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The central concern of environmental philosophy is to consider the nature and scope of 
value. We know that the study of ethics is concerned with how we should live, how we 
should act, the kind of persons we should be. In order to define of all these “shoulds” it is 
necessary to give an elucidation of all that has value or worth. There are two different 
ways of appraising something as valuable. It may be that the thing in question is good or 
valuable for the sake of something which we hold to be valuable. In this case the thing is 
not considered to be good in itself; value in this sense is ascribed in virtue of the thing’s 
being a means to some valued end, and not as an end in itself. Such values are standardly 
designated instrumental values. Not everything which we hold to be good or valuable can 
be good for the sake of something else. Our values must ultimately be grounded in 
something which is held to be good or valuable in itself. Such things are said to be 
intrinsically valuable. There is growing popular support for wilderness ethics for the last 
few decades.  Moreover, the concept of wilderness ethics has intrinsic scientific value 
because natural areas or wild areas least affected by human impact represent the 
ecosystem where the functioning of different components may be observed. It may be 
pointed out that the ‘materialistic man’ intoxicated by modern technology is reluctant to 
perceive the charm and value of natural areas in original state and thus such protected 
natural areas or wild areas termed as ‘biosphere reserve’ or ‘nature reserve’ may serve as 
an exhibition for the society to realize their significance. Almost every nation has 
attempted to protect a few wild areas as ‘national park,’ ‘wild life sanctuaries’ etc. but 
these have also been adversely affected by over-increasing pressure of recreation 
industry. Thus the preservation of a wilderness area provides human beings to live in 
harmony with the natural world. This, of course, is subject to an extensive discussions 
and debates.                    

The field of environmental ethics concerns human beings’ ethical relationship with the 
natural environment. On the one hand, the existing conditions in the environment may 
make us raise certain questions with moral implications. On the other hand, our general 
moral attitude may make us aware of our environment in a more intense way. When we 
make enquiry about environment we do so particularly from humane interest. This 
requires a prima facie definition of environment. Environment means the surroundings 
where man in particular and an organism in general live or grow. Though the generally 
used term is “environment”, it is necessarily associated with certain other overlapping 
words. “Environment” is necessarily connected with and often taken as synonym of the 
word “nature”. The dictionary meaning of “nature” is external world especially 
untouched by man. Thus, that part of the planet earth which has not been invaded by man 
becomes ‘nature or wild area’. However, the question arises, is there any such area on our 
earth which has not been approached by man? The answer is negative and thus we do not 
possess any space having virgin physical environment. Even Antarctica has been 
approached by several nations and once difficult equatorial rain forest in terms of 
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accessibility has now been greatly invaded by man. So, the qualifying conditions for 
“nature” or “wild area” have to be lowered down and those areas should be termed 
‘nature’ or ‘wild areas’ which have been least invaded by ‘economic man’. When man 
appeared first on the earth the whole of the earth was ‘wild area’ and the physical 
environment was in natural state, but as the population grew and the skill of man 
increased, more and more ‘natural areas’ were converted into farms, villages, cities and 
towns, highways and several economic establishments and social institutions resulting 
into rapid rate of shrinking of ‘natural or wild areas’. The economic man equipped with 
superior technology continues to exploit the natural resources. However, 
environmentalist has alarmed the economic man against the devastating impact of 
unplanned, unscientific and reckless exploitation of nature and has pleaded for to save a 
few '‘wild areas'’ which are still least affected by man. The philosophy behind this 
movement is called wilderness ethics. Before we enter into the main problem we have to 
discuss what is meant by the term ‘wilderness’. 
It is difficult and controversial to define wilderness. The term ‘wilderness’ may be 
understood and interpreted in different ways. The widely accepted definition is found in 
Section 2c of the 1964 United States Wilderness Act, which defines wilderness as those 
areas “where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man 
himself is a visitor who does not remain”(Palmer 1997: 107). Wilderness areas are actual 
instances of natural ecosystems and many environmental disputes will arise regarding the 
preservation of wilderness. The questions continue to arise: on what ethical ground 
should we protect the wilderness? Should we actively preserve the wilderness, if so, 
how? What principles should direct human interaction with wilderness? Do we have 
responsibility to reinstate wilderness areas that have been developed?  
 The idea of the ‘wilderness’ is much more complex than it might appear first. It 
may be said that a river or a mountain range is an example of wilderness. However, the 
idea of wilderness is a much richer concept than these examples suggest. As humans 
inhabit much of the globe, the entire earth has been affected by human activity. The 
climatic and atmospheric effects of pollution are just one example of the different ways in 
which human activity reaches everywhere. A wilderness may be less something that we 
discover than something that we create. Hence, the decision to create, preserve and 
manage a wilderness area involves some ethical questions like how should we manage 
wilderness ecosystems? Should forest fires be extinguished or allowed to burn? Should 
species be reintroduced to areas which they once inhabited? Are these policies only for 
the benefit of humans or are they also for some natural state? 
   The term wilderness often refers to a wild or untamed area. In an ancient view, 
the wilderness is a threat to human survival. It is cruel, harsh, and perilous. The 
wilderness is described as a barren and desolate place by both the Old and New 
Testaments. Indeed, the barren deserts surrounding the ancient Middle Eastern 
settlements were extremely inhospitable places. Humans were only visitors there as long-
term survival outside a settlement was perilous. However, the wilderness also has a 
deeper symbolic meaning.  
 The Puritans presented an ambiguous attitude toward the wilderness. According 
to this view, on the one hand, the wilderness was an area to be avoided and feared. It was 
the place abandoned by God and home to the devil. On the other hand, the wilderness 
represented escape from oppression and although it was not the Promised Land itself, it 
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atleast provided a temporary haven in which escapees from persecution could create the 
Promised Land. Here, the wilderness is portrayed as a place of threat, chaos and 
alienation. In developing Christian tradition, the wilderness is a place or state of 
withdrawal from the world to face the reality of God, oneself or one’s neighbour, and to 
overcome the power of evil. 
However, the wilderness could be seen now as a potential source of materials for building 
the good life. If nature is conquered, it will be identified with natural resources. The 
wilderness is a vast wasteland, unless and until it is transformed into resources. When 
human mastery is established, the wilderness is regarded less of a threat and more of a 
promise. This reminds us of John Lock’s view on property rights of individuals. 
According to the Lockean Model, wilderness is something which is given by God to all 
people in common and waiting for an individual interference so that it may be converted 
into private personal property. 
In the environmental movement, a third model of the wilderness is the romantic model. 
According to this model, wilderness is the last remaining area of unspoiled, uncorrupted 
nature. This model sees the wilderness as a symbol of innocence and purity. The 
philosophical roots of the romantic model can be found in the writings of Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau and also those of the American writers Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry 
David Thoreau. Rousseau said that a “state of nature” can be contrasted with the state of 
life within a society. It was held by Rousseau that nature symbolized what was genuine, 
authentic, and virtuous about human existence. Artificial desires, selfishness and 
inequality are imposed by society on human life. Rousseau did not suggest a return to 
nature, but he thought that the principles which are derived from an understanding of the 
natural and intrinsic goodness of human beings should guide politics and education. He 
suggested a life lived in harmony with nature. According to Rousseau, the innate 
goodness of human nature is closely related to the innate goodness of nature itself. 
John Muir, the most influential preservationist, shared the romantic wilderness model as 
described Emerson and Thoreau. Though the romantic model of the wilderness underlies 
many environmental values, it is necessary to be clear about where exactly lies the value 
of wilderness. The question arises, does the romantic model provide an accurate 
description of wilderness areas? At present, many environmentalists who are often 
themselves defenders of the wilderness protection have challenged this romantic model 
of the wilderness. The critics claimed that the romantic model of the wilderness was 
unsound from scientific, historical and ethical ground. Firstly, the claim that the 
wilderness is a “myth” might seem strange. The wilderness is a natural object, a part of 
nature. Hence, the question arises, how can a natural place be a myth? The critics of this 
view of wilderness have argued that “wilderness” is such a concept that can be 
understood within a particular historical and cultural context. 
Within the environmental movement two opposing factors had emerged by the early 20th 
century --- the conservationists and the preservationists. The distinction between 
conservation or conservationism and preservation or preservationism can be stated as 
follows: Conservation primarily means saving the environment from destruction or 
damage and living the assets of environment for posterity. The word ‘preservation’ does 
also mean saving the environment from damage or destruction but it does not refer to 
posterity in particular. Preservation only means saving of species and wilderness from 
damage or destruction as such. However, conservationism and preservationism have 
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certain common issues since both regard saving of species and wilderness from damage 
or destruction. However, since conservation or conservationism attaches further the 
qualification for posterity; while preservation or preservationism deletes this 
qualification, it will not be wrong to say that the notion of ‘preservation’ in the sense 
referred to here is more basic or fundamental in the study of environment than the notion 
of conservation. To put the point simply and summarily is to say that preservation is 
concerned with just the assets which our environment provides us with. 

This central issue of ‘preservation’ in the context of the present approach to the 
environment and ecological balance may be looked at, however, from different points of 
view. The issue may be judged from an aesthetic point of view or from a biological point 
of view or from moral point of view. However, in the present context the moral case for 
preservation is the most important one. When we take the case from the moral point of 
view, there are two basic points of view. One of the points of view we can think of 
wildernesses and of species as having a purely utilitarian or instrumental or extrinsic 
value. We may take the point of view that “wildernesses and species ought to be 
preserved only if, and in so far as, they are useful to man” (Passmore, 1974:101). The 
second point of view regards wildernesses and species have some intrinsic value. “On the 
second view, they ought to be preserved even if their continued existence were 
demonstrably harmful to human interests. As it is sometimes put, they have a ‘right to 
exist’” (Passmore, 1974:101). This second view presents, according to Passmore, greater 
difficulties.  

Reference has been made to ‘an aesthetic case for’ wildernesses and species. Those who 
argue that preservation of wildernesses and species is necessary because of their intrinsic 
value mostly take an aesthetic-cum-theological point of view. It is in aesthetics and in 
theology that things are primarily viewed in respect of their intrinsic value. Wilderness is 
to be preserved because it has its own value, namely, it has beauty parse. Unaffected 
climatic conditions have also some relation with the beauty of nature. It is because of this 
intrinsic value that wilderness is to be preserved. The same can be said of species as well. 
Such a point of view is often mixed up with a theological point of view. Wilderness and 
species are created by God. As such they must not be destroyed. Here, however, the 
intrinsic value is derived from the glory of God. It is in a way intrinsic only in a limited 
sense. The argument for preservation of wilderness and species can be formulated as 
follows: Whatever is created by God is sacred and as such it has its own value. The 
argument is based on the premise that whatever is beautiful must be sacred and what is 
not sacred cannot be said to be beautiful. So to destroy wilderness and species will 
amount to deny this sacred nature as such. Preservation is an imperative. Clearly such an 
argument has no reference to posterity as well. Peter Singer has drawn our attention to the 
aesthetic-cum-theological aspect of the question quite well in his book Practical Ethics. 
The question of aesthetic value of wilderness and species, however, can be judged 
independent of any theological consideration. 

An aesthetic case for preservation has been argued for by Peter Singer in his book 
Practical Ethics as follows: “Arguments for preservation based on the beauty of 
wilderness are sometimes treated as if they were of little weight because they are ‘merely 
aesthetic’. That is a mistake” (Singer, 1993:271). Singer further observes that “yet I have 
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not had, in any museum, experiences that have filled my aesthetic senses in the way that 
they are filled when I walk in a natural setting and pause to survey the view from a rocky 
peak overlooking a forested valley, or sit by a stream tumbling over moss-covered 
boulders set amongst tall tree-ferns, growing in the shade of the forest canopy. I do not 
think I am alone in this; for many people, wilderness is the source of the greatest feelings 
of aesthetic appreciation, rising to an almost spiritual intensity” (Singer, 1993:272). 

Peter Singer presents the case for preservation of areas of wilderness further as follows: 
“By our preservation of areas of wilderness, we provide an opportunity for generations to 
come, and by the books and films we produce, we create a culture that can be handed on 
to our children and their children” (Singer, 1993:272).Speaking about the aesthetic case 
for preservation, Peter Singer finally observes that “if we preserve intact the amount of 
wilderness that exists now, future generations will at least have the choice of getting up 
from their computer games and going to see a world that has not been created by human 
beings. If we destroy the wilderness, that choice is gone forever” (Singer, 1993:272). 

Peter Singer has observed in a way that to treat arguments for preservation from the point 
of view of aesthetic consideration as often found in the case of wilderness should not be 
regarded as having little weight because they are not merely aesthetic. Singer regards this 
line of thinking merely as a mistake. However, the way he substantiates his point of view 
raises two questions. The first question is more obvious. Singer seems to suppose that 
even if something is appreciated merely on aesthetic ground it is to be appreciated on 
moral ground and should not be undermined. According to Singer, it is a mistake to think 
that what is to be appreciated from merely aesthetic point of view cannot be appreciated 
for its moral excellence. Peter Singer’s view, however, is explicitly disputable. One may 
hold a diametrically opposite view and may say that it is a mistake to ascribe moral value 
to anything which has merely aesthetic excellence. If it not be a mistake we face another 
question. If anything is said to have moral excellence even if it has only aesthetic 
excellence the question will arise – should we deny that there is a real difference between 
aesthetic value (having beauty) and moral value (being good)? Singer seems to have 
ignored this question.  

At the end of his argument for the case for aesthetic significance for preservation, 
Peter Singer observes that preservation (particularly in the context of wilderness) 
involves consideration for living such an assets for future generation. We may admit this 
observation. The word ‘may’ should rather be replaced by ‘must’. So far it is alright. But 
if we accept this, we ignore the distinction between preservation and conservation. To 
save something from extinction for future generation is regarded as conservation. 
Preservation, on the other hand, is only saving something from destruction. But not for 
any utilitarian purpose. 

One may say that this is only an aesthetic approach and has no direct connection with 
moral consciousness in a strict sense. However, it cannot be denied that it leads to a 
human-centred ethic. “A human-centred ethic can be the basis of powerful arguments for 
what we may call ‘environmental values’. Such an ethic does not imply that economic 
growth is more important than the preservation of wilderness; on the contrary, it is quite 
compatible with a human-centred ethic to see economic growth based on the exploitation 
of irreplaceable resources as something that brings gains to the present generation, and 
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possibly the next generation or two, but at a price that will be paid by every generation to 
come. But … it should also be clear that it is wrong to limit ourselves to a human-centred 
ethic” (Singer, 1993:273-274). 

Passmore refers to another aspect of preservation as ‘biological case for’ preservation. 
Passmore introduces the point as follows: The utility of biological investigations in 
nature-reserves can in no way be ignored. This reveals the scientific value of 
wildernesses. However, “biological inquiry has a value in itself as a form of human 
enterprise, quite apart from its utility. We should not think it right to destroy a scientist’s 
laboratory; for the same good reason we should try to preserve areas in which the 
biologist –or the geologist -can work, even when his investigations have no immediate 
practical value” (Passmore, 1974:102). However, neither the aesthetic-cum-theological 
case nor the biological case for preservation is sufficient to deliberate on moral awareness 
about environment. 

Passmore has raised a very important question when he proceeds to examine a moral case 
for preservation: “how far have we got … in our defence of preservationism on moral 
grounds?” (Passmore, 1974:124). All these defences of preservationism are primarily 
conservationist in spirit. They “emphasise the usefulness of wildernesses and species as 
sources of genetic diversity, of scientific understanding, of moral renewal, of recreational 
enjoyment, of aesthetic pleasure” (Passmore, 1974:124). Passmore further observes that 
“the preservationist can appeal not only to practical consequences but to established 
moral principles and to changing sensibilities, which he can hope to modify in a 
preservationist direction” (Passmore, 1974:126). Passmore’s account draws our attention 
to the fact that there are independent moral issues in preservationism. 

The moral issues connected with preservation have also been given importance by Peter 
Singer in his book Practical Ethics. He quotes a passage from Albert Schweitzer’s 
‘reverence for life’: “Ethics thus consists in this, that I experience the necessity of 
practising the same reverence for life toward all will-to-live, as toward my own” (Singer, 
1993:278). Singer regards this as the ‘needed fundamental principle of morality.’ Singer 
thus also refers to another moral principle as well. “A man is really ethical only when he 
obeys to constraint laid on him to help all life which he is able to succor, and when he 
goes out of his way to avoid injuring anything living” (Singer, 1993:278).  

The ethical justification for the conservationist program reflects a utilitarian approach. 
The natural environment is valuable as a means for serving human interests. Thus natural 
resources have instrumental value and should be managed in whatever way best serves 
the greater overall good. Preservationists, on the other hand, approached to two different 
types of reasons to support their goals. One was the instrumental value of wilderness as a 
source of religious inspiration, refuge from modern life, location for aesthetic experience, 
and so on. In this sense, leaving the wilderness undeveloped also served human interests. 
But some preservationists also argued that the wilderness should be recognized as having 
an intrinsic value of its own. The people have a duty to preserve the wilderness not only 
for its human use, but also for its own sake. Thus, preservationists appealed to both 
utilitarian and deontological consideration to defend their conclusion. 
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