of human influence may suggest an ideal of pristine nature, with no appropriate 

place for human agency or contribution. In this sense, restoration ultimately pushes humans 
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further away from the participating relationship it promises, because after negative human 

activity is repaired by positive human activity, our participation ideally ceases. “Restoration 

fails to place humans within the long-term development of the ecosystem, culminating instead 

in a new set of nature preserves” (Cowell 1993:29). If we restore an ecosystem with the aim 

of making it pristinely natural and as if humans never were a part of it, we remove ourselves 

from it and deny ourselves access to it as home. When restoration is done with this purely 

biotic motivation, it implies a definition of nature that resembles that of preservationists: 

nature is static and “true nature” (including restored) is that which is free from human 

influence. Restoration understood in this sense completely fails to incorporate humans in 

nature because after temporary involvement through restoration, human activity is banished. 

“In order to achieve full, long-term participation, however, these insights must stimulate new 

goals for restoration that include human activity, including consumption, as another process 

within ecosystem dynamics” (Cowell 1993:31). This is not to be misunderstood as a 

suggestion that humans are welcome to infiltrate every ecosystem on earth, or that we have a 

right to spread out indefinitely because we are natural beings. As most species, we do not 

belong in every and any habitat. However, unlike most species, we could survive, even thrive 

in almost any ecosystem, at least for a while because we modify our surroundings to fit our 

needs and requirements. We are therefore in a position where we must consciously restrict 

ourselves. We are less restricted than many other species and have already become globally 

invasive, and in the process, we displace and destroy. However, enforcing a strict boundary 

between our “artificial” environments and their surrounding nature, is a demonstration of 

alienation that presupposes incompatibility between the two on a general basis, and this is a 

mistake that robs us of our natural home, as well as fails to encourage ecologically sensitive 

conduct in our activity. 

Ecological restoration may support the illusion that human agents can take the role of 

objective outsiders in managing an ecosystem. We are embedded in nature, as natural beings 

with unique interests and perspectives. Imagining that we can manage nature completely 

objectively is a mistake. It is a self-deluding idea because it is unlikely that we could ever 

actually take the perspective of objective outsiders, and would merely be camouflaging our 

own interests. More importantly, if we did take the position of objective outsiders, we would 

close ourselves off from nature altogether and any hope of interaction and meaningful relation 

would be lost. However, given our technological advantage above other species, we have a 
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particular responsibility to be respectful and careful, and to make sure to incorporate the 

interests of other natural entities and ecosystems into our way of life.  

I have argued that ecological restoration may be a moral hazard if interpreted within 

the perspective of the modern scientific worldview, because this position lacks the ethical 

foundations necessary to support the full potential of ecological restoration. The strict human-

nature dichotomy also denies nature any agency in restoration processes. Consequently, 

ecological restoration is interpreted as dominating. However, if ecological restoration itself 

may imply a process of counteracting the ethical limitations of the modern scientific 

worldview and encourage mutually beneficial interaction, it may have significant potential for 

ethical and relational value. 

Finally, I have suggested four criteria to inform a non-dominating interpretation of 

ecological restoration: 

 

1) Acknowledgement of agency in natural restoration processes, and an attentiveness 

to ecosystem responses. 

2) A flexible historical component, aiming at resetting the ecological trajectory and 

removing obstacles for ecosystem processes. 

3) Incorporating local culture and human participation in local ecosystems, to ensure 

a culturally and ecologically sustainable human-nature relationship. 

4) Pursuing ecological restoration as processes of moral repair, thus acknowledging 

blame. 

 

I suggest that the practice of ecological restoration may, if conducted responsibly and 

attentively, be a way of approaching reconciliation with nature and enter into a mutually 

beneficial “relationship of autonomous parts” (Tanasescu 2017:256). Ecological restoration 

offers the potential of contributing to the solving of some of the most urgent issues of today: 

the climate crisis, bio-diversity loss and ecosystem collapse, as well as strains on sustainable 

resource reserves and habitats for both humans and other organisms. Additionally, it may 

contribute to the development of or adjustment to a new environmental ethic, free from the 

selectively ecological preservation rhetoric, and towards a more inclusive and less divisive 

and alienating perspective on humans in relation to their natural environment. 
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