
Our current ecological crisis—featuring problems such as climate change, 
ocean acidification, and mass extinction—raises various moral issues, 
including a high probability of injustice and massive harm. This book 
defends a position called ecological pessimism, an attitude whose core 
feature is the belief that ecological catastrophe is likely to occur in the 
future.

The author’s defense of ecological pessimism has two components. 
First, he makes the case that the relevant ecological facts about our 
world make ecological pessimism a reasonable, and indeed plausible, 
expectation. Second, he argues that ecological pessimism is morally and 
practically appropriate. Ecological pessimism is a distinctively moral kind 
of pessimism because the failure to avert ecological catastrophe leads to 
great ills for human beings and non-human nature. The author’s account 
responds to likely objections to ecological pessimism and makes the case 
against ecological optimism. Despite this, the author makes clear that being 
pessimistic about our ecological prospects is compatible with the melioristic 
project of improving our bad condition. He argues that environmental 
philosophy as a way of life, with its emphasis on environmental virtue 
and rich resources for developing spiritual exercises, is both a robust and 
attractive option for an ecological pessimist.
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This book defends what I call ecological pessimism, an attitude whose 
core feature is the belief that ecological catastrophe is likely to occur in the 
future, a kind of view that has rarely been defended.1 Broadly speaking, 
my defense has two components. First, I make the case that the relevant 
ecological facts about our world make this a reasonable, and indeed plau-
sible, expectation. Second, I argue that ecological pessimism is morally and 
practically appropriate.

Pessimism and Misanthropy

In some ways, this book is a follow-up to my previous work, A Philosophical 
Defense of Misanthropy, although the present book in no way requires 
familiarity with the earlier one. A brief summary will suffice. In the ear-
lier book, I argued that humanity has been a moral disaster. History and 
current affairs provide ample evidence for this: slavery, genocide, wars of 
aggression, cruelty to animals, and environmental destruction. This war-
rants the belief that humanity in general is morally bad. Because this type 
of misanthropy is belief-based rather than desire-based, it is possible to 
assess it in epistemic terms. As I try to show, this misanthropy is plausi-
ble, justified, and likely true. The case for misanthropy depends upon a 
kind of inductive argument, drawing evidence from historical, present-day, 
and likely future atrocities. Of course, some human beings are morally 
decent, even if that is a rare thing. In order to account for this, I defend 
an asymmetry thesis, according to which moral ills are significantly more 
important than moral goods. Consider the murderous philanthropist (or 
philanthropic murderer, if you like), who saves a thousand lives while tak-
ing “only” ten. This is just a rough sketch, and anyone who is interested 
may consult the full arguments in the book itself.

As with my defense of misanthropy, my defense of ecological pessi-
mism takes a dim view of humanity. Both are tied up with a kind of moral 
pessimism about humanity’s future, holding that we are unlikely to make 
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2  A Philosophical Case for Ecological Pessimism

serious moral progress as a species. Further, like the judgment that human-
ity is morally bad, the judgment that ecological catastrophe is likely is 
belief-based rather than desire-based, allowing for an epistemic evalua-
tion in terms of its truth and justification, as well as the embedding of 
that judgment in chains of reasoning. However, accepting ecological pes-
simism does not require accepting my version of misanthropy. One might 
think (falsely) that human beings are morally wonderful creatures while 
consistently holding that ecological catastrophe is indeed likely to occur. 
For example, despite our best moral efforts, avoiding catastrophe could 
prove to be beyond our abilities. That would be tragic rather than morally 
obscene. This shows that the positions of misanthropy and ecological pes-
simism can come apart.

Admittedly, my own account of why ecological catastrophe is likely 
does appeal to the moral ills of humanity in two ways. First, moral ills like 
injustice and harm are partly what make certain outcomes catastrophic. 
On a planet devoid of life, ocean acidification would be merely an interest-
ing phenomenon to observe from afar. On our planet, it is causing exten-
sive harm to human communities, non-human organisms, and marine 
ecosystems. Dangerous climate change is bad in part because of the evident 
injustice of its likely impacts, burdening low-emitters with disproportion-
ate and undeserved harm. Second, on my account, humanity’s moral fail-
ings partly explain why ecological catastrophe is likely. We could do much 
more to reduce the many risks associated with climate change, ocean acidi-
fication, mass extinction, and the like. We do little despite the fact that, 
to a large extent, some segments of humanity are morally responsible for 
these ecological problems. These misgivings about humanity fit well with 
the misanthropic stance of the earlier, but the arguments in this book stand 
or fall on their own. There is no need to consult the misanthropy book in 
order to fully assess the current one.

Chapter Overview

Chapter 1: Ecological Risks

The opening chapter examines our current ecological crisis, describing 
phenomena such as climate change, ocean acidification, mass extinction, 
and the potential use of nuclear weapons. Many of these are familiar, 
but it is necessary to describe them in some detail in order to prepare 
the ground for my main arguments in subsequent chapters. I devote the 
most attention to climate change, discussing its potential impacts, “tip-
ping points” in the climate system, and the prospect of geoengineering. 
The chapter also distinguishes between mere events and genuine catastro-
phes. The ecological risks discussed are potentially catastrophic because 
of their impacts on human and non-human subjects. For those who are 
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already familiar with these risks, this chapter may be skipped without 
much loss.

Chapter 2: Understanding Pessimism

Chapter 2 aims to clarify what I take the concept of ecological pessimism 
to involve. It is the expectation that the future will involve ecological catas-
trophes of some kind. I offer an account of what qualifies as a catastro-
phe, and I specify what sort of attitude constitutes an expectation in the 
relevant sense. I take this attitude to be cognitive in nature, which is to 
say that it is a belief rather than some desire-like or emotive attitude. Of 
course, this cognitivist expectation might be accompanied by various non-
cognitive attitudes, such as fear, anxiety, apathy, and so on, but these do 
not constitute the core of what I understand to be the ecologically pessi-
mistic attitude. Further, ecological pessimism is a distinctively moral kind 
of pessimism, for it is rooted in the belief that humanity will fail to avert 
avoidable ecological catastrophe. The specific targets of ecological pessi-
mism include harm to sentient entities and injustice to human beings.

Chapter 3: Evil in Environmental Affairs

Some of the actions that make ecological catastrophe likely are not only 
morally questionable—they are genuinely evil. This might sound implau-
sibly extreme, but there is a very strong case for it. An ecological catastro-
phe, say one driven by a runaway greenhouse effect, would devastate life 
on earth, both human and non-human. We reserve judgments of evil for 
the most heinous of crimes, such as mass genocide. The suffering and injus-
tice of an ecological catastrophe would likely be much greater than that of 
other moral ills that we plausibly identify as evil. A good example of this 
is what I call climate obstructionism or any coordinated attempt to hinder, 
slow, or undermine progress in addressing the crisis of climate change. Such 
obstructionism can take many forms: denying the reality that the climate is 
changing, manufacturing doubt regarding the anthropogenic nature of cli-
mate change, downplaying the severity or probability of potential impacts, 
lying about the costs of renewable energy, and many more. Those who 
engage in this obstruction, as opposed to some of their targets, are edu-
cated individuals who are well aware of the reality and potential damage 
of climate change. Climate obstructionism is morally reprehensible to the 
point of being genuinely evil. My argument for this will come in two parts. 
First, I sketch what plausibly counts as evil in the relevant sense. Second, 
I show that climate obstructionism satisfies reasonable criteria for qualify-
ing as evil in the specified sense. I also respond to the concern that employ-
ing judgments of evil is dangerous due to its potential misuse in social and 
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political contexts. Finally, this chapter addresses the Nietzschean critique 
that charges of evil are motivated by ressentiment.

Chapter 4: Objections to Ecological Pessimism

This chapter considers likely objections to the ecological pessimism I 
defend. Such objections include the following: there is deep uncertainty 
about the future, and therefore we lack sufficient justification for any 
expectation of ecological catastrophe; ecological pessimism is unreason-
ably alarmist; there are various pragmatic problems with such pessimism, 
including the possibility that it could undermine the motivation to work 
toward environmental progress; and the charge that my view misses the 
mark, because the supposed “ecological” catastrophe I expect is really 
only a catastrophe for certain species, including humanity. I respond to 
each of these objections, showing that they do not succeed in undermining 
the case for ecological pessimism.

Chapter 5: Environmental Philosophy as a Way of Life

Despite my pessimism, environmental philosophy can still play a valu-
able role. Here I defend the idea of environmental philosophy as a way 
of life, modeled on the approach of ancient schools of philosophy, such 
as Epicureanism and Stoicism. This approach identifies an environmental 
conception of the good life and spiritual exercises meant to help an individ-
ual realize that good life. One reason this type of environmental philoso-
phy is worth pursuing is that it offers a way for the ecological pessimist to 
live well despite her pessimism. Ecological catastrophe may be likely, but 
this need not prevent us from living good lives, particularly when the good 
life is understood to involve environmental virtues that we can cultivate.

Chapter 6: A Case for Meliorism

This chapter builds on my response to one of the objections considered in 
Chapter 4. Being pessimistic about our ecological prospects is compatible 
with the melioristic project of improving our bad condition. Pessimism 
does not entail quietism. I draw on American pragmatism, such as the 
work of Charles Sanders Peirce and William James, for my understanding 
of what meliorism involves. There are several reasons why we should aim 
to reduce ecological risk, even if doing so will not avert catastrophe. First, 
there is practical value in mitigating ecological ills, because that can at least 
reduce the damage that those ills would otherwise bring. Second, we have 
a moral obligation to meliorate ecological ills, because doing so can reduce 
the unjust harm that relevant parties would otherwise experience.
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Chapter 7: Why Not Optimism?

This last chapter finally makes the case against ecological optimism, which 
we may define as the expectation that we will likely avoid ecological catas-
trophe in the future. I begin with two main arguments. First, such opti-
mism is not plausible, given the many environmental problems described 
in Chapter 1 and our dismal track record in responding to them. Second, 
such optimism is dishonest, because it obscures the ugly truth regarding 
humanity’s impact on ecological systems. This leads to a discussion of the 
pragmatic problems with ecological optimism. If taken seriously, it has the 
potential to create false hopes and unrealistic expectations. This may take 
attention away from the melioration that would be possible under a more 
realistic, and hence pessimistic, attitude.

Note

1	 For an interesting exception, see Nguyen (2024).

Reference

Nguyen, Anh-Quân. “Pessimism for Climate Activists.” Ethics & the Environment
29, no. 1 (2024): 109–137.
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Our environmental prospects are bleak. Despite decades of warnings from 
relevant experts, humanity has done relatively little to reduce risks of eco-
logical catastrophe. There are many such risks associated with climate 
change, ocean acidification, species extinction, and nuclear war, for exam-
ple. In this chapter, I will offer a brief overview of these risks. Although 
certain potential impacts are intuitively catastrophic, I will save direct dis-
cussion of what counts as a genuine catastrophe for the next chapter.

Climate Change

Dangerous climate change includes many ecological risks. We have long 
understood the greenhouse effect and have been aware of increased con-
centrations of greenhouse gasses in the atmosphere (Arrhenius 1896; 
Keeling 1961).

Impacts

The dangerous effects of climate change have been evident since at least the 
first assessment report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) in 1990. That report issued the following warning:

Based on the existing literature, the studies have used several scenarios 
to assess the potential impacts of climate change. These have the fea-
tures of: (i) an effective doubling of CO2 in the atmosphere between 
now and 2025 to 2050 for a ‘business-as-usual’ scenario; (ii) a con-
sequent increase of global mean temperature in the range of 1.5°C to
4°-5°C; (iii) an unequal global distribution of this temperature increase,
namely a smaller increase of half the global mean in the tropical regions 
and a larger increase of twice the global mean in the polar regions; and 
(iv) a sea-level rise of about 0.3–0.5 m by 2050 and about 1 m by 2100,
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Ecological Risks

together with a rise in the temperature of the surface ocean layer of 
between 0.2° and 2.5°C.

(IPCC 1990, 1)

These are not mild changes. One might expect a warning like this to spur 
decisive action among policymakers and their constituents, but that has 
not been the case. Clearly, there has been some movement in the right 
direction—the formation of the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC), emissions mitigation efforts in some coun-
tries, and the growth of renewable energy—but it falls far short of what 
is needed.

Climate change promises to be very harmful to human beings, non-
human organisms, and natural systems. Much of this harm will fall short 
of catastrophe. In the cautious words of a more recent IPCC report:

Human-induced climate change, including more frequent and intense 
extreme events, has caused widespread adverse impacts and related 
losses and damages to nature and people, beyond natural climate varia-
bility. [] Across sectors and regions the most vulnerable people and sys-
tems are observed to be disproportionately affected. The rise in weather 
and climate extremes has led to some irreversible impacts as natural and 
human systems are pushed beyond their ability to adapt.

(IPCC 2022, 9)

The IPCC goes on to note that climate change is causing “increasingly 
irreversible losses, in terrestrial, freshwater and coastal and open ocean 
marine ecosystems,” and to a greater degree than thought in previous 
reports. The impacts on ecosystems have brought “adverse socioeconomic 
consequences. About half of assessed species have migrated to higher lati-
tudes or altitudes. Species have been negatively affected by extreme heat 
and “mass mortality events.” Some of these events are irreversible, such as 
initial extinctions, while others “are approaching irreversibility such as the 
impacts of hydrological changes resulting from the retreat of glaciers, or 
the changes in some mountain … and Arctic ecosystems driven by perma-
frost thaw” (IPCC 2022, 9).

As the report continues, climate change is “contributing to humanitar-
ian crises.” For example, 

Climate and weather extremes are increasingly driving displacement in 
all regions (high confidence), with Small Island States disproportion-
ately affected (high confidence). Flood and drought-related acute food 
insecurity and malnutrition have increased in Africa (high confidence) 
and Central and South America (high confidence). 
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Similarly, “Through displacement and involuntary migration from 
extreme weather and climate events, climate change has generated and 
perpetuated vulnerability (medium confidence)” (IPCC 2022, 11). The 
IPCC expects risks to increase in the future: “For 127 identified key risks, 
assessed mid- and long-term impacts are up to multiple times higher than 
currently observed (high confidence).” This depends on both the extent of 
warming and the degree to which human communities adapt, but “pro-
jected adverse impacts and related losses and damages escalate with every 
increment of global warming (very high confidence)” (IPCC 2022, 12). 
At the same time, these various risks and impacts “are becoming increas-
ingly complex and more difficult to manage. Multiple climate hazards 
will occur simultaneously, and multiple climatic and non-climatic risks 
will interact, resulting in compounding overall risk and risks cascading 
across sectors and regions” (IPCC 2022, 18). Unfortunately, there are lim-
its to human adaptation. Some so-called “soft limits” have already been 
reached, although these limits “can be overcome by addressing a range 
of constraints, primarily financial, governance, institutional and policy 
constraints (high confidence).” Unfortunately, “hard limits to adaptation 
have been reached in some ecosystems (high confidence). With increasing 
global warming, losses and damages will increase and additional human 
and natural systems will reach adaptation limits (high confidence)” (IPCC 
2022, 26).

Although these projections are worrisome enough, climate prospects 
may be worse than IPCC reports suggest, perhaps far worse. Quite rea-
sonably, the IPCC operates on a sort of consensus model, drawing upon 
a large body of research to produce a report every few years. This tends 
to downplay the possibility of extreme outcomes, which may be dis-
missed as outliers. Yet it could turn out that a current scientific consen-
sus is mistaken, perhaps because that consensus was reached prematurely 
(Oppenheimer et al. 2007).1 One possible example is consensus around 
climate sensitivity, which is defined as the global temperature increase that 
would occur if atmospheric greenhouse gas concentrations doubled rela-
tive to pre-industrial concentrations. Much depends on the correct value 
for climate sensitivity, but there is uncertainty here (Sherwood et al. 2020; 
Roe and Baker 2007). A value of 2°C or less would make continued emis-
sions substantially less risky than would a value of 5°C or greater. As
John Broome notes, the IPCC has acknowledged a greater than 5 percent 
probability that climate sensitivity is up to six degrees, with a smaller prob-
ability that it could be as high as ten degrees: “Ten degrees of warming 
would be a great catastrophe. It would cause dreadful destruction and suf-
fering. It would also entail a collapse of the planet’s human population” 
(Broome 2012, 130–131). This possibility raises challenges for modeling 
the economics of climate change (Weitzman 2009). The takeaway from all 
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this is to say that climate catastrophe is a realistic possibility, even if it is 
relatively unlikely. This suggests that we should pay more attention to that 
possibility (Davidson and Kemp 2024; Kemp et al. 2022).

Tipping Points

A tipping point is understood to be a point at which a small change to a 
system leads to a disproportionate and possibly irreversible change in that 
system. Imagine a ball poised at the top of a cliff. A brief gust of wind might 
“tip” the ball over the edge, causing it to fall a great distance. Returning 
the ball to the top of the cliff would require much more energy than was 
expended in tipping it over the edge and is very unlikely to occur naturally. 
I will mention two types of potential tipping points in the climate system.

First, the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation (AMOC) is a 
“conveyor belt” of ocean currents, transferring warm water to higher lati-
tudes and cold water to lower latitudes in the Atlantic Ocean. It is crucial 
for maintaining regional climates, including that of northwestern Europe. 
One expected effect of climate change is a weakening, and potentially a full 
shutdown, of the AMOC. This is supported by various modeling studies. 
There is evidence that the AMOC has already weakened substantially dur-
ing the past century (Rahmstorf et al. 2015). This could have unwelcome 
impacts. According to one study, a weakened AMOC could result in 

widespread cooling throughout the North Atlantic and northern hemi-
sphere in general; less precipitation in the northern hemisphere midlati-
tudes; large changes in precipitation in the tropics and a strengthening 
of the North Atlantic storm track. The general cooling and atmospheric 
circulation changes result in weaker peak river flows and vegetation 
productivity, which may raise issues of water availability and crop 
production. 

(Jackson et al. 2015) 

There is uncertainty surrounding the timing of a full shutdown, but it 
could occur as soon as mid-century (Ditlevsen and Ditlevsen 2023).

Second, ice sheet melting is a major contributor to sea-level rise. The 
West Antarctic and Greenland ice sheets contain massive quantities of 
freshwater. Due to oceanic and atmospheric warming, each is at risk of 
collapsing, which would greatly exacerbate sea-level rise (IMBIE, 2020; 
Pan et al. 2021). In the case of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet, it may be 
already too late to avert its collapse via realistic emissions mitigation 
scenarios, which is to say that the tipping point may already have been 
reached (Naughten, Hollan, and Rydt 2023). As with the AMOC, there is 
extensive uncertainty here, given the dynamic nature of ice sheets (Noble et 
al. 2020; Sadai et al. 2020). Nonetheless, it is clear that a collapse of one or 
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both of these major ice sheets is a realistic possibility, as well as that such a 
collapse would greatly increase sea level. There is evidence that even 1.5°C
of warming may trigger various tipping points in the climate (Armstrong 
McKay et al. 2022), many of which could prove to be catastrophic.

Geoengineering

One indication of our dire, or soon-to-be-dire, climate situation is that 
some respectable scientists are giving serious consideration to geoengineer-
ing as a response to climate change. Defined as the intentional, large-scale, 
technological modification of the global environment (Keith 2000), geo-
engineering is usually divided into two categories. First, carbon dioxide 
removal includes techniques that aim to reduce atmospheric concentra-
tions of greenhouse gasses, including direct air capture and ocean iron 
fertilization (Keller et al. 2018). If they work, such technologies would pull 
greenhouse gasses out of the atmosphere and sequester them elsewhere, 
such as underground or in the deep ocean. The point of this would be to 
reduce global warming, which is driven by increased concentrations of 
atmospheric greenhouse gasses.

The second category, solar radiation management, is more controver-
sial. Rather than drawing down atmospheric greenhouse gasses, as CDR 
would do, SRM techniques seek to cool the planet artificially, thereby 
compensating for the warming of greenhouse gasses. Possible techniques 
include marine cloud brightening and stratospheric aerosol injections 
(SAI), the latter of which has received the most attention. SAI would mimic 
the effects of a large volcanic eruption by injecting into the upper atmos-
phere several megatons of sulfates, which have the property of reflecting 
incoming solar radiation management. Roughly put, the aim of this would 
be to increase the reflectivity of the stratosphere, reflecting some quantity 
of sunlight. By reducing the amount of energy available for absorption by 
the planet, this could induce a degree of cooling that compensates for some 
or all of the warming caused by anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions. 
This is not the place to offer a more thorough, technical account of SAI, 
but the foregoing will suffice.

Over the past fifteen years or so, SAI has come under serious consid-
eration by respected scientists, where previously it was a forbidden topic 
(Boettcher and Schäfer 2017; Crutzen 2006). The reason for this is readily
acknowledged by proponents of researching SAI, namely the failure of the 
global community to address climate change in a serious way. Virtually 
all advocates of SAI research—virtually no one advocates immediate or 
near-term deployment of SAI—agree that emissions cuts would be pref-
erable to geoengineering. The problem, of course, is that humanity has 
failed to do this to a sufficient degree, and the future is not promising on 
that front. Thus some have begun looking into other options, including 



12  A Philosophical Case for Ecological Pessimism

some that were once unthinkable. Let me stress that we should resist the 
temptation to turn SAI researchers into strawmen. Relying on both their 
published views and my conversations with many of them, these individu-
als are not arrogant Prometheans who gleefully aim to reshape the planet. 
Admittedly, some past scientists could be accused of holding that attitude 
(see Fleming 2010), but the fantasy of improving nature through tech-
nological intervention has been discredited. Obviously, deploying or even 
researching SAI might still be a terrible idea, but we should critique SAI 
proponents for their actual views and proposals, not imaginary ones.

Unsurprisingly, the growing interest in SAI has alarmed many, includ-
ing scientists, activists, and ethicists. The potential problems of inject-
ing aerosols into the stratosphere are many: ozone depletion, changes in 
regional precipitation patterns, unaddressed ocean acidification, unilateral 
deployment by one state against the wishes of others, the prospect of pre-
mature termination, and more (Robock 2008). Each of these could cause 
serious environmental damage, harm to humans and non-humans alike, 
and injustice to some persons or groups (Svoboda et al. 2011). Many com-
mentators have critiqued SAI on ethical grounds (Pamplany et al. 2020). 
Again, I cannot go into detail on all of these, but let us consider the case of 
the so-called termination problem.

Sulfate aerosols have a stratospheric lifetime of about three to five 
years, so in order to maintain a constant cooling effect—say, a reduction 
of 2℃—stratospheric aerosols would need to be carefully monitored and 
constantly resupplied, which might be done through the use of high-alti-
tude aircrafts, balloons, or other means (Smith et al. 2018). Should this 
cease, models show that the global average temperature would rise rapidly, 
given the warming effect of atmospheric greenhouse gasses (Matthews et 
al 2007). Two degrees of warming over the course of five years would be 
much more damaging than the fairly gradual warming we are currently 
experiencing, which itself is already causing substantial damage. Although 
the exact effects of premature SAI termination are unclear, we can plausi-
bly view it as a catastrophe. Of course, one might say this incentivizes us 
not to discontinue SAI once it is started, but there will always be some risk 
of termination. Baum et al. (2013) consider the idea of “double catastro-
phe,” in which one catastrophic event (e.g., a pandemic or nuclear war) 
interferes with our ability to maintain SAI, thus leading to the second 
catastrophe of premature termination.

The implications are troubling. One might try to justify SAI as a means 
of avoiding catastrophic climate change. Indeed, this is usually the framing 
that is most friendly to SAI, viewing it as the lesser of two evils or as an 
emergency intervention (Svoboda 2017). Yet deploying SAI creates a new 
risk of catastrophe, namely premature termination. This would be an odd 
state of affairs. In order to avoid catastrophe, we might put ourselves at 
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risk of a new catastrophe. This looks absurd, but we have demonstrated 
little interest in safer and more ethical policies, such as cutting emissions. 
It is tempting to blame this on powerful special interests, but millions of 
ordinary citizens support inaction on climate change by voting for climate 
obstructionists. It is true that most citizens do not support such politicians 
because of the latter’s climate obstructionism. Rather, many people vote 
on the basis of irrational fears about (say) immigration. Yet the effect is 
the same. Very few people actually care about the threat to organized life 
on earth posed by climate change. There is little reason to expect this to 
change, so it is plausible to think that we will face a dilemma: either risk 
the catastrophe of unchecked climate change or risk the catastrophe of 
prematurely terminated SAI. This all provides ample and reasonable moti-
vation for pessimism, as we shall see throughout this book.

Other Ecological Risks

I will now discuss several other ecological risks, albeit more briefly than in 
the case of climate change, namely ocean acidification, species extinction, 
and nuclear war. I focus on these because they are understood fairly well 
and pose realistic threats to human and non-human beings, whereas many 
other ecological risks (e.g., from artificial intelligence) are highly specula-
tive at this stage.

Ocean Acidification2

Ocean acidification is distinct from climate change, although the two are 
causally related at the present time. The former concerns changes in ocean 
chemistry, whereas the latter concerns changes in average weather patterns 
and their distributions. They are causally related because anthropogenic 
emissions of CO2 are driving both processes. Ocean acidification is caused 
by increased concentrations of CO2 in the atmosphere, which is absorbed 
by the oceans and reacts with other chemicals to produce positively charged 
hydrogen ions (H+), which in turn reduce ocean pH and upset the chemical 
balance of ocean ecosystems (Doney et al. 2009). Ocean pH has decreased 
since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution and is expected to decrease 
further as atmospheric CO2 continues to accumulate (Orr et al. 2005). 
This change in ocean chemistry affects marine calcifying organisms, such 
as corals, that rely on carbonate ions (CO32-) to form shells of calcium 
carbonate (CaCO3) (Cornwall et al. 2021), although some types of calci-
fier may be less affected than others (Leung et al. 2022). CO2 reacts with 
carbonate ions (CO32-) and water to form bicarbonate ions (HCO3-),  
thus reducing the amount of carbonate available for calcifying organisms 
(Orr et al. 2005). In short, many marine organisms need carbonate ions, 
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but an increased abundance of CO2 reduces the availability of carbonate 
ions.

It is not known with certainty to what degree further ocean acidifi-
cation would affect marine calcifying organisms, in part because it is 
unknown how well these organisms can adapt to such changes (Doney et 
al. 2009). However, Orr et al. (2005) find that the shells of live pteropods 
exposed to decreased levels of carbonate ions exhibit “notable dissolu-
tion.” Moreover, increased ocean acidification threatens the viability of 
entire coral reef ecosystems (Hoegh- Guldberg et al. 2007), because high 
levels of CO2 can kill corals and other organisms that are essential to such 
ecosystems. Although more research is needed on the degree and extent 
of harm likely to be caused by ocean acidification, it clearly poses a threat 
to marine ecosystems. If current emissions trends continue, the world’s 
oceans will become more acidic. 

One might ask what is so bad about oceans with a lower pH. First, 
ocean acidification has the potential to cause serious harm to non-humans. 
It threatens the very existence of calcifying marine organisms and thus the 
existence and well-being of those organisms that rely on calcifying organ-
isms for food. Ocean acidification also threatens the very existence of coral 
reefs and thus the existence and well-being of those organisms that rely on 
coral reef ecosystems for habitat. The destruction of coral reef ecosystems 
or the depletion of various marine organisms poses threats to fisheries and 
tourism, the latter of which is often a vital source of income for many 
humans in developing countries. Further, coral reefs provide valuable eco-
system services for humans, such as coastal protection (Doney et al. 2020; 
Hoegh-Guldberg et al. 2007).

Species Extinction

Extensive species extinction is likewise distinct from climate change, 
although the latter is a major driver of the former at the present time 
(Román-Palacios et al 2020). While there is some debate as to whether
the current loss of species technically qualifies as the planet’s sixth mass 
extinction (Kaiho 2022; Cowie et al. 2022), it is undeniable that species 
are disappearing at an alarming rate, far above the background rates of 
both prehistory and early human history (Rounsevell et al. 2020). In many 
cases, the disappearing species are unknown to science. There is evidence 
that undescribed species are going extinct at a higher rate than described 
ones (Liu et al. 2022). By most indications, we should expect extinctions 
to accelerate. Once again, while species extinction is distinct from climate 
change and ocean acidification, both are contributors to it. Other major 
causes include habitat loss, pollution, and the spread of invasive species 
(Gonçalves-Souza et al. 2020; Hogue and Greon 2022). Virtually all of
these causes are ultimately anthropogenic. It is due to human activity that 
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the climate is changing, that the oceans are growing more acidic, that habi-
tat is destroyed, that air and waterways are polluted, that invasive species 
are spread around the world, and so on.

Of course, all this has ramifications for the species that manage to avoid 
extinction, including humanity. As one study finds:

The ongoing sixth mass extinction may be the most serious environ-
mental threat to the persistence of civilization, because it is irreversible. 
Thousands of populations of critically endangered vertebrate animal 
species have been lost in a century, indicating that the sixth mass extinc-
tion is human caused and accelerating. The acceleration of the extinc-
tion crisis is certain because of the still fast growth in human numbers 
and consumption rates. In addition, species are links in ecosystems, and, 
as they fall out, the species they interact with are likely to go also. In the 
regions where disappearing species are concentrated, regional biodiver-
sity collapses are likely occurring. Our results reemphasize the extreme 
urgency of taking massive global actions to save humanity’s crucial life-
support systems.

(Ceballos et al. 2020)

Reasonably enough, this study views current extinctions as constituting a 
threat to humanity, but they also constitute a threat to non-humans, such 
as death and suffering for sentient animals affected by the loss of food 
sources or habitat. Even if we limit consideration to humanity, the current 
extinction event poses a threat to human civilization, which relies on so-
called “ecosystem services” ultimately provided by disappearing species: 
“Ecosystem functioning, including primary productivity, the biogeochemi-
cal cycles, and the network of trophic mutualistic and antagonistic species 
interactions that compose the food chains, is the fabric of life—a fabric 
that is translated by humans as ecosystem services” (Dirzo, Ceballos, and 
Ehrlich, 2022). Such services include the provision of food, pollination in 
agriculture, purification of air and water, aesthetic gratification, recreation, 
and many more. Accordingly, large-scale extinction could lead to reduced 
agricultural productivity, the collapse of food sources (e.g., fisheries), the 
loss of aesthetic marvels, and so on. As with the other risks discussed in 
this chapter, there is a great deal of uncertainty regarding the exact nature 
and timing of specific impacts, but it is very clear that species extinction 
poses a serious threat to human and non-human welfare.

Nuclear War

Nuclear war is not often discussed in an environmental context, but it 
poses a serious ecological risk. In addition to being devastating for human 
individuals and systems, a large-scale nuclear exchange would likely cause 
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extensive damage to non-human organisms and systems. Obviously, a 
nuclear detonation would damage or destroy organisms and ecosystems 
in its immediate vicinity, but a nuclear war could also have global envi-
ronmental impacts through the phenomenon of “nuclear winter” (Baum 
2015; Robock et al. 2007). As Alan Robock writes:

Nuclear winter is the term for a theory describing the climatic effects 
of nuclear war. Smoke from the fires started by nuclear weapons, espe-
cially the black, sooty smoke from cities and industrial facilities, would 
be heated by the Sun, lofted into the upper stratosphere, and spread 
globally, lasting for years. The resulting cool, dark, dry conditions at 
Earth’s surface would prevent crop growth for at least one growing 
season, resulting in mass starvation over most of the world. [...] More 
people could die in the noncombatant countries than in those where the 
bombs were dropped, because of these indirect effects.

(Robock 2010)

Like most studies on the topic, Robock focuses on the impacts for human-
ity, but it is clear that nuclear winter would be harmful to many other 
species. The same global cooling and darkening that devastates agriculture 
would likely devastate wildlife as well, for example, by inhibiting plant 
growth and thereby impacting animals that depend upon the inhibited 
plant species. A nuclear war could have additional ecological impacts, such 
as “wildfires, radioactive fallout, enhanced ultraviolet radiation, loss of 
atmospheric oxygen, gain in atmospheric carbon dioxide, and reductions 
in sunlight and temperature” (Westing 1987). The use of nuclear weapons 
could alter the planet’s oceans. One modeling study found the following:

Phytoplankton production and community structure are highly modified 
by perturbations to light, temperature, and nutrients, resulting in initial 
decimation of production, especially at high latitudes. A new physical 
and biogeochemical ocean state results… In the largest US‐Russia sce-
nario (150 Tg), ocean recovery is likely on the order of decades at the 
surface and hundreds of years at depth, while changes to Arctic sea‐ice
will likely last thousands of years, effectively a “Nuclear Little Ice Age.” 
Marine ecosystems would be highly disrupted by both the initial pertur-
bation and in the new ocean state, resulting in long‐term, global impacts
to ecosystem services such as fisheries.

(Harrison et al. 2022)

Yet again, there is much uncertainty when it comes to the exact impacts 
of any particular scenario involving the use of nuclear weapons, but it 
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is obvious that a large-scale nuclear war would be catastrophic in many 
ways, one of those being its impact on non-human nature.

It would be a mistake to dismiss the risk of nuclear war as archaic as if it 
were nothing more than a Cold War relic. In fact, tensions between nuclear 
powers have been rising in recent years (Brands and Gaddis 2021), and 
the proliferation of nuclear weapons remains a concern (Herzog 2020), 
even if proliferation has taken on a new form in recent times (Kaplow 
2024). Appealing to the Cold War doctrine of “mutual assured destruc-
tion” (MAD, appropriately), it is sometimes claimed that a first use of 
nuclear weapons would be irrational, as it would ensure the first users’ 
own destruction (Sokolski 2004). If that is true, then we should be fine so 
long as nuclear powers always behave rationally. This is not reassuring. 
If it was not already obvious, the last few years have shown that leaders 
of nuclear-armed states can be very stupid and reckless. Leaving the issue 
of rationality aside, MAD might not deter religious fanatics, and it pro-
vides little protection against an accidental launch. Indeed, there have been 
numerous close calls in the past, in which disaster was averted thanks to 
the decision-making of certain individuals (Tetrais 2017). While some take 
this to be evidence of “human prudence and the efficiency of mechanisms 
devoted to the guardianship of nuclear weapons” (Tetrais 2017), it only 
takes one such mistake for catastrophe to unfold: a panicked decision, 
a lapse of judgment, a drunk president, false information, incompetence 
somewhere in a chain or command, or whatever. In any given instance, 
there may be a low probability of nuclear war, but we continue to run 
that risk over many instances. We have avoided disaster over the past few 
decades. We can hope that our luck holds over the coming centuries, but 
there is obviously no guarantee.

Events or Catastrophes?

Taken by itself, there is nothing necessarily catastrophic about even 
extreme climate change, ocean acidification, species extinction, or nuclear 
detonations. These are merely geophysical processes. If we observe a dis-
tant, uninhabited planet being obliterated by a supernova, we are unlikely 
to describe the event as catastrophic. Because there is no life on the planet, 
there are no subjects that could be harmed by the supernova. There will be 
no suffering imposed nor any biotic process thwarted. One might say that 
the supernova is catastrophic for the planet itself, but this is likely to be 
used in a metaphorical sense. Again, the planet itself does not have a good. 
It is not the sort of thing that can be harmed or benefited by an astrological 
event. Now one could adopt the uncommon view that a planet does have 
a good in some sense and that the supernova harms the planet by interfer-
ing with that good. I will not claim to refute this possible view, but very 
few are likely to adopt it. Setting aside this unlikely exception, we are most 
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likely to view the planet’s destruction as an occurrence that is interesting 
to us in some way, say scientifically or aesthetically, but not as a catas-
trophe. Now if that same planet happened to be inhabited by human-like 
and animal beings who experienced a great deal of pain during the event, 
we would be compelled to change our view. This would clearly count as a 
catastrophe for the inhabitants of the destroyed planet.

To call something “catastrophic” is to issue a value judgment, taking 
some change to be bad to a substantial degree. In the next chapter, I will 
offer more clarification about what counts as an ecological catastrophe, 
but for now, I wish only to make the point that geophysical changes are 
taken to be bad or good only in relation to things for which such changes 
matter. In particular, a catastrophe needs to be catastrophic for something. 
Such things may include human beings, non-human animals, organisms 
in general, species, or ecosystems, to take some standard candidates. This 
is closely tied to the question of what things can be harmed or benefited 
by a given change. Most will agree that human beings can be harmed or 
benefited, such that a geophysical change can be bad and possibly cata-
strophic if it causes physical suffering, psychological distress, economic 
cost, or some other form of hardship. Clearly climate change and other 
geophysical changes can be harmful in this way. Likewise, many non-
human animals can experience pleasure or pain, making them susceptible 
to being harmed through suffering, at least. Matters become more con-
troversial when we consider non-animal organisms, such as plants, fungi, 
and microorganisms. In some views, organisms of this kind can indeed be 
harmed and benefited, as they have good of their own (Goodpaster 1978; 
Taylor 1989). The same has been said of ecosystems as such (Callicott 
1993), but that too is controversial. There is a similar controversy when it 
comes to the value of more abstract matters, such as biodiversity (Maier 
2012). I will not assume these more controversial views, but I take it to be 
plausible and widely accepted that human beings and non-human animals 
can be harmed by geophysical changes. They are subjects that can undergo 
catastrophe.

The points just made are axiological in nature but not moral. So far 
I have made no claim about what has moral standing, i.e., what things 
deserve moral consideration. Just how far moral standing extends is rea-
sonably debatable. Virtually all agree that human beings have moral stand-
ing. Some claim the same for non-human animals, organisms, species, and 
ecosystems (see Brennan and Lo 2024). In the interest of ecumenism, I will 
assume that human beings have moral standing while remaining agnostic 
about the moral standing of non-humans. Within the constraints of these 
self-imposed limitations, I hold that geophysical changes can be bad and 
potentially catastrophic in two broad ways. First, they can entail harm to 
human beings and non-human animals. Second, they can entail moral ills 
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for human beings, by which I have in mind anything that is morally bad, 
such as distributive and procedural injustice, wrongful harm, and moral 
vice. The first is an axiological point, the second is a moral one. This dis-
tinction is needed. Although it is obvious that non-human animals can 
have experiences that are bad for them (i.e., suffering), it is not obvious 
that animal suffering is morally bad. It may be bad, as those who accept 
the moral standing of animals will hold, but I cannot assume that here. We 
need some way of differentiating between moral and non-moral badness, 
and the axiological/moral distinction allows for that. To give an example, 
a poultry farmer might acknowledge that his line of work is bad for chick-
ens while also believing that there is nothing morally questionable about 
his line of work. We may disagree, but the farmer’s view is perfectly intel-
ligible and coherent.

Climate change, ocean acidification, mass extinction, nuclear war, and 
the rest are potentially catastrophic by virtue of the harms and moral ills 
they are likely to entail. In the following chapters, I defend various aspects 
of this value judgment.

Notes

1	 As Oppenheimer et al. (2007) go on to argue, “With the general credibility 
of the science of climate change established, it is now equally important that 
policy-makers understand the more extreme possibilities that consensus may 
exclude or downplay.”

2	 Some material in this subsection was presented as “The Ethics of 
Geoengineering,” Seventh Annual Conference of the International Society for 
Environmental Ethics, Allenspark, Colorado, June 2010.
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2

Ecological pessimism is simply the expectation that the future will involve 
ecological catastrophe of some kind. This definition is vague in at least two 
ways. First, there is vagueness in what counts as an expectation. One might 
take that to vary from a faint suspicion all the way up to absolute certainty. 
Second, there is vagueness in what counts as an ecological catastrophe. 
The potential variance there is also great, ranging from moderate climate 
change to the extinction of all life on earth. It is appropriate to leave the 
definition vague, however. The term “ecological pessimism” merely refers 
to a general state of mind or, more specifically, a kind of attitude. It can 
take many different forms, as we shall see. For this reason, I will not offer 
a precise definition of ecological pessimism as such. The vague definition 
will suffice. Instead, I will try to be precise when it comes to outlining my 
own version of ecological pessimism, as well as the reasons that support 
it. In short, there are many ways to be an ecological pessimist, so it will 
not be useful to precisify the general concept. Nonetheless, there are some 
general concerns about this vagueness that I should address before moving 
to more substantive matters.

Vague Expectations and Vague Catastrophes

One might think that the two types of vagueness just noted are problem-
atic. Imagine someone who takes herself to be an ecological pessimist, 
because she has a suspicion that the earth will warm by 1℃ relative to the 
pre-industrial average temperature. In my view, this is very optimistic! If 
my definition of ecological pessimism permits this kind of view, then one 
might claim that there is something wrong with the vague definition I have 
offered. But this is just a standard problem of vagueness, which accom-
panies many different concepts that we are nonetheless able to employ in 
useful ways. Consider the concept of tall. If one likes, he could claim that 
a person measuring five feet in height is tall. Most of us would not agree 
with that, but we probably would allow a person measuring seven feet in 
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height to be tall. The more interesting cases are in the middle. Is a person 
measuring 5 feet and 10 inches in height tall? Here the vagueness in the 
concept of tall might pose a problem, but in the other two cases, things are 
reasonably clear. The five-foot person is not tall, and the seven-foot person 
is tall, and we can be confident of this even if we don’t know exactly where 
to draw the line between tall and not tall.

Something similar goes for ecological pessimism. We might reasonably 
disagree about where to draw the line separating genuine ecological catas-
trophe from ecological change that is not catastrophic. Although perhaps 
interesting for scholars working on the question of vagueness itself, draw-
ing that line seems to me useless and unnecessary for the purposes of the 
arguments I offer in this book. It is reasonably clear that some ecological 
changes are catastrophic: mass extinction, boiling oceans, widespread eco-
systemic collapse, global warming of 8℃, a runaway greenhouse effect, 
and so on. Just as almost no one reasonably doubts that the seven-foot 
person is tall, almost no one can reasonably doubt that these outcomes 
would be catastrophic in an ecological sense. Personally, I do not think 
that one degree of warming would count as catastrophic, but my view 
on that hardly matters, because I believe that we are on course for much 
worse.

This ties into the other vague item in our definition, namely what 
counts as an expectation. I offer the same account here as in the pre-
ceding paragraph. Does an uninformed hunch count as an expectation? 
I do not know, but it does not matter here. The evidence supporting 
events that plausibly count as ecologically catastrophic is strong. It falls 
short of certainty, of course, but the available information, including 
projections about the future, is grim. This pertains to both the human 
and non-human worlds, so to speak. The latter includes geophysical and 
biological phenomena, while the former includes social phenomena. Put 
briefly, non-human nature as we know it is in bad shape and getting 
worse, and human societies are not doing nearly enough to address that 
problem. Very roughly, my case for ecological pessimism rests on two 
observations: first, if we do not respond quickly and seriously to vari-
ous ecological crises, catastrophe is likely; second, our response has been 
and likely will remain, neither quick nor serious. Whatever vagueness 
attaches to the concept of expectation, it does not plausibly threaten my 
position. My expectation of ecological catastrophe is not a whim or sus-
picion but rather a reasonable attitude based on evidence from the natu-
ral and social sciences. At least, I will try to show that this is the case. 
The reader might end up disagreeing, but it is doubtful that any perceived 
problems with my view will have to do with the vagueness I have noted 
here.
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Pessimism in Philosophy

Pessimism has been rare in philosophy, both historically and at the pre-
sent time. It is often seen as an attitude to be resisted (see Moellendorf 
2024). Among major figures, Schopenhauer offers the only obvious case. 
As Bertrand Russell notes, aside from Schopenhauer, virtually all other 
Western philosophers have been optimists in some sense (Russell 2004). 
This has come in many varieties of moral philosophy, metaphysics, episte-
mology, and political thought: faith in divine salvation, Kant’s postulates 
of immortality and freedom, utilitarians’ hope for social progress, certain 
Marxists’ expectation of the revolution, the conviction that this is the best 
of all possible worlds, the belief that God ensures human knowledge, and 
more. One might argue that skeptics should count as pessimists, given their 
doubts about knowledge, whether globally or in some specific domain. 
Perhaps so, but skeptics have always constituted a small minority. The 
majority of philosophers seem to take skepticism as a challenge, working 
to show that knowledge, or something like it, is possible. If philosophers 
generally treat skepticism as something to be overcome, then that attitude 
alone is a kind of optimism, for it holds out hope for the possibility of 
success.

To be clear, I am not arguing against optimism in philosophy, nor am 
I making the charge that optimistic philosophers are naive. Perhaps it is 
entirely appropriate for philosophers to be optimistic. After all, if everyone 
was a skeptic, for example, there might be little left for philosophers to do. 
I shall leave it to others to determine whether or not that would be a bad 
thing. On the other hand, we might at least wonder whether this reveals 
a certain bias. If there is a general bias among philosophers (and others) 
in favor of optimism, then we should be on guard against dismissing pes-
simistic positions too easily. Whatever the reason, it is striking that so few 
Western philosophers have been pessimists.

Unfortunately, Schopenhauer’s philosophy will not offer much help for 
my case. His is a metaphysical pessimism, rooted in some rather implausi-
ble claims about the “Will” as the thing in itself. Roughly put, everything 
in the world is striving to achieve some end but is doomed to failure. One 
sees this in the case of human desire, which is just one manifestation of 
the Will. I desire something. That desire is either satisfied or not. If it is 
satisfied, the desire is soon replaced by a new desire, which in turn is either 
satisfied or not. There is no end to this cycle, aside from the state of bore-
dom, which is also a kind of dissatisfaction. It is not possible to achieve 
any lasting fulfillment of my desires, because there is no stable, lasting 
state of satisfaction. New desires will always intrude, or I will languish in 
boredom. For Schopenhauer, this is not just a contingent fact about human 
beings, but rather the fundamental nature of all things. His philosophy is 
very interesting, and I have written about it elsewhere (Svoboda 2022), 
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but it will not serve as anything like a foundation for my arguments in this 
book.1 Unlike Schopenhauer, I am not a philosophical pessimist in general, 
nor do I subscribe to any sort of metaphysical pessimism. Rather, mine is 
an empirical pessimism, having to do with facts about both the natural 
world and human societies. Some of these facts may well be contingent. I 
do not think they are expressions of some necessary, fundamental princi-
ple. Presumably, humanity could do much more to reduce the probability 
of catastrophe. We just do not care to do so.

The Nature of the Pessimistic Attitude

I have described ecological pessimism as a state of mind but more specifi-
cally as an attitude. What type of attitude is involved here? It is common 
to distinguish between cognitive and non-cognitive attitudes. The former 
includes beliefs, while the latter includes desires and emotions. A standard 
account of the difference relies on the notion of “direction of fit.” Beliefs 
are mental states with a “mind-to-world” direction of fit, while desires are 
mental states with a “world-to-mind” direction of fit. This is to say that 
beliefs aim to represent the world, while desires aim to change the world. 
When I believe something, I am purporting to match my mind to the way 
the world really is. For instance, I might believe that it is raining outside 
because I observe that vehicles are using windshield wipers. This mental 
state is either true or false, depending on whether it is in fact raining. 
Conversely, when I desire something, I want the world to fit with my men-
tal state. For instance, if I am thirsty, I might desire that there is a water 
fountain in front of me, even if there is no realistic chance of this being the 
case in present circumstances. On the standard picture, desires are neither 
true nor false. Because they do not purport to represent the way the world 
is, they cannot be faulted for failing to match the world. Their very nature 
is to demand that the world be in a certain state, and this can include states 
that are very different from the actual one. I will rely on this fairly uncon-
troversial account of beliefs and desires as typifying, respectively, cognitive 
and non-cognitive attitudes.

As I shall use the term, “ecological pessimism” refers to a cognitive 
attitude, although it is likely to be accompanied by various non-cognitive 
attitudes as well. The expectation of ecological catastrophe is, at its core, 
a belief that such catastrophe is likely to occur in the future. This belief 
might cause, or otherwise be connected to, non-cognitive attitudes like 
anxiety, fear, sadness, dread, and the like, but I do not take any of these 
desire-like attitudes to be the core of the ecological pessimism I defend. 
One might question this. Why should, say, dread with regard to impend-
ing climate change not count as ecological pessimism? To clarify, and in 
accordance with the vague definition offered above, I think it is perfectly 
reasonable to classify such an attitude as being ecologically pessimistic. 
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This is just not the attitude I am interested in understanding and defending 
in this book. Rather, my focus is a cognitive attitude. Again, one might 
question this. Why focus on this cognitive attitude rather than one of the 
non-cognitive attitudes that could count as ecological pessimism?

A cognitive analysis opens up a rich, epistemological terrain. It is usu-
ally granted that non-cognitive attitudes are not truth-apt, which is to say 
that they are not properly designated as true or false. This is not surprising, 
as such attitudes do not purport to fit with the world or to tell us the way 
things are. On the other hand, cognitive attitudes do exactly that. They are 
therefore truth-apt. If I believe that it is raining outside, my belief is true 
or false, and this depends on the way the world actually is. Beliefs can be 
evaluated as true or false, justified or unjustified, and probable or improba-
ble. Desires do not lend themselves to such epistemological analysis, at least 
not so easily. Some philosophers have tried to develop such accounts, with 
Simon Blackburn’s quasi-realism being perhaps the best-known example, 
but they remain controversial (Blackburn 1993). Can the feeling of dread 
regarding future climate change be classified as true? Perhaps in a minimal-
ist sense (Smith 1994). I do not take a position here on whether quasi-realist 
accounts are likely to be successful. However, there is no similar contro-
versy surrounding the cognitivist approach, which can help itself to a fully 
robust set of epistemological evaluations. Because of this, there is much to 
say about a cognitivist variety of ecological pessimism. We can ask whether 
it is true and evaluate the degree to which it is justified. It is not clear that 
we can do this with a non-cognitivist variety of ecological pessimism.

Perhaps most importantly, a cognitivist conception of ecological pessi-
mism allows us to embed it within chains of reasoning. As I said, the core 
of this attitude consists of a belief that ecological catastrophe is likely. Like 
any proposition, “that ecological catastrophe is likely” can be plugged into 
standard forms of logical argument, such as modus ponens. Due to the so-
called Frege-Geach problem, it is not clear that non-cognitive judgments 
can be embedded within such forms of logical argument. If the relevant 
attitudes are not truth-apt, then how could we apply logical operations to 
them, such as negation? Again, Blackburn has developed a “logic of atti-
tudes” that is meant to address this problem. Perhaps something like that 
can work, but this is a matter of some controversy. While non-cognitive 
ecological pessimism would be of psychological interest and maybe more, 
a cognitivist conception of such pessimism unquestionably allows for logi-
cal embedding. This renders it a matter of philosophical interest.

Moral Pessimism

As I will argue throughout this book, there are many reasons why it is 
reasonable to expect ecological catastrophe in the future. Elsewhere I have 
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defended moral pessimism, which we may define here as the expectation 
that, in general, human beings will not act morally (Svoboda 2022). I will 
not reproduce the full argument here, but I can outline the general idea 
behind it. It is beyond question that human history has been full of atroci-
ties, including such lovely phenomena as genocide, aggressive war, ter-
rorism, and many types of oppression. As a matter of common sense, it is 
obvious that these things have been very bad in a moral sense. Although 
certain varieties of moral ill may recede from time to time, they are soon 
enough replaced by others, making it difficult to discern anything like 
moral progress in our history. For instance, one society might cease prac-
ticing chattel slavery but move on to threatening civilian populations with 
nuclear annihilation. If we specifically look to our present time, there is lit-
tle cause for optimism. Although the injustices and harms of our own time 
are not identical to those of, say, a century ago, it is certainly not obvious 
that we are better off morally. We still find aggressive war, if in new forms, 
and we now pose a non-negligible risk to the survival of civilization itself. 
If anything, matters are worse now, given our increased capacity for carry-
ing out atrocities. Because of all this, it is reasonable not to expect human-
ity to comply with their moral obligations. We shall return to this matter 
throughout the book.

In practical terms, the moral pessimist will not be surprised when 
human beings, either collectively or individually, behave immorally. This 
is to be expected, given our history. Such behavior can range from minor 
wrongdoings to great injustices. Of course, one might be committed to 
moral pessimism in a theoretical sense but struggle to live according to it 
in a practical sense. This is not uncommon when it comes to philosophi-
cal ideas. Those who are sympathetic to radical forms of skepticism often 
find it difficult to suspend belief when it comes to daily life, for example 
(Burnyeat 1983). This does not mean that moral pessimism is false. The 
difficulty of adopting it as a practical attitude may owe to certain social or 
psychological issues. On the other hand, some individuals might succeed 
when it comes to incorporating that attitude into their lives. I return to the 
question of how the ecological pessimist should live in later chapters.

It is important to distinguish between what is to be expected and what 
is obligatory. The moral pessimist is not a person with lax moral standards 
but rather a person who does not expect humanity to abide by those stand-
ards, whatever they are. In everyday discourse, these two issues are often 
conflated. When pointing out some moral problem, one often hears the 
response, “What else did you expect?” Of course, the mere fact that some 
sort of behavior is to be expected does not excuse it. Typically, dictators 
engage in brutal suppression of their populations, but that does not change 
the fact that such suppression is reprehensible. I expect dictators to carry 
on being reprehensible in the future, but that expectation has nothing to do 



Understanding Pessimism  31

with fixing appropriate moral standards for judging their behavior. As we 
shall see, the same goes for the ecological pessimist, who expects human-
ity to bring about catastrophe in the future and judges that behavior to be 
abhorrent. That expectation does not alter the relevant moral standards.

Moral pessimism is distinct from ecological pessimism. It is clearly pos-
sible to expect that human beings will fail to comply with their moral 
obligations in general (moral pessimism) without expecting ecological 
catastrophe to occur. There are many ways for human beings to be mor-
ally abhorrent, many of which do not necessarily involve ecological catas-
trophe. Likewise, it is possible to expect ecological catastrophe (ecological 
pessimism) without expecting human beings to fail in their moral obliga-
tions. For instance, one might think that catastrophe is likely due to some 
natural event over which humans have no influence, such as an asteroid 
impact. All of this is to say that neither type of pessimism entails the other, 
whether in a logical or a psychological sense.

At the same time, these two pessimisms are complementary in our pre-
sent context. The ecological crises we face are humanity’s doing, and I 
will make the case that they carry grave moral ills. To take one example, 
anthropogenic climate change involves severe injustice. John Broome help-
fully makes the case for this, noting seven relevant features of the green-
house gas emissions driving climate change (Broome 2012, 55–59). First, 
they cause serious harm, including death and injury due to severe weather 
events. Second, that harm is the result of something we do rather than 
something we merely allow. Consistent with common sense and many 
moral theories, causing harm is usually thought to be worse than merely 
letting harm occur, all else being equal. Third, the harm caused by our 
emissions is not accidental. Sometimes accidental harm can be excused or 
responsibility for it mitigated, such as when that harm was not reasonably 
foreseeable, but this is not so with our emissions. Fourth, we do almost 
nothing to compensate the victims of climate change. Fifth, we engage 
in most emitting activities for our own benefit, such as the pleasure of 
traveling.2 Sixth, the harm of emissions does not come close to being fully 
reciprocated. Rich individuals and countries emit greenhouse gasses at 
very high rates compared to poor individuals and countries, and yet the 
latter group often experiences the worst harms of climate change. Broome 
contrasts this with the case of traffic congestion. The presence of other 
vehicles on the road harms me by slowing my commute and introducing 
various annoyances, but I am contributing to that problem just as much as 
other motorists. I cannot claim to be a victim of injustice here. We might 
say that I am simply paying the price of helping myself to the benefits of 
using the available infrastructure. Seventh and finally, we could reduce our 
emissions substantially without much cost to ourselves: increasing energy 
efficiency, reducing our consumption, or shifting to the use of renewable 
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forms of energy. We have made little progress in this area. Broome’s 
account here does not exhaust every way in which our emissions might be 
unjust, and perhaps one can quibble with certain points, but on the whole, 
this provides a fairly convincing set of reasons as to why climate change is 
prima facie unjust.

As this quick account suggests, and we shall see in greater detail in 
subsequent chapters, the environmental damage being done by humanity 
is plausibly viewed as a moral issue. We are not like some invasive species 
of a plant that devastates an ecosystem but which cannot be properly held 
to moral account. We are conscious, rational beings with enough flexibility 
in our behavior that, unlike the invasive plant, we need not devastate our 
ecologies. Imagine, contrary to fact, that something about our physiology 
necessitated ecological catastrophe, say the secretion of some radioactive 
isotope that poisoned other species. Arguably, we would not be morally 
blameworthy for the devastation that we caused. To be sure, that devasta-
tion would remain harmful, but it would be a great misfortune or tragedy 
rather than a matter of moral culpability. Here one could be an ecological 
pessimist without being a moral pessimist. It would not be our moral bad-
ness driving ecological catastrophe.

Of course, in the actual world, we cannot avail ourselves of such 
excuses, at least not while remaining reasonable. We need not destroy the 
rest of nature, but we are doing so anyway. That says something horrifying 
about us, I presume. For my part, I subscribe to both ecological and moral 
pessimism. Although the two are not necessarily connected, in our present 
case, they are contingently connected. I will make the case throughout 
this book that, as a matter of fact, our ecological prospects are tied to 
our moral prospects. In many cases, it is the same behavior (e.g., inaction 
on climate change) that is both morally bad and ecologically dangerous. 
If we suddenly became serious about climate justice, that would reduce 
the probability of climate-related catastrophe. Unfortunately, there is little 
reason to be optimistic on that front.

The foregoing might invite a certain misunderstanding, so I need to 
clarify. In saying that moral and ecological pessimism are contingently 
connected, I do not mean to say that one explains the other. In particular, I 
do not claim to know why humans behave as they do. In my book defend-
ing a certain type of misanthropy, I stressed that my project was descrip-
tive rather than explanatory (Svoboda 2022). The central claim there was 
that humanity is morally bad, as supported by a great deal of historical 
and contemporary evidence. Importantly, I did not claim that humanity’s 
moral badness causes its reprehensible behavior. Instead, I claimed that, 
given humanity’s reprehensible behavior, the species is rightly judged to 
be morally bad. The best explanation for why humanity is the way it is 
would presumably depend on various empirical factors, including matters 
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of psychology and social conditions. Again, the misanthropic view I 
defended was descriptive in nature. I did not pretend to offer any causal 
analysis.

Something similar holds for the connection of moral and ecological 
pessimism. I do not claim in the present book that our moral badness 
is the cause of the ecological catastrophe that we can plausibly expect, 
nor do I claim that certain insights of moral pessimism can be used to 
explain why we are headed toward an unseemly ecological future. To be 
fair, I do not deny those claims either. Nonetheless, whatever the causal 
entanglements might be, there is clearly a correlation between our moral 
badness and the ecological ills we are currently causing. Even as a purely 
descriptive matter, this is interesting for various reasons. For one thing, 
it suggests that we need not choose between averting moral catastrophe 
and being moral. Returning to the example of climate change, reducing 
our greenhouse gas emissions would reduce the risk of both climate catas-
trophe and climate injustice, all else being equal. Making progress in one 
area can reasonably be expected also to help in the other. Conversely, 
failing to make progress in one area can reasonably be expected also to 
hinder progress in the other. The latter scenario aptly describes our cur-
rent state of affairs.

This moral pessimism harmonizes with certain varieties of misanthropy, 
a topic that has received some attention in recent years (Gerber 2021; Kidd 
2021; Norlock 2021; Svoboda 2022). If we are pessimistic about the moral 
prospects of humanity, then it is reasonable to maintain a negative assess-
ment of humans in general. There is no question that human beings have 
engaged in morally monstrous behavior, and there is little reason to think 
that will stop. Such behavior can be seen in our treatment of non-human 
nature, particularly animals (Cooper 2018). Nonetheless, we should be 
careful to distinguish between pessimism and misanthropy, which are often 
conflated (Kidd 2022). As David Cooper points out, pessimism concerns 
“aspects … that are destructive of the possibility of happiness,” whereas
misanthropy has to do with “failings … for which humankind is answer-
able and rightly held to account” (Cooper 2018, 4–5). In short, the pes-
simist expects things to be bad, the misanthrope thinks humans are bad, 
and these two judgments may or may not be connected. It is possible to be 
a pessimist, even a moral pessimist, without thereby condemning human-
ity. For instance, one might think that human nature makes certain moral 
flaws tragically unavoidable. Such a person might then feel compassion 
for the species, or at any rate, abstain from holding it accountable for its 
failings. Whether that stance would be defensible is a further question I 
do not address here. Nonetheless, this possibility shows that, although the 
ecological pessimism I sketch here is suggestive of certain forms of misan-
thropy, it does not require it.
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About What Should We Be Pessimistic?

A pessimistic attitude will be distinctively ecological by virtue of the 
objects of that attitude. Roughly put, if one is pessimistic about matters 
ecological, then one is ecologically pessimistic. Of course, satisfying that 
condition does not automatically make one an ecological pessimist of the 
variety studied in this book. One might be pessimistic about the recov-
ery prospects of some small, local ecosystems, for example. This person 
is not thereby committed to the expectation that ecological catastrophe is 
likely, for she might in general be optimistic about the planet’s prospects. 
Someone who has the attitude of ecological pessimism will be pessimistic 
about matters ecological, but this will not be limited to a few cases. Rather, 
the genuine ecological pessimist expects very bad things on a global scale. 
In this section, I aim to specify some of the objects, the targets, of that 
attitude.

Clearly, any pessimistic attitude will involve some kind of judgment of 
badness. In the case of ecological pessimism, we judge that our ecological 
prospects are bleak and that likely future scenarios will be bad in some 
way. I have already addressed what general moral ills are likely to come 
in the future, including harm and injustice, but this does not yet address 
the following question: about what, specifically, should we be pessimistic? 
This is a distinct question because any harm or injustice must be harm 
or injustice to some subject, whether human or non-human. There are 
many possible victims in the catastrophic scenarios that might occur in the 
future. Of course, with the exception of the very near future, we cannot 
identify precisely which individuals will be harmed or subjected to injustice 
in the future. This is because we have no way of knowing, or even plausi-
bly conjecturing, which individual humans or non-humans will happen to 
exist, say, a thousand years from now. Nonetheless, we can identify likely 
phenomena that, should they come to pass, will be very bad, in a morally 
relevant sense, for some parties, whoever they turn out to be.

Such phenomena plausibly include the harm experienced by sentient 
entities, both human and non-human. Due to climate change, human 
beings will suffer from a wide range of phenomena in the future, including 
food insecurity, displacement, and severe weather events such as intense 
heat waves. This harm will come in the form of physical pain, psychologi-
cal distress, and economic damage. Because such harm is likely to occur, 
and because it will be driven by ecological phenomena, it is an appropriate 
target of our ecological pessimism. Similarly, climate change will cause 
great harm to non-human animals (Nolt 2011b) via precipitation change 
and other factors. Climate change is the most obvious driver, but we may 
add to this the many other ecological harms accruing to non-humans, 
such as ocean acidification and habitat loss through human develop-
ment. Although non-human sentient entities cannot experience economic 
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damages, many of them can suffer, and this is reasonably taken to be a 
bad thing, regardless of one’s stance on whether we have moral obliga-
tions to non-human animals. I will return to this point later in the course 
of directly addressing objections to my view. For now, let me observe that 
harm to non-human animals is ordinarily viewed as a bad thing, often in 
some moral sense, say lighting a cat on fire (Harman 1977). One need not 
believe in anything like animal rights in order to assent to this view. One 
might argue that such harm is justified, or perhaps that its badness is not of 
a moral variety, but it is not controversial to say that the harm itself (e.g., 
the cat’s suffering) is bad.

Aside from suffering, we might also look forward to the many deaths 
promised by our ecological crises. John Nolt estimates that the average 
American’s lifetime greenhouse gas emissions will be causally responsi-
ble for the deaths of “one or two” future human beings (Nolt 2011a). 
Of course, the estimate is rough, making various assumptions and relying 
on projections that are themselves uncertain, but Nolt is conservative in 
his estimate, so the true number of deaths is probably higher. Regardless, 
the point stands that many of us are causal contributors to an ecological 
phenomenon that will kill many people in the future, hundreds of mil-
lions if we rely on Nolt’s numbers. That seems bad. Likewise, although I 
am not aware of an analogous estimate, it is no doubt the case that many 
non-human organisms will die in the course of our ongoing and future 
crises. Matters become even worse when we remember that climate change 
is only one of our crises and that other phenomena will kill additional 
humans and non-humans. To anticipate an objection, we cannot deflect 
the foregoing simply by noting that these casualties would have occurred 
in any case. Although it is true that human and non-human organisms are 
certain to die eventually, the victims of climate change will typically be 
premature deaths. Dying from climate change is not bad simply because 
it confirms one’s mortality but rather because that death deprives one of 
future life they might otherwise have enjoyed. Once again, I will not say 
much here in response to potential objections. Instead, I will address objec-
tions directly in a later chapter.3

Next, let us consider the vast landscape of ecological injustice. It is clear 
that environmental hazards tend to be unequally distributed along racial 
and economic lines, with poor and minority communities taking the brunt 
of those burdens (Mohai et al. 2009; Shrader-Frechette 2002). Prima facie, 
this is a form of environmental injustice. Further, I am aware of no theory 
of distributive justice that would permit such a distribution. Egalitarians 
may object to the obvious inequality in how environmental burdens are 
shared. It is true that most egalitarian theories allow for unequal dis-
tributions under the right conditions, most famously Rawls’ Difference 
Principle, which allows for social and economic inequalities in some cases. 
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However, a necessary condition of justice under the Difference Principle 
is that those inequalities must benefit those who are the worse off (Rawls 
1971). That is virtually never the case, of course. Typically, it is the worse-
off members of society who shoulder the burdens (e.g., pollution), while 
the relatively well-off enjoy the benefits (e.g., cheap energy) of the activities 
that produce those burdens. Likewise, desert-based theories of justice are 
unlikely to permit the distribution of environmental benefits and burdens 
that we often observe, as there is no plausible case to be made that mem-
bers of poor and minority communities deserve to shoulder these burdens. 
Unfortunately, there is little reason to think that such injustice will be lim-
ited to our own time.

I will mention one more example of a fitting target for our ecological 
pessimism, namely the disappearance of much that is beautiful and inter-
esting in non-human nature. Humanity is causing a mass extinction event 
and destroying natural wonders, such as coral reef ecosystems. Obviously, 
this is regrettable, even if the destruction is not in itself morally bad. I 
do not take a position here on whether we have genuinely moral reasons 
for preserving species or beautiful landscapes, but our failure to do so is 
unfortunate, even if in a purely aesthetic sense. We are producing a world 
that will be less biologically diverse, more barren, and less ecologically 
interesting than it has been in the past. This seems an appropriate target 
for pessimism.

I have mentioned mass extinction. One very real possibility is the 
extinction of the human species. This could plausibly occur as a result of 
any of several ecological catastrophes that leave the planet uninhabitable 
for our kind: extreme climate change, the collapse of ecosystems due to 
mass extinction, nuclear or biological warfare, as well as others. Would 
that be a bad thing? Obviously, the misery presumably experienced by 
human beings in the course of an extinction event would be bad, but that 
is not the issue here. The question is whether the fact of our extinction 
would be a bad thing in itself. Nearly every species that has ever existed 
on earth has disappeared. We typically do not think it a tragedy that the 
various species of trilobites are no longer with us. Why should we judge 
differently when ours joins that list? We like to think of our own species as 
being especially important, perhaps uniquely valuable. Presumably, some 
ancient trilobite would have felt the same about its own species, had it 
the capacity to do so. Of course, this invites the response that, because 
humans do have certain capacities that other species lack, the extinction 
of ours would be especially or even uniquely bad. Such capacities might 
include our alleged rationality, the scope of our imagination (including the 
appreciation of past and future), our wide range for desire and valuation, 
the ability to produce beauty, and so on. Should our species disappear, the 
universe would lose all of those good things going forward.
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Let us allow that the disappearance of humanity would indeed carry 
these costs. The question remains: Would humanity’s extinction be bad all 
things considered? Perhaps not. Although we do have capacities for creat-
ing value, such as art and meaningful relationships, we also have capacities 
for creating a great deal of disvalue. Indeed, one and the same capacity 
can be used to bring about either value or disvalue, depending on choice 
and circumstances. In a way, this echoes Kant’s observation that the only 
unconditional good thing is goodwill, as any other candidate can become 
bad under certain conditions (Kant 1996). Even putative virtues can be put 
to ill use. Courage is normally a good thing, but not when it is used to carry 
out a terrorist attack. Likewise, our intelligence as a species has produced 
both intellectually valuable discoveries and weapons of mass destruction. 
In attempting to determine whether humanity’s extinction would be all 
hings considered bad, we need to consider both the advantages and disad-
vantages it would bring. I agree that it would be a shame to lose the future 
goods that humanity otherwise might have created, but it would be a relief 
for the world to be freed of the many ills humanity has always brought 
about: war, genocide, the destruction of non-human nature, racism, the 
mass suffering of sentient entities for the sake of cheap food, and many 
others. On balance then, it is not clear that humanity’s extinction would 
be a bad thing on the whole. Elsewhere I have made the argument that the 
extinction of our species would in fact be a good thing (Svoboda 2022), 
but I will not assume that here. By questioning whether human extinction 
would be bad, I am depriving myself of a source of support for my view, 
as I cannot now claim that our extinction is something about which we 
should be pessimistic. If anything, that prospect is a cause for optimism. 
Accordingly, if I am mistaken about that, and human extinction actually 
is a bad thing, then that just adds another item to the list of potential bad 
things we can expect in the course of future catastrophes.

Notes

1	 For a very useful account of Schopenhauer’s pessimism, see Janaway (1999).
2	 Though it is difficult to conceive, apparently some people enjoy this activity.
3	 Whether or not death is harmful to the person who dies is a classic philosophi-

cal puzzle that I will not claim to solve here. However, even if one holds that 
death is not a harm, it is difficult to deny that death is usually bad in some 
sense.
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There is much that is evil in human affairs. Some of it takes an environ-
mental form. This fact gives us yet another reason to adopt ecological 
pessimism.

Defining Evil

As with many moral concepts, the search for necessary and sufficient con-
ditions of evil seems hopeless.1 There have been numerous attempts, and 
although many suggested conditions seem initially plausible, all of them are 
susceptible to plausible counter-examples.2 At least for my purposes, a set 
of necessary and sufficient conditions for evil is not needed. I will instead 
rely on a descriptive account of evil, suggesting certain conditions under 
which an action ordinarily counts as evil. Those conditions might not be 
sufficient. For instance, there may be some action that is normally evil but 
might be non-evil in extreme emergencies. Likewise, my conditions might 
not be necessary, as there may be other ways of engaging in evil action that 
I have not considered. Because of this, accepting my account requires tol-
erating some degree of vagueness. This is a price worth paying, however, 
as it allows me to avoid the acute problem of counter-examples, which is 
faced by virtually all theories that seek to provide necessary and sufficient 
conditions of evil. Of course, my account might still be susceptible to coun-
ter-examples in a way, say because some cases do not fit with the general 
description I provide, but that will need to be considered case by case. My 
aim is only to offer a plausible account of what generally counts as evil, 
admit the possibility of occasional exceptions to that account, and use it to 
argue that certain human actions plausibly qualify as evil. Assuming it is 
possible, a set of necessary and sufficient conditions would be philosophi-
cally preferable, but given that various philosophers have searched for this 
and not found it, a more modest approach is reasonable.

Arguably, there is less need to delineate exactly what counts as evil than 
there is to delineate other moral concepts. Despite various differences, 
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Evil in Environmental Affairs

virtually all commentators agree that the term “evil” is to be reserved 
for the most atrocious of actions. As it happens, such actions are not 
very subtle and thus are likely to be noticeable for those who care to 
look. Leaving aside positions taken in bad faith or for self-serving politi-
cal reasons, cases of evil are often likely to be fairly obvious due to their 
magnitude. We do not need a finely honed, precise theory of evil in order 
to know that mass killing of the innocent is evil. Contrast this with other 
moral concepts, such as responsibility, obligation, blame, and so on. By 
its nature, the charge of evil is less subtle than other moral charges. It is 
supposed to be a blunt concept, applied in extreme cases. If this is true, 
then leaving our account of evil action somewhat vague might not be 
problematic, even if similar vagueness for other moral concepts would be 
problematic.

Further, I opt for an ecumenical approach to understanding evil action. 
This is appropriate, because my aim is not to make a contribution to the 
philosophical understanding of counts as evil, but rather to argue that cer-
tain activities within “environmental affairs” are evil. Despite their impor-
tant theoretical differences, many competing theories of evil converge when 
it comes to judging certain actions to be evil, although each theory may 
provide a very different account as to why any particular action is evil. 
For instance, any plausible theory of evil action needs to cover genocide, 
even though the “evil-making” features of genocide are open to reasonable 
debate. Perhaps genocide is evil because of the quantity of harm it causes, 
the fact that it seeks to exterminate a particular identity, that it undermines 
the basic functioning of persons, or something else. We need not settle on 
a single theory in order to be fairly confident that genocide is evil. This 
is an attractive feature of my ecumenical approach, as my argument that 
some action is evil will not depend on whether some particular, sure-to-be-
controversial account is ultimately correct.

This raises a question: Why discuss theoretical accounts of evil at all? I 
have already allowed that genocide is obviously evil if anything is, so what 
use is there in examining evil in a theoretical way? Why not simply rely on 
intuition to identify evil actions? The answer is that, in some cases, evil is 
not immediately obvious. We might agree that genocide in general is evil, 
but we might not recognize that some particular case of genocide is evil, 
say by conveniently denying that the case qualifies as genocide. Humans 
are exceptionally skilled at rationalization, especially when that is rein-
forced within a group with similar interests. Thus we might overlook some 
evil for psychological, economic, or social reasons. It is difficult to find an 
atrocity in human history whose agents admitted the truth of what they 
were doing, rather than attempting to justify their actions to themselves 
and others in various ways, including moral appeals. This can obscure the 
truth, even for those who are not operating in bad faith.
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Relying on some theoretical approach, even an ecumenical one, can 
provide some protection against this, provided that one is honest and fair 
in their judgment. If we pursue that course, we might discover that, on 
reflection, some previously overlooked action is evil. A purely intuitive 
approach might pick out obvious cases, but it would not suffice for non-
obvious cases. That is why theoretical tools will be useful to some degree. 
An example of such a case is provided by climate obstructionism, which 
I discuss below. At first glance, it might appear unreasonable to accuse 
climate obstructionists of evil, but I believe that charge becomes very plau-
sible after some theoretical reflection.

Is Evil Qualitatively Distinct from Other Moral Concepts?

In the literature on evil, one of the main issues is determining whether evil 
is qualitatively distinct from other moral concepts, such as wrongness. If 
yes, then we must specify what quality is distinctive of evil actions. Most 
philosophers who write on the subject think that evil is indeed qualitatively 
distinct. Russell is a prominent exception, arguing that evil is only quanti-
tatively distinct from ordinary wrongdoing. On one variety of this quan-
titative view, “evil actions are simply wrong actions that are extremely 
harmful, regardless of the psychology of the evildoer, and regardless of 
the kinds of harm inflicted” (Russell 2007, 676; see also Russell 2014). As 
Russell notes, this account has the virtue of simplicity. A more complex yet 
still “psychologically thin” version might 

define evil actions as culpably wrong actions that have a certain kind 
of connection to extreme harms, in that they either produce extreme 
harms, are intended to produce extreme harms, contribute to extreme 
harms, or are acts of appreciation of extreme harm. 

(Russell 2007, 676)

In both accounts, evil action is determined by the severity of the harms 
involved. The latter is notable in that it allows us to make sense of collec-
tive evil actions, for it treats contributions to extreme harms as evil. This is 
attractive, because some apparently clear cases of evil in history involved 
contributions from many agents.

As for those who believe that there is something qualitatively distinctive 
about evil action, many competing accounts have been offered. For exam-
ple, perhaps evil actions cause substantial harms that ruin lives (Formosa 
2013; 2019), perhaps they involve “intolerable” harms, such as denying 
persons their basic needs (Card 2002), or perhaps an evil action is one that 
interferes with a person’s fundamental agency (Kekes 1998). The challenge 
for any such account is to specify plausible criteria of evil action while 
preserving evils actions’ qualitative distinctiveness. Russell argues that 
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some attempts ultimately collapse into quantitative accounts that treat evil 
action as very harmful or especially wrong (Russell 2007). For example, 
we might agree that interfering with someone’s fundamental agency is evil 
but only because it is very harmful to do so.

In order to resist that, a proponent of qualitative distinctiveness must 
explain why some feature of an action is evil-making, and they must do 
so in a way that is not simply reducible to the quantity of harm connected 
to that action. It is not always clear that such proponents are successful. 
One reason for this is that for any suggested criteria for evil action, it is 
plausible to see the qualifying actions as very harmful, especially bad, or 
very wrong in some other sense. Paradigm cases of evil (e.g., genocide) do 
often involve a great quantity of harm, so we might be skeptical that any 
further quality is needed in order for the relevant actions to count as evil.

The focus of this chapter is on evil action, rather than evil intentions, 
motivations, or character. It may be that evil actions are, sometimes or 
always, connected to certain dimensions of the agent, but I will remain 
agnostic regarding that issue. There is a rich terrain for psychological 
inquiry here, both in the empirical and philosophical senses, but they are 
not immediately important for the purposes of this book. We are exam-
ining the—in my view likely catastrophic—ecological impacts of human 
action. Certain of these actions, as I will argue, plausibly count as evil. 
However, I shall not seek to explain why human beings perform such 
actions, a matter that might ultimately have something to do with inten-
tion, motivation, character, or the like. Whatever the reason, humanity has 
performed actions that count as evil.

The sort of evil I have in mind is morally disvaluable. This is to distin-
guish it from what is sometimes called (e.g., in the philosophy of religion) 
“natural evil,” such as the destruction and suffering caused by an earth-
quake. What precisely counts as a morally disvaluable phenomenon is con-
tentious, with competing theories offering different views. Nonetheless, we 
can identify some cases that virtually everyone will agree are morally, and 
not just naturally, bad: murder, genocide, betrayal of friends for personal 
gain, and so on.

Of course, not all morally bad phenomena are reasonably described as 
evil. Telling a lie in order to avoid embarrassment may be wrong, but it is 
not evil. In addition to being morally disvaluable, then, genuinely evil phe-
nomena must be “bad enough.” The term is to be reserved for phenomena 
that are especially bad. Plausibly, this includes mass extermination, terror-
ism, genocide, and the like. What makes something especially bad may be 
merely quantitative, such as crossing some threshold of harm, or it might 
be qualitative in nature, as noted above.

What actions may we consider especially bad in a moral sense? In my 
view, an action or a set of actions is typically evil if (but not only if) (1) 
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it causes extensive, unjust harm to a large group of persons and (2) this 
effect is reasonably foreseeable by the acting party. There may be other 
sufficient criteria for evil as well, but the foregoing are attractive because 
they seem plausible in their own right. These criteria also correctly identify 
and explain evident cases. For instance, it is fairly obvious that any case 
of genocide will be extensively and unjustly harmful to a large group of 
people, and of course its perpetrators will foresee this effect, as the purpose 
of genocide is to exterminate a group of people.

There is vagueness here, of course. At what point has some foreseeable, 
unjust, harmful action crossed the threshold into the realm of evil? As with 
many accounts and concepts, it is difficult to draw a non-arbitrary line 
here regarding what does or does not meet the relevant criteria. This is not 
a problem for my account, however, because it is only an epistemological 
problem when it comes to identifying borderline cases. Some cases will 
clearly surpass any threshold, despite their vagueness: genocide, targeted 
killings of civilians, mass torture, destruction of population centers, and 
so on.

My account remains ecumenical in that it is open to many possible 
explanations as to why some act is evil, including explanations generated 
by other theories of evil. My claim is not that an action is evil because it 
foreseeably causes unjust harm, but rather that actions that foreseeably 
cause unjust harm will typically be evil. Perhaps this is due to the fact that 
such actions also tend to destroy lives, deny basic needs, or undermine 
fundamental aspects of agency. It certainly seems plausible to believe that 
extensive, foreseeable, unjust harm will usually carry with it these other 
deleterious aspects. Again, I offer no opinion on the ultimate, fundamental 
features of evil. What I say below regarding the evil of climate obstruction-
ism and other actions is compatible with many different theories of evil.

Finally, I agree with Russell that it is desirable for an account of evil 
action to remain psychologically thin, thereby averting the baggage that 
comes with tying the moral evaluation of action to the mental states of 
agents. My account is psychologically thin, because it references the men-
tal states of neither agents nor victims of evil. All that is needed is exten-
sive, unjust harm that is reasonably foreseeable. Importantly, this harm 
need not be foreseen by its perpetrators. Through willful ignorance or 
simple disinterest, an agent might not consider the unjust harm that their 
action will likely cause. Nonetheless, if that unjust and extensive harm was 
reasonably foreseeable, then the action still counts as evil on my account. 
The actual psychology of the agent does not matter.

By contrast, psychologically thick accounts of evil action appeal to the 
mental states of agents and/or victims of evil, but they face both substan-
tive and epistemic problems. First, it is a complicated matter to specify 
just what mental states are relevant to evil action. These could include 
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intentions, motivations, and vices, for example. Second, diagnosing actual 
cases of evil will often be difficult if we need to determine the mental states 
of the agents involved, as these are often obscured, intentionally or other-
wise. A psychologically thin account can simply avoid these problems. Of 
course, these considerations are far too brief to warrant dismissing psy-
chologically thick accounts, but they do indicate that a thin account has 
certain advantages. Let us now look at an example of evil action.

Why Climate Obstructionism Is Evil

To some, it might appear hyperbolic to declare climate obstructionism to 
be evil, but the claim is very plausible.

By “climate obstructionism,” I mean any coordinated attempt to hin-
der, slow, or undermine progress in addressing the crisis of climate change. 
Such obstructionism can take many forms: denying the reality that the 
climate is changing, manufacturing doubt regarding the anthropogenic 
nature of climate change, downplaying the severity or probability of poten-
tial impacts, lying about the costs of renewable energy, harassing scientists, 
and many more. I say that climate obstructionism must be coordinated in 
order to distinguish it from the attitudes, beliefs, or actions of individuals, 
which by themselves are unlikely to obstruct climate progress. Genuine cli-
mate obstructionism, as I shall use the term, requires coordination among 
various actors and will often take political forms.3

By “progress in addressing the crisis of climate change,” I mean any 
coordinated effort to mitigate climate change or its impacts. This too 
can take many forms: international agreements among states to limit 
their greenhouse gas emissions, financial incentives such as a carbon tax, 
domestic laws regulating fossil fuels, social policies to pursue adaptation 
to changing environments, the use of geoengineering technologies to avert 
some of the expected impacts of climate change, and so on. Leave aside 
debates about which of these efforts is to be preferred. That is an important 
question, of course, but not relevant here. As with climate obstructionism, 
I understand climate progress to require more than individual actions or 
resolutions. Given the global nature of the problem, individual action is 
unlikely to be efficacious. Genuine progress requires some degree of social 
coordination.

There is no doubt that climate obstructionism has been, and continues 
to be, a reality in our world, especially in the United States. Examples are 
numerous, many of which are well known. There is the case of Exxon 
Mobil hiding the findings of its own scientists regarding the dangers posed 
by greenhouse gas emissions, campaigns of disinformation meant to sow 
unreasonable doubt among the public about the reality and impacts of cli-
mate change, explicit opposition to meaningful climate policies on the part 
of the fossil fuel industry, and of course the refusal of various politicians, 



Evil in Environmental Affairs  45

especially within from members of the extremist Republican party, to pass 
serious climate legislation at the state and federal levels (Matthews and 
Eaton 2023; Oreskes and Conway 2010, 2011).

The question I address here is how we should regard this obstructionism 
in a moral sense. There are many possible answers. We might judge it to 
be morally praiseworthy, permissible, impermissible, regrettable, unjust to 
a minor degree, or something else. In my view, climate obstructionism is 
morally reprehensible to the point of being genuinely evil. My argument 
for this will come in two parts. First, I sketch what plausibly counts as evil 
in the relevant sense. Second, I show that climate obstructionism fits with 
this standard and thus qualifies as evil.

I will now make the case that climate obstructionism is evil. Briefly 
put, climate obstructionism (1) causes extensive, unjust harm to a large 
group of people and (2) this is reasonably foreseeable by the obstruction-
ists themselves.

Regarding (1), it is scientifically well-established that climate change is 
occurring, that it is caused primarily by anthropogenic emissions of green-
house gasses, and that it will cause substantial harm to many people. This 
harm comes in many varieties: sea-level rise, extreme weather events, the 
spread of disease to new areas, food insecurity, and more (IPCC 2022). 
There is no doubt that climate change will harm many individuals, espe-
cially when we take into account the future generations that will be forced 
to deal with the impacts. Finally, climate change carries a non-negligible 
risk of human extinction.

Moreover, ethicists widely agree that many of these harms are unjust 
(see Broome 2012). One need not be a trained ethicist to see the injustice. 
Those who are likely to experience the worst impacts of climate change are 
low-emitters in the global South, i.e., parties that have near-zero respon-
sibility for climate change and who have the fewest resources to adapt to 
it. It is intuitively clear that this extensive harm is unjust. If nothing else, 
we have a situation in which the wealthy countries of the world are impos-
ing very substantial harms on the inhabitants of poor countries, including 
death (Nolt 2011).

Climate obstructionism helps cause this unjust outcome. By its very 
nature, such obstructionism aims to allow the unjust harms of climate 
change to occur unabated. Further, it is clear that climate obstructionists 
have had a great deal of success, especially in the United States, where 
serious action on addressing the crisis has been undermined and delayed. 
If not for climate obstructionists impeding progress, it is likely that 
humanity would have pursued more aggressive mitigation of emissions 
and adaptation to changing climatic conditions. Both of these courses 
would reduce the harm of climate change, probably to an extensive 
degree.
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As for (2), there is no question that the effects of climate change are rea-
sonably foreseeable. Most obviously, many obstructionists do foresee the 
effects. Many of them, especially politicians, political appointees, lobby-
ists, and think-tank researchers are highly educated individuals with access 
to the relevant information, yet they proceed with obstructing climate pro-
gress. Additionally, the relevant science has been clear for several decades, 
so they cannot reasonably claim that the effects of their actions are not 
foreseeable.

Objections

Let us consider some objections to my account.

Mistaken Beliefs and Misguided Actions Are Not Evil

First, it might be objected that climate obstructionism is not genuinely evil, 
at least in many cases, because it depends upon mistaken beliefs and the 
misguided actions that result therefrom. Some people honestly think that 
climate change is a hoax, for example. Arguably because of this, they do 
not consider progress in fighting climate change to be a priority. They then 
support politicians and policies that ignore and worsen the climate crisis. 
All of this may be regrettable, misguided, foolish, and perhaps even carry 
some degree of moral culpability, but surely it is not evil to hold and act 
upon mistaken beliefs.

This offers an opportunity to clarify something. I do not consider 
the person described above to be a climate obstructionist. The genuine 
obstructionist is the agent who manipulates the person above into holding 
those false beliefs and supporting misguided policies. In other words, I do 
not have in mind the average voter or motorist, but rather those who know 
perfectly well what they are doing. The vast majority of powerful individu-
als (e.g., politicians and fossil fuel lobbyists) who have undermined cli-
mate progress are educated and well aware that climate change is real and 
threatens massive harm. Nonetheless, and usually for personal gain, they 
choose to lie, distract, and confuse others when it comes to climate change. 
Such agents will not be saved by the objection, because they are not plau-
sibly viewed as dupes who have simply made an honest mistake in belief.

Charges of Evil Are Politically Dangerous

One might object that talk of evil, especially accusations against indi-
viduals, is politically dangerous. For example, such talk might encourage 
fanaticism or excessively punitive measures. This could lead to a situation 
in which the virtuous “climate saints” feel justified in persecuting “cli-
mate heretics,” possibly harming the innocent in the course of pursuing 
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their righteous cause. It is not surprising that charges of evil are commonly 
issued by religious fanatics, who, when they have power, cause a great deal 
of harm and injustice. We should not encourage climate activists to take a 
similar stance.

As an initial response, I submit that it is simply true that climate 
obstructionism is evil. The truth value of that claim does not depend on the 
alleged fact that it encourages immoral or antisocial behavior. Setting that 
aside, however, it seems clear that judgments of evil are compatible with 
remaining rational and non-fanatical. Many of us judge certain events of 
the twentieth century to be morally evil, and yet few seem fanatical in the 
way they do so. Moreover, any cause, no matter how noble, is susceptible 
to being captured by fanatics who find themselves with power. This might 
happen in the case of climate activism, but presumably, we have moral 
reasons to prevent that.

Charges of Evil Are Superfluous

Next, it might be charged that talk of evil is superfluous and unnecessary, 
adding nothing more to our moral judgments, except perhaps some rhe-
torical force. That is, we might judge some cases to be unjustly and exten-
sively harmful in a way that was reasonably foreseeable by the agent and 
simply stop there. This objection offers a challenge: What value is there in 
talk of evil, aside perhaps from noting that some phenomenon is especially 
bad (see Calder 2013)?

I claim that moral evil is conceptually, and not merely rhetorically, use-
ful. This is because it captures the thought that certain actions are morally 
bad in a distinct way. Again, both apartheid and lying to an acquaintance 
are morally bad, but they are not bad in the same way. There is some-
thing about apartheid that requires a different moral category than what 
is needed for everyday lies. The concept of evil accommodates the thought 
that apartheid is morally bad in a deep, serious fashion. It thereby allows 
us to avoid the implausible view that humanity’s worst crimes are no dif-
ferent in kind from minor moral offenses.

Nietzsche’s and Scheler’s Challenge

Another, more general line of attack is to adopt a sort of Nietzschean 
perspective, treating attributions of evil as unbecoming of a noble per-
son, as they are ressentiment-laden accusations (see Card 2002, 27–49). 
The concern here is that charges of evil are made in a kind of bad faith 
and from a position of weakness, concealing the accuser’s own inadequacy 
and self-loathing. Perhaps we are just envious of those with power, using 
morality as a vehicle to vent our impotent hatred of them. This strikes me 
as an important counter-perspective to my own view, so I will address it 
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in detail, specifically by examining the work of the now-neglected philoso-
pher, Max Scheler.

Scheler’s Ressentiment is a response to Nietzsche’s critique of Christian 
morality as laid out in The Genealogy of Morals. Nietzsche claims that 
Christianity is a hatred-inspired inversion of values in which weakness dis-
places strength. In his view, the Christian values humility, charity, and 
equality only because he is too weak to attain higher goods like strength, 
nobility, and power. Christian morality is therefore typified by ressen-
timent, which is a denigration of that which one secretly desires to be 
but is incapable of becoming. Scheler counters that “true” Christianity 
is not motivated by ressentiment. Nietzsche philosophically misjudges 
the character of Christian morality and historically mistakes certain dec-
adent moralities for genuine Christianity. Although Scheler admits that 
Christianity is in some ways liable to being perverted by ressentiment, 
there is no reason to suppose that it must be thus perverted. On the con-
trary, Nietzsche should have directed his critique against “modern human-
itarianism,” which privileges utility values above “higher” spiritual values. 
Scheler thinks this modern morality is responsible for the “decadence” that 
Nietzsche so rightly deplores. Scheler commits considerable energy to level 
the Nietzschean critique against this modern morality, portraying “love 
of man,” “altruism,” and movements like socialism and communism as 
being fueled by ressentiment. Although Scheler is right to reject Nietzsche’s 
claim that Christian morality is necessarily motivated by ressentiment, 
Scheler himself makes the same mistake vis-à-vis modern morality. One
of Scheler’s objections to Nietzsche can also be deployed against his own 
argument, because although modern morality may be especially prone to 
ressentiment, there is no ground for supposing any necessary connection 
between the two. Scheler offers no compelling reason to believe that prac-
titioners of modern morality are always motivated by ressentiment. Just 
as the Christian is liable to ressentiment but need not succumb to it, so 
with the modern humanitarian. Scheler only outlines possible opportuni-
ties for ressentiment to arise within modern morality—a valuable project, 
but not one sufficient to prove his thesis. While it may be true that modern 
humanitarianism fails to appreciate the highest values, it would be wrong 
to see this failure as necessarily inspired by ressentiment. One aim of this 
paper is to illustrate the philosophical value of engaging with Scheler, who 
has mostly been overlooked in contemporary philosophy (although cf. 
Poellner 2022).4

Nietzsche’s critique of Christian morality finds its most focused expres-
sion in The Genealogy of Morals, aptly subtitled “Eine Streitschrift,” 
“A Polemic.” This book introduces the notion of ressentiment, which 
Scheler says is the “most profound” discovery made about the “origin 
of moral judgments” in recent philosophy (Scheler 1994, 27). Nietzsche’s 
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“discovery” is that moral judgments can be motivated by a secret hatred 
that seeks to reverse the natural hierarchy of values in order to exalt weak-
ness and denigrate strength. While certain moralities may appear altruis-
tic, mild, or compassionate, they can actually be infused with a desire to 
tear down the noble few who have set themselves apart from the “herd.” 
Nietzsche refers to this as the “will to power of the weak,” because it is 
carried out by feeble people whose aim is “poisoning the consciences of the 
fortunate with their own misery, with all misery, so that one day the for-
tunate [begin] to be ashamed of their good fortune....” These are the “men 
of ressentiment,” who thirst for revenge against those who are noble and 
strong, carrying out their vengeance under the guise of morality (Nietzsche 
2000). Their goal is to pervert the natural order of values, making the 
strong appear evil and the weak appear good. This is the sole manner in 
which the weak can gain some measure of power, since they have no hope 
of achieving prominence within the unpolluted ethical order that values 
precisely what they are incapable of becoming (see Reginster 1997).

Nietzsche identifies Christian morality as a primary vehicle of ressenti-
ment, sarcastically quipping that Dante should have inscribed above the 
gateway to paradise, “I too was created by eternal hate” (Nietzsche 2000, 
1.15). For Nietzsche, the Christian lives in a sort of bad faith, deceptively 
claiming that weakness, impotence, “anxious lowliness,” and subordina-
tion are merit, “goodness of heart,” humility, and obedience, respectively. 
Such a “miserable” person is incapable of revenge, but prefers to call his 
impotence “forgiveness,” and he christens his cowardice as “patience.” 
All these deceptive equivocations come from a “workshop where ideals 
are manufactured” (Nietzsche 2000, 1.14). In Nietzsche’s view, Christian 
morality exalts humility, obedience, long-suffering, and forgiveness not 
because it originally esteems these characteristics as virtues, but rather 
because Christianity wishes to have weapons in its battle against the strong 
and noble. Unable to acquire the characteristics she would otherwise 
admire, the Christian makes a virtue out of necessity, blessing her weak-
ness as goodness and venomously denouncing the virtues of the strong. 
This two-fold movement—(1) reconceiving one’s weakness as strength and 
(2) denigrating the strengths of others as bad or evil—is the very essence 
of ressentiment, and Nietzsche sees it at the heart of Christian morality.

While Scheler strongly rejects the association of ressentiment with 
Christianity, he accepts Nietzsche’s diagnosis that ressentiment can and 
does poison moral judgments. Scheler agrees with Nietzsche in seeing res-
sentiment as “a self-poisoning of the mind” that produces “a tendency to 
indulge in certain kinds of value delusions,” which are prompted by emo-
tions like “revenge, hatred, malice, envy, the impulse to detract, and spite” 
(Scheler 1994, 29). Moreover, “Ressentiment can only arise if these emo-
tions are particularly powerful and yet must be suppressed because they 
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are coupled with the feeling that one cannot act them out—either because 
of weakness, physical or mental, or because of fear” (Scheler 1994, 31). 
It is entirely different with the “noble person,” who has a “non-reflective 
awareness of his own value and of his fullness of being” (Scheler 1994, 
37). Such a noble person never questions his own worth, but a weak per-
son is perpetually unsure of his own value and thus feels the need to bolster 
himself by attacking the noble. Although the weak person claims to value 
his own weakness, he originally does so only as a means of dealing with 
his inferiority to the noble person. In fact, ressentiment can be formulated 
in this manner: “A is affirmed, valued, and praised not for its own intrinsic 
quality, but with the unverbalized intention of denying, devaluating, and 
denigrating B. A is “played off’ against B” (Scheler 1994, 49).

In the end, however, the bearer of ressentiment becomes her own vic-
tim, because “the values themselves are inverted.” Whereas one initially 
affirms A only because it will denigrate B, this reversal eventually becomes 
permanent and genuine, i.e., the poison infects the natural order of values 
itself. One no longer merely pretends to despise B and affirm A, but “those 
values which are positive to any normal feeling become negative” (Scheler 
1994, 56). At first the slavish person detracts from the noble person but 
now that which is slavish in oneself detracts from that which is noble in 
oneself. This is the attitude Nietzsche attacks in his critique of asceticism, 
which he sees as a turning against the self in a spirit of hatred and revenge. 
Persons of ressentiment are not so much dishonest as they are sick. Scheler 
and Nietzsche are thus very close in their conception of ressentiment, view-
ing it as an attitude that begins with hatred of the noble other and ends in 
hatred of the self.

The interesting split between Nietzsche and Scheler occurs when the lat-
ter refuses to agree that Christian morality is guilty of ressentiment. Scheler 
thinks Nietzsche makes this mistaken diagnosis for two reasons. First, 
Nietzsche philosophically misjudges the essence of Christian morality. 
Scheler claims that Nietzsche judges Christian morality according to a false 
standard, failing to take into account that Christianity is a religion whose 
highest values are not the biological and vital ones that Nietzsche favors. 
Scheler notes that Christianity locates the highest good—the “kingdom of 
God”—beyond this world, so it is only appropriate that its accompany-
ing morality should also transcend the “sphere of life.” If one lacks this 
understanding, then Christian morality certainly will appear decadent, but 
this will not appear to be the case when one remembers that Christianity 
is not primarily interested in cultivating biological values. This, according 
to Scheler, is precisely Nietzsche’s mistake, and herein lies his philosophi-
cal misjudgment (Scheler 1994, 82–83). Christian morality fails to grant 
biological values the highest place, not because it is tinged with a secret 
hatred of those goods which it cannot hope to possess, but rather because 
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it genuinely esteems certain spiritual values as higher than the vital ones. 
If Scheler is right, then Christian morality is not subject to the formulation 
of ressentiment laid out above. A is not affirmed for the sake of degrading 
B, but rather A is affirmed because it is originally recognized as a higher 
value than B. In failing to see this, Scheler says, Nietzsche mistakenly treats 
Christian morality as a mere vehicle of ressentiment.

In the second reason for his error, Nietzsche mistakes certain histori-
cal deformations of Christianity for the “true” Christianity. Nietzsche 
confuses “genuine” Christian morality with such modern movements as 
socialism and communism. According to Scheler, however, Christianity 
has little in common with these egalitarian movements, as it is “aristo-
cratic” and has never affirmed the “equality of souls before God” (Scheler 
1994, 86). Further, genuine Christian morality does not entail the deca-
dence and sickness that Nietzsche claims. Far from commanding its adher-
ents to eliminate hostility, subjugation, and power in order to become 
docile and insensitive, its “virtue lies in the free sacrifice of these impulses, 
and of the actions expressing them, in favor of the more valuable acts of 
“forgiveness’ and “toleration’” (Scheler 1994, 86). These natural impulses 
belong to the “complete living being,” and any morality that demands 
their cessation is indeed decadent and life-denying, i.e. deserving of 
Nietzsche’s critique. Christian morality, however, makes no such demand. 
According to Scheler, it only urges its practitioners to subordinate these life 
impulses to the spiritual values that are expressed in forgiveness and the 
like. Hence if a particular morality includes decadent, life-denying impera-
tive, it is not genuinely Christian, even if it calls itself so. For instance, 
“Christian” socialism bears nothing in common with genuine Christian 
love of neighbor, because the former is not inspired by the spirituality of 
the latter, socialism being nothing more than a degenerate form of “mod-
ern humanitarianism” Failing to recognize this, Nietzsche wrongly identi-
fies the two and mistakenly believes that Christianity is historically typified 
by ressentiment.

Scheler does offer an interesting aside that is meant to further explain 
Nietzsche’s mistake:

Nietzsche is right in pointing out that the priest is most exposed to this 
danger [of ressentiment], though the conclusions about religious moral-
ity which he draws from this insight are inadmissible. It is true that the 
very requirements of his profession... expose the priest more than any 
other human type to the creeping poison of ressentiment.

(Scheler 1994, 46–47)

The “requirements of his profession” include the fact that the priest is 
not supported by secular power and that he must control emotions of 



52  A Philosophical Case for Ecological Pessimism

“revenge, wrath, hatred.” Such requirements do indeed make the priest 
liable to ressentiment, since lack of secular power and repression of emo-
tion can produce the weakness and desire for revenge that are the essential 
features of ressentiment. Nonetheless, Nietzsche is wrong to conclude from 
this that the priest must be motivated by ressentiment, because there is 
no necessary connection between that moral perversion and the “require-
ments of his profession.” One’s being subject to a certain danger is not 
a sufficient condition for one’s necessarily falling victim to that danger. 
Hence, as Scheler says, Nietzsche’s correct observation does not justify his 
“conclusions about religious morality,” i.e., that the priest and his kind are 
in fact subject to ressentiment. It is entirely possible that the priest should 
skirt or overcome the “dangers of his profession.” Elsewhere, Scheler notes 
that “Christian values can very easily be perverted into ressentiment val-
ues” but that the “core” of Christianity is not tainted with ressentiment 
(Scheler 1994, 61). Scheler is quite right on this point. One can imagine 
situations in which Christian morality is used as a weapon of revenge. For 
example, a poor person might “forgive” a rich person for being economi-
cally better off, but the poor person may only be using this “forgiveness” 
as a tool by which to feel self-righteous, secretly hating the rich person all 
along in his attempt to bolster his own self-esteem. Nonetheless, one can 
also imagine situations in which forgiveness is pure and motivated by hon-
est compassion, and Nietzsche has provided no argument against this very 
real possibility.

Although Scheler vindicates Christian morality in this manner, he 
immediately aims the same Nietzschean critique against “modern humani-
tarianism,” which contrary to Christianity “does not command and value 
the personal act of love from man to man, but primarily the impersonal 
‘institution’ of welfare’” (Scheler 1994, 97). This is the essential differ-
ence between the two: Christianity values the personal love of neighbor, 
modern morality values the abstract well-being of “man.” Moreover, 
Christianity locates the highest values “beyond” this world, i.e., its high-
est values are spiritual. Modern humanitarianism, on the other hand, 
treats earthly welfare as the highest good, having no use for spiritual val-
ues. Scheler thinks this movement, often associated with Christianity in 
only a superficial way, is fueled by ressentiment and finds its expression in 
the attempt to redistribute wealth, erase political and socio-economic dis-
tinctions between persons, remove national boundaries, and destroy all 
values that issue from “knighthood” and the “caste of warriors” (Scheler 
1994, 96–97). This humanitarianism is a “ressentiment phenomenon” 
because 

this socio-historical emotion is by no means based on a spontaneous 
and original affirmation of a positive value, but on a protest, a counter 
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impulse (hatred, envy, revenge, etc.) against ruling minorities that are 
known to be in possession of positive values. 

(Scheler, 1994, 98) 

Humanitarians call for political and socio-economic equality not because 
they positively value equality, but rather because they themselves are not 
capable of attaining the “positive values” of the minority of superior 
persons. Being inferior in value, the weak seek to level the playing field 
by dragging down their betters, all the while disguising their hatred and 
desire for revenge with moral rhetoric. Hence modern humanitarianism, 
for Scheler, fits the template of ressentiment. Scheler’s account should be 
of interest to scholars working on ressentiment in general and not just to 
those interested in Nietzsche’s use of the idea (see Hoggett 2018; Meltzer 
and Musolf 2002; Morelli 1998; TenHouten 2018).

Although he offers numerous speculations about why humanitarianism 
is ressentiment-laden, Scheler never succeeds in providing a concentrated 
argument that demonstrates this. If one wishes to establish the actual truth 
of Scheler’s thesis, one must do more than simply imagine ways in which 
modern morality might have sprung from ressentiment. Many of Scheler’s 
complaints against modern humanitarianism—e.g., its ignoring spiritual 
values, its destruction of differences in status among persons, its replac-
ing personal love of neighbor with impersonal love of mankind—may be 
appropriate for other reasons, but they do not entail the ressentiment of 
modern morality. In fact, one of Scheler’s objections to Nietzsche’s cri-
tique of Christian morality applies to Scheler’s own critique of modern 
morality. Having admitted that Christian morality is in some ways espe-
cially prone to ressentiment, Scheler notes that the “core” of Christianity 
remains untainted and that ressentiment is only a perversion. For example, 
although the priest is particularly subject to ressentiment, he can and often 
does overcome the temptation. In deeming modern morality to be always 
and everywhere motivated by ressentiment, Scheler forgets that practition-
ers of a morality that is liable to ressentiment need not fall victim to it. 
Just as the priest may resist the lure of ressentiment, so may the modern 
humanitarian.

Scheler identifies a number of reasons why modern morality is a ressen-
timent phenomenon. For example, it purports to love the human species 
rather than human persons. Further, modern morality disdains the “imme-
diate circle of the community and its inherent values,” seeing every com-
munity as equal (Scheler 1994, 99). Scheler holds that these traits qualify 
modern humanitarianism as a ressentiment phenomenon. One loves the 
whole species because he hates the higher individual specimens, and one 
refuses to recognize a hierarchy of communities for the same reason. This 
is motivated by a secret hatred, a desire for revenge. But Scheler does not 
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provide a convincing argument that this is so. It is not clear why the char-
acteristics of modern morality necessarily entail ressentiment. At best, 
Scheler merely illustrates the possibility that humanitarianism could be 
tainted with ressentiment, but illustrating a possibility and demonstrating 
a necessary connection are quite different. Love for the species might be 
produced by a hatred of higher specimens, but it might also be produced 
by a sincere compassion for the species. The former case would be res-
sentiment, but the latter would be a genuine and positive valuation. It 
very well could be the case that the modern humanitarian loves the species 
and bears no ill will toward those whom Scheler deems superior. Since 
both are very real possibilities, one cannot point to love of the species as 
evidence of ressentiment, since there is no established connection between 
the two. One would have to make recourse to further evidence, but Scheler 
does not take this route, simply assuming that love of the species entails a 
hatred of higher persons. As an empirical matter of fact, it may often be 
true that the modern humanitarian labors under ressentiment, but there 
is no reason to believe that the modern humanitarian must labor under 
ressentiment. The same holds true for those who reject “the immediate 
circle of the community.” Scheler supposes that this is done only when one 
harbors a secret hatred for higher communities, seeking to revenge herself 
by destroying all differences and recognizing every community as equal. 
This is, of course, possible, but again Scheler does not show why this must 
be so. One can easily imagine a person who honestly believes that all com-
munities are equal, who positively values this equality, and who bears no 
grudge against any particular sort of community. Whether right or wrong 
in this belief, this person would not be guilty of ressentiment. (see Kelley 
2016).

It is true that Scheler believes in an objective hierarchy of values that he 
calls the ordo amoris, which is phenomenologically given and affectively 
known. As Scheler says in “Ordo Amoris,” “The heart possesses a strict 
analogue of logic in its own domain.” This logic is “an ordre du coeur, a 
logique du coeur, a mathematique du coeur as rigorous, as objective, as 
absolute, and as inviolable as the propositions and inferences of deductive 
logic” (Scheler 1973, 117). In this order of preferencing, spiritual values 
hold a higher place than utility and biological values. If Scheler is correct 
about the ordo amoris, then modern humanitarianism is highly deficient, 
because it ignores spiritual values and accords utility values a primary 
place. Nonetheless, this inversion of the objective hierarchy alone would 
be no evidence of ressentiment in modern morality, since there are other 
potential causes that could be responsible for the deficiency. To prove his 
thesis, Scheler would have to show that modern morality’s inversion of the 
objective order is caused by a desire for revenge against the bearers of the 
higher values. Further, he must also show that this revenge is motivated by 
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an inability on the part of modern humanitarians to realize those higher 
values. Unfortunately, Scheler provides no argument that purports to dem-
onstrate this.

It is clear that Scheler disapproves of modern morality, finding it defi-
cient in honoring utility values to the detriment of spiritual and personalist 
values. He may be right in seeing modern morality as incomplete in this 
regard, but this criticism is different from his criticism that modern moral-
ity is motivated by ressentiment. Nonetheless, Scheler often conflates the 
two, implying that the former entails the latter. For instance, it may be 
true that modern love for the species is inferior to the personal love of 
Christianity, but contrary to Scheler this need not have anything to do 
with ressentiment. As discussed above, one could sincerely value love of 
the species in its own right, perhaps honestly overlooking the importance 
of personal love. In this case, one’s order of values may be deficient, but 
there is no trace of ressentiment to be found. To take another example, one 
might earnestly believe that spiritual values are based on nonsense, prefer-
ring instead to follow a morality that seeks to better the lives of persons 
on earth. If Scheler is right, this person’s morality is lacking an important 
spiritual aspect, but there is no reason to think that it is moved by ressenti-
ment. One can be honestly mistaken without harboring a secret hatred or 
desire for revenge against others. Since it is obvious that there can be such 
cases, Scheler’s claim that modern humanitarianism is always motivated 
by ressentiment goes much too far.

Scheler’s book offers many useful insights, particularly his refutation 
of Nietzsche’s claim that Christianity is ressentiment-laden. Christian 
morality may be prone to ressentiment, but there is no reason to suppose 
that its practitioners must fall victim to that moral perversion. In fact, 
any “Christian” morality that is fueled by ressentiment does not deserve 
to be called Christianity at all. As discussed above, Scheler is quite right 
on this point. Unfortunately, Scheler proceeds to make the same mistake 
as Nietzsche, the only difference being that the target is modern moral-
ity rather than Christianity. One can refute Scheler’s claim that modern 
humanitarianism is a ressentiment phenomenon by using the same argu-
ment he uses against Nietzsche. Although modern morality is in many 
ways liable to the poison of ressentiment, the former does not entail the 
latter, because it is quite possible that humanitarians should be sincere and 
free of hatred. Modern morality’s proneness to ressentiment is no more 
a mark against it than it is for Christianity. Despite this mistake, how-
ever, Scheler’s diagnosis of humanitarianism remains valuable. Although 
one cannot accept the claim that modern morality is thoroughly infected 
with ressentiment, one can recognize that it is liable to such an infection, 
and Scheler’s thought provides tools to protect against this possibility. Just 
as Nietzsche did Christianity a service by discovering potential pitfalls in 
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Christian morality, so does Scheler serve modern morality. The Christian 
need not fully accept Nietzsche’s diagnosis, and she can use Nietzsche’s 
insights to identify possible shortcomings in her own moral practice. 
Likewise, the modern humanitarian need not agree completely with Scheler 
in order to use his thought as a guard against the creeping potentiality 
of ressentiment. For this reason, despite the fact that one cannot accept 
Scheler’s primary thesis, Ressentiment remains an important contribution 
to the study of ethics.

Why Evil Invites Ecological Pessimism

There is a plausible connection between evil in environmental affairs and 
ecological pessimism. Evil actions of the sort we have reviewed reliably 
involve catastrophe and in two senses. First, they cause catastrophic harm. 
The victims of evil actions suffer extensive harm in the form of widespread 
death, injury, and deprivation of various goods (e.g., social, cultural, and 
economic goods). Second, evil actions are morally catastrophic in their 
own right. Evil actions are by their nature especially bad in a moral sense, 
covering the most atrocious acts committed by human beings. We might 
say that the agent of evil has failed catastrophically as a moral agent. I will 
rely on both senses of catastrophe below.

Although not a necessity, it is likely that our human future will resemble 
our human past. This holds especially for the relatively near-term future. 
If we look at human history, both recent and more distant, we find a pat-
tern of evil actions: genocide, slavery, mass killing, terrorism, oppression, 
and so on. If our future will be like our past, then we should expect more 
of the same in the coming decades and centuries. Of course, there will be 
some differences. The means whereby evil is committed and the precise 
identity of its victims, for example, may vary. The same is true of atrocities 
committed in the twentieth century compared to those committed in the 
eighteenth century, yet the contours of evil remain, regardless of whether 
the relevant actions are carried out with aid of the gash chamber or the 
guillotine. If we find a pattern of evil in our past (and present), then it is 
plausible to expect that pattern to continue into our future, unless there is 
a good reason to think otherwise. We do find a pattern of evil in our past 
(and present), and there is no reason I can see to think that will not con-
tinue. We should therefore expect more evil in the future.

Clearly this is a pessimistic conclusion. I expect the future to contain evil 
actions. An optimistic outlook would expect the reverse, or at least it would 
expect evil actions to wane in their frequency or intensity. More specifi-
cally, this is an expectation of catastrophe in both senses specified above. 
First, we can reasonably expect these evil actions to cause catastrophic 
harm, given the severity and extent of the harm caused by evil actions. 
Second, these actions will, by their very nature, involve a catastrophic 



Evil in Environmental Affairs  57

failure on the part of the moral agents who commit evil actions. This gets 
us closer to the sort of pessimism I am defending in this book, namely an 
expectation of catastrophe.

Further, at least some of the evil actions of the future are likely to be eco-
logical in nature. We have already seen this in the case of climate obstruc-
tionism, which we can reasonably expect to continue for some time, even 
if it takes new forms. Another possible evil action is the use of nuclear 
weapons, of which there is a non-trivial risk (Baum 2015). Among other 
things, this could be ecologically devastating, both for human and non-
human beings, whether it be a large-scale nuclear exchange or something 
more limited. To take another example, we can reasonably expect wealthy, 
high-emitting countries in the future to cause ecological devastation for 
poor countries while refusing to offer any meaningful assistance to them. 
For instance, sea-level rise will likely turn many people from poor, low-
emitting countries into climate refugees (Hauer et al. 2020). If the future 
resembles the past, then rich, high-emitting countries will do almost noth-
ing to help such refugees, even though rich, high-emitting countries will 
have been causally responsible for their plight. This would be in keeping 
with the current and past behavior of rich countries.

In short, humanity’s penchant for engaging in evil actions will likely 
have far-reaching ecological impacts in the future, and this provides yet 
another reason to be an ecological pessimist.

Is Moralizing Pointless?

As a last objection to all this, one might press the claim that all this talk 
of evil is socially and politically pointless. This might, but need not, be 
motivated by a certain strand of Marxism that sees morality as nothing 
more than ideology (see Buchanan 1987). Just as it is allegedly useless to 
lecture the capitalist on their moral failings, so it is useless to accuse agents 
of performing evil actions. Perhaps everything I have said in this chapter is 
just pointless moralizing.

In truth, I am sympathetic to the objection in general. It just misses the 
mark in this case. I do not claim that judgments of evil will help us solve 
practical problems. For instance, I do not assume that agents of evil can 
be dissuaded from their actions by presenting them with a sound moral 
argument, nor do I suppose that pressing the charge of evil against (say) 
politicians and share-holders will motivate them to change their ways. It 
may well be that ascriptions of evil are pointless in practical terms, at least 
when it comes to altering behavior. To be clear, I am not certain that such 
ascriptions are useless, but let us assume that the objector is right about 
that.

This does not threaten what I have attempted to do in this chapter. I 
simply think it is true that certain actions qualify as evil and that some 
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evil actions are of an ecological nature. Perhaps pointing this out has zero 
social-political utility, particularly when it comes to improving the world. 
That fact would not render false, for example, the claim that climate 
obstructionism is evil. Of course, I may be mistaken in that claim for other 
reasons, but the utility of the claim and the truth of the claim are distinct 
matters. In other words, although I have nothing against trying to change 
the world, this chapter has sought only to interpret it.

Moreover, the spirit of the objection fits nicely with the pessimistic 
stance I advocate. Humanity has shown itself throughout history to be 
comfortable with the performance of evil actions. That is regrettable, but 
it would be naive to think that philosophy can change that about us. I 
do not deny that philosophy can have practical significance for certain 
individuals, informing what they believe and value, but it is not tenable to 
think that philosophical reasoning can turn humanity in general toward 
the good, so to speak. In particular, I am pessimistic about the influence 
moral reasoning can have on the actions of most persons, and thus it is 
to be expected that arguments regarding evil will, for the most part, have 
little or no social-political utility. Again, this is just another reason to be 
pessimistic about our ecological prospects.

Notes

1	 Benatar makes a similar point about finding necessary and sufficient conditions 
for what counts as “meaning” in human life (Benatar 2017, 18).

2	 For a useful overview of the concept of evil, see Calder (2022).
3	 One thing to notice is that not all forms of obstructionism are morally bad or 

even morally questionable. Suppose that some political party uses parliamen-
tary tricks to obstruct the agenda of an opposing party. I assume this can be 
a morally good thing, depending on the circumstances. Our evaluation should 
depend on whether, say, the thwarted party had sought to enact apartheid. For 
this reason, I will not argue that obstructionism is evil as such.

4	 See also Blosser (1987) and (1995), Scheler’s Critique of Kant’s Ethics.
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4

Unsurprisingly, my ecological pessimism is subject to certain objections. 
Here I wish to reply to what I consider the most pressing complaints. The 
point of this is not merely to defend my view but also to expand and clarify 
my account.

Objection: Ecological Pessimism Misses the Mark

First, it might be objected that the position I defend is not really ecologi-
cal pessimism at all but something else. One form of this objection is as 
follows: Although climate change or ocean acidification might be devas-
tating for humanity and many non-human species, the ecology of earth 
will survive, giving rise to species in the future that will flourish in new 
ecological niches. In other words, the objection presses the idea that I have 
been discussing only catastrophes for certain species and perhaps certain 
ecosystems. A genuine ecological catastrophe would involve the devasta-
tion of the earth’s ecology as such, not merely a radical change to that 
ecology. So, the objector might continue, the author of the present book 
should drop any talk of ecological catastrophe and adopt a more fitting 
conceptual framing.

Initially, we might accuse someone pushing this objection of semantic 
trickery, namely stipulating a very narrow definition of “ecological catas-
trophe.” I might respond by saying that my use of the term is perfectly 
recognizable. Yes, most of the cases I discuss do not involve the collapse of 
earth’s ecology altogether, but they have obvious ecological features (e.g., 
in their causes and effects). For instance, we are examining changes in the 
natural environment that have catastrophic impacts not just on human 
societies but also on various aspects of non-human nature. Using the term 
“ecological catastrophe” is therefore not idiosyncratic.

Yet there is more to this objection than a trivial semantic complaint. 
From the point of view of earth’s biosphere, things likely will be fine for 
another billion years or so, in the sense that there will be a functioning 
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Objections to Ecological Pessimism

and vibrant biosphere. From this point of view, does it matter precisely 
which species and ecosystems happen to be around? Looking at the 
past, many species have gone extinct during earth’s history. Some past 
events were plausibly catastrophic for trilobites but not for life on earth 
in general. Indeed, it was a necessary condition for the coming into exist-
ence of the subsequent species that populate the current biosphere that 
many of us value. Thus, aside from the semantic question of how to use 
the term “ecological catastrophe,” there is a more interesting question. 
Every catastrophe must be a catastrophe for some subject. As we saw in 
Chapter 1, a supernova in otherwise-empty space is not catastrophic, but 
that same event would be catastrophic if it occurred next to an inhabited 
planet.1 Granted that some event is catastrophic for existing species and 
ecosystems, is it perhaps non-catastrophic, or even a good thing, for the 
biosphere?

Again, there is something to this line of thinking, but it does not pose 
a problem for my position. For one thing, some of the events I have in 
mind would be catastrophic for the biosphere. Large-scale nuclear war 
might devastate life on earth, as might a runaway greenhouse effect caus-
ing extreme climate change. But I admit that these are extreme cases, and 
I could not adequately defend the claim that either one of them is likely.2 
Most of the potential catastrophes I have in mind would leave the bio-
sphere intact and would permit a full recovery, given enough time.

More importantly, this objection allows me to clarify my position. The 
position I defend expects catastrophe for the species and ecosystems that 
currently populate our planet. This could take the form of species extinc-
tion, the collapse of ecosystems, and harm to individual organisms on a 
massive scale. Even if life on earth survives and flourishes in the wake of 
these events, they are still recognizably catastrophic for the victims. If we 
do value the current constitution of life on this planet, then those catas-
trophes are to be lamented. We can recognize the badness in them even if 
they prove to be necessary for the development of new species and ecosys-
tems that we might also value if only we could be around to see them. We 
can make a similar point looking backward. Present-day mammals do not 
have much to complain about when it comes to the Cretaceous–Paleogene 
extinction event, but it obviously was catastrophic for the many species 
decimated at the time. The fact that life recovered does not change that. 
Another way of putting this is to say that earth’s biosphere did not suf-
fer a catastrophic failure, but various species, ecosystems, and individual 
organisms did.

In short, we can answer the objection as follows. Why be an ecologi-
cal pessimist if the biosphere survives and flourishes, albeit in a radically 
different state? Because that transition would involve massive ills for the 
constituents of the current biosphere. Perhaps the wholesale destruction of 
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life on earth would be even worse, but the events I have in mind are suf-
ficiently bad to count as catastrophes.

Objection: Ecological Pessimism Overlooks Reasons for Optimism

Another objection is simply that the ecological pessimist ignores many 
reasons to be optimistic (see Willow 2023). First, from a social-political 
point of view, there have been environmental successes in the past, such as 
the Montreal Protocol, which has been largely effective in reducing ozone 
depletion (Gonzalez et al. 2015). There has been some progress in address-
ing climate change. We have the UNFCCC, which at least provides a forum 
and a starting point for possible climate action. The IPCC has been a great 
success when it comes to collecting and disseminating knowledge regard-
ing climate change. Some countries have taken serious action in reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions. Even in the United States, some politicians now 
acknowledge that a potentially society-destroying climate crisis is perhaps 
worthy of our attention. Leaving climate change to the side, there has been 
environmental progress in some parts of the world when it comes to reduc-
ing air and water pollution, preserving species, and protecting wilderness.

Unfortunately, these successes have been few in number, at least when 
compared to the many problems we face. When stacked against the ecolog-
ical ills that we may currently observe or reasonably expect in the future, 
marginal progress on some issues does not warrant general optimism. Even 
the examples just mentioned have their dark sides. The Montreal Protocol 
is remarkable because of the rarity of such success. Progress on climate 
change, although real, has fallen far short of what is needed. Of course, the 
ecological pessimist can admit that there has been some progress on some 
issues. That is compatible with thinking that, on the whole, we are still 
likely headed for catastrophe.

Let us consider another version of the objection. Although it is true that 
humanity has made little progress in averting an ecological crisis so far, 
perhaps the future will be unlike the past. It is possible that new genera-
tions will care much more about environmental issues than current and 
past generations. This could lead to a social-political change that might 
power meaningful progress. I admit this possibility, but it appears unlikely. 
For one thing, we are already committed to certain risks, such as climate 
change due to past emissions. Even if future generations undertake sub-
stantial risk mitigation, there are limits to what can be done. Such efforts 
may come too late. On the other hand, the required policies may require 
drastic changes to the status quo, arguably amounting to a global revolu-
tion. For instance, imagine a popular movement seeking to reorder the 
global economy such that it served the needs of human beings in general 
rather than only the ultra-wealthy. If it became influential, that movement 
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would meet brutal opposition, political at first and violent if necessary. 
This does not bode well for those who wish to avert ecological catastrophe.

Another target of potential optimism is technology, as one sees among 
so-called “ecomodernists” (Karlsson 2020; Symons 2019). Perhaps some 
technological achievement in the future will greatly reduce the probability 
of ecological catastrophe. This may take the form of a general “techno-
optimism.” As a provisional definition, Danaher suggests that “techno-
optimism is the stance that holds that technology plays a key role in 
ensuring that the good prevails over the bad’’ (Danaher 2022, 8). Perhaps 
this does not fully capture the negative connotation often associated with 
the term. We might think that a genuine techno-optimist is someone who 
expects technology to save us in some way, to provide a kind of salvation. 
Admittedly, this raises the worry that the charge of techno-optimism will 
be deployed as a strawman. Outside of some odd people in Silicon Valley, 
does anyone really believe in technological salvation? Regardless of the 
precise definition, however, it is reasonable enough to say that a propo-
nent of techno-optimism is likely to claim that future technologies will 
provide solutions to some of the ecological problems we face. Even this 
relatively modest prediction is uncertain and open to critique (Alexander 
and Rutherford 2019; Keary 2016). Likewise, even if one accepts merely 
that “technology plays a key role in ensuring that the good prevails over 
the bad,” this does not automatically ensure that solutions will be found 
for the specific issues that might bring about ecological catastrophe.

There is plenty of room for skepticism about specific technologies. As 
many have pointed out, the rosiest emissions projections from the IPCC 
rely on the large-scale use of “negative emissions” technologies, which are 
unproven and carry their own costs (Lenzi 2021). It is not known whether 
such technologies could be deployed at the scale needed to counter-balance 
anthropogenic emissions. That might turn out to be impractical due to 
land-use pressures or costs (Fuss et al. 2018). Yet even if the wide-scale 
use of negative emissions technology is technically and economically fea-
sible, decision-makers might fail to pursue their deployment. A glance at 
the United States Congress should be sufficient to ground the worry that 
decision-makers will not act rationally. To be clear, I am not objecting to 
the IPCC studying the possible use of negative emissions technologies, but 
it would be foolish to rely on unproven technologies as a matter of policy. 
Doing so would count as an indefensible type of techno-optimism.

The most plausible appeals to technological intervention are those that 
think some technology might prove useful as one tool among many and 
only under specific conditions. For example, in previous work, I have been 
friendlier to geoengineering than most ethicists, but that is hardly praise 
(see Pamplany et al. 2020). Roughly put, my view is that, in some future 
scenario, geoengineering in the form of stratospheric aerosol injections 
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might be part of the least bad climate policy. However, if we reach that 
point, it is because we have fundamentally failed to address climate change 
in an ethically appropriate way, such as by reducing our emissions. In an 
ideally just world, we would have initiated substantial cuts to our emis-
sions decades ago, and in that case, geoengineering would have no place. 
Of course, the real world took a different course. Perhaps, then, geoengi-
neering could be used at some point to ease the harms of climate change, 
even while introducing problems of its own (Morrow and Svoboda 2016). 
If geoengineering is ethically permissible in the future, it will be because 
past ethical wrongdoing (e.g., refusing to mitigate emissions) produced 
a bad situation in which drastic actions might be part of our least bad 
option (Svoboda 2017). Moreover, I think the use of geoengineering, even 
if ethically permissible in some cases, should be deeply regretted (Svoboda 
2015). This position is not a case of techno-optimism. Even though it 
allows that technological intervention can become worthy of consideration 
in bad times, I do not think it will provide anything resembling salvation.

In general, I have never encountered a living researcher who thinks 
geoengineering would secure paradise on earth. I say “living researcher” 
because historically some scientists were excited about the prospect of 
geoengineering, although this evaluation was based on naively optimistic 
speculation (see Fleming 2010). At best, current proponents of researching 
geoengineering think it might be a useful yet “imperfect” tool in respond-
ing to climate change (Keith et al. 2010). It is arguably inapt to call this 
techno-optimism, at least not in a pejorative sense. The idea that technol-
ogy might play some helpful role in the climate crisis is a rather modest 
position, especially when that is coupled with the recognition that emis-
sions mitigation is to be preferred to technological intervention.

Objection: The Future Is Deeply Uncertain

It might be argued that the ecological future is “deeply” uncertain and 
that we therefore lack any legitimate basis for making predictions about 
that future. This would undermine the pessimistic claim that ecological 
catastrophe is likely to occur in the future. The same, presumably, would 
hold for an optimistic prediction. The reason is that any such catastrophe 
depends on complex systems that are, at least in some cases, poorly under-
stood. Specifically, different studies of the same risk provide inconsistent 
probability distributions. A given study may find the risk of some catas-
trophe is more or less probable than some other study finds, sometimes by 
a wide margin. We are therefore not in a position to say whether or not 
the catastrophe is likely to occur in the future. We simply do not know, 
and claims about what is likely to occur in such contexts will be unwar-
ranted. Generalizing from this, we might think that ecological pessimism is 
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unwarranted, because it fails to deal with the deep uncertainty of various 
phenomena, and yet it purports to tell us what is likely to occur.

This second-order uncertainty is referred to as “deep” or “Knightian” 
uncertainty (see, for example, Haas et al. 2023). Unlike first-order uncer-
tainty, where we can assign probabilities to various outcomes, under deep 
uncertainty, we are uncertain about those probabilities themselves. In other 
words, in some cases, we might not know whether an outcome is likely 
or unlikely. Consider a shutdown of the Atlantic Meridional Overturning 
Circulation (AMOC), something that would plausibly count as an ecologi-
cal catastrophe. Under climate change, there is some risk of this occurring, 
but competing studies do not agree on how likely this is under possible 
future conditions (Chen et al. 2019; Reintges et al. 2017). The probabil-
ity of the AMOC shutting down in the future is itself a matter of uncer-
tainty. Note that this holds even when various conditions, such as global 
average surface temperature and precipitation, are assumed. Some of these 
assumed values are deeply uncertain themselves. For instance, how much 
future warming we can expect given a doubling of carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere relative to pre-industrial levels—which is often referred to as 
climate sensitivity—is unclear, with different modeling studies providing 
divergent probability density functions for various degrees of warming. Of 
course, the probability of the AMOC shutting down in the actual future 
depends in part on what climate sensitivity turns out to be, which is itself 
deeply uncertain. This creates problems for those who wish to make pre-
dictions about the future, especially for those relying on integrated assess-
ment models, which rely on both geophysical and economic projections 
(Frisch 2013).

There are several plausible responses to this objection. First, while the 
probability of some outcome might be deeply uncertain, it nonetheless 
could be clear that the outcome is likely. This is because all available stud-
ies might agree that the probability of the outcome is greater than .5, even 
while they disagree about its exact value. In such a case, we would be war-
ranted in saying that the outcome is likely, although we might not be war-
ranted in saying much more than that. For this reason alone, the concerns 
just expressed might not hold in all cases. Whether deep uncertainty is a 
problem for the ecological pessimist will depend on what the various prob-
ability density functions of the relevant studies actually say. Admittedly, 
this would be a convenient state of affairs for the ecological pessimist, but 
it is a realistically possible one.

Second, and more importantly, the central claim of ecological pessi-
mism does not depend on the probability of any specific phenomenon. To 
say that ecological catastrophe is likely to occur is to say that some ecologi-
cal catastrophe is likely. We need not specify exactly which one, nor must 
we be committed to the view that any particular catastrophe is more likely 
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than not. Suppose that, due to deep uncertainty, it is not clear that any 
particular catastrophe is more likely to occur than not. The pessimists can 
accept that, for they claim only that it is more likely than not for at least 
one of these phenomena to occur. For this reason, deep uncertainty poses 
a serious problem for me only if it turns out that, for every potential eco-
logical catastrophe, there is good evidence (e.g., from a modeling study) to 
assign a very low probability to it. I say “very low” because that is needed 
in order for the overall probability of just one of those catastrophes occur-
ring to remain below .5. Given the many forms that ecological catastrophe 
might take and the ample time available, it is very unlikely that this over-
all probability is below .5. We can therefore make the pessimistic claim 
despite the presence of deep uncertainty regarding many phenomena.

Objection: Ecological Pessimism Is Alarmist

Environmentalists are sometimes charged with being alarmist. The charge 
is ambiguous. Clearly, there are cases in which raising an alarm is war-
ranted, such as urging people to leave a burning building, so problematic 
alarmism must involve something more than merely sounding an alarm. 
Usually, the alleged alarmist is thought to exaggerate risk and thereby cre-
ate untoward personal or social effects, such as poor economic decisions or 
needless anxiety. If someone claims that the world’s oceans are on track to 
boil away in the next decade, we can rightly charge them with alarmism, 
because this claim greatly exaggerates a risk and, if taken seriously, could 
lead to unfortunate outcomes: panic, anxiety, and foolish expenditures, 
for example. By contrast, consider someone who claims that there is a 
small probability of the world’s oceans boiling away in the very distant 
future (Goldblatt and Watson 2012). This claim is not plausibly taken to 
be alarmist, because although it acknowledges the possibility of a very seri-
ous phenomenon, it does not exaggerate that risk, nor is it likely to create 
the personal and social problems of predicting imminent disaster.

The question, then, is whether the ecologically pessimistic view both 
exaggerates risks and creates untoward effects. I think it does not. Although 
holding that catastrophe in some form is likely to occur sounds alarming in 
some sense, there is good evidence to support it, as I have argued in previ-
ous chapters. Contrast that with the doom-sayer who predicts the near-
term disappearance of the oceans. If that is even possible, it is extremely 
unlikely to occur, and there is clearly insufficient evidence to support such 
a prediction. My view is much more modest, as it merely expects some 
catastrophe to occur in the future. I do not claim to know which specific 
ones will occur, nor do I claim to know when they might occur. Once 
again, there is vagueness built into my position, particularly when it comes 
to the specifics and timing of possible catastrophes. This vagueness may 
be frustrating, but it is unavoidable. No one is in an epistemic position to 
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know when, where, and how specific events in the future might occur. At 
best, we have evidence that supports probabilistic judgments. If the world 
warms by (say) five degrees, it is reasonable to expect the West Antarctic 
Ice Sheet to collapse at some point, but no one can know precisely when. 
That expectation is not alarmist, because it does not involve any exag-
geration of risk. It may produce unwelcome personal and social effects, a 
matter I address in response to other objections, but recognizing an unwel-
come truth is not alarmism.

Let me make one more point. Although perhaps not a necessary com-
ponent of alarmism, genuinely alarmist positions often exaggerate the risk 
of imminent phenomena. Our doom-sayer above claims that the oceans 
will disappear in the next decade. If they had instead predicted that this 
would occur in a million years, perhaps we would not consider them to 
be an alarmist. This may be because of certain psychological and social 
facts about us. A near-term catastrophe is much more worrying than an 
equally likely long-term catastrophe, and that shortness of time may lead 
us to make bad decisions. There is nothing in my position that appeals to 
imminent catastrophe. Although it is possible that catastrophe will occur 
in the next decade, it is more likely to occur in the more distant future, 
perhaps after all of us who might read this are dead. This is not the sort 
of claim that we can plausibly accuse of alarmism. Climate scientists have 
long warned of dangers that, at least from the human point of view, dwell 
in the distant future. Their temporal distance perhaps explains why many 
of us remain unalarmed.

Objection: Ecological Pessimism Undermines Individual Action

Another objection is practical in nature, pointing to ecological pessimism’s 
alleged tendency to undermine action. This objection can take many forms, 
but the basic idea seems plausible enough: If we accept the pessimistic 
attitude, then we are less likely to undertake certain worthwhile actions. 
I will review different forms of the objection below. What they all have in 
common is that they reject ecological pessimism not because it is false but 
rather because it supposedly has unwelcome practical effects.

We may begin with personal versions of the objection. First, one might 
think that accepting the pessimistic attitude would damage an individual’s 
motivation to perform worthwhile actions, such as those that are thought 
to promote sustainability or other environmentally desirable ends. Imagine 
an individual who was a model ecological citizen before learning about, 
and becoming convinced by ecological pessimism. As a consequence, she 
has lost some or all motivation to reduce her greenhouse gas emissions, 
recycle, conserve energy, and so on. Of course, whether adopting the pessi-
mistic attitude would have this impact on motivation, and to what degree, 
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is an empirical matter. No doubt it would vary somewhat among different 
individuals.

Instead of motivation, an objector might focus on reasons. On this vari-
ety, one might say that accepting ecological pessimism weakens or removes 
some of the reasons one has to perform worthwhile actions. If ecological 
catastrophe is likely to occur regardless of what I do, then why should 
I care about (say) sustainability in my personal life? I might decide that 
all things considered, I have more reason to act in ways that serve my 
own comfort and convenience. If not for the pessimistic attitude, I would 
(perhaps) recognize reasons to prioritize goals of sustainability or the like 
over my personal interests. The difference here is that no claim is made 
about my actual motivation. This reasons-based version of the objection 
therefore has more normative force than the motivation-based version. 
Whether or not my motivation is reduced as an empirical matter of fact, 
the objection claims that accepting ecological pessimism will weaken the 
justification for my acting in desirable ways. Why should that be a prob-
lem? Perhaps because there are reasons for an individual to live sustain-
ably, but the pessimistic attitude fails to recognize that.

There are several ways of responding to this objection. First, my posi-
tion is that ecological pessimism is true, because ecological catastrophe 
is likely to occur in the future. The psychological or normative ramifica-
tions of accepting that position are simply irrelevant to its truth or falsity. 
Perhaps accepting the truth in this case has unwelcome results. That would 
just make it a true belief with unfortunate consequences. Surely it would be 
nice if truth always converged with other things we value, but that is not 
the case. John Keats says, “Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all / Ye 
know on earth, and all ye need to know” (Keats 2001, 240). Nietzsche’s 
stance is more plausible: “For a philosopher to say, ‘the good and the 
beautiful are one,’ is infamy; if he goes on to add, ‘also the true,’ one ought 
to thrash him. Truth is ugly” (Nietzsche 1968, 435). Whatever one thinks 
about Nietzsche’s view, it is clear that many truths in our world are ugly 
and terrible. It is true that thousands of children suffer and die every day 
from easily preventable causes, that injustice often goes unpunished and 
acknowledged, and that ecological catastrophe is likely to occur.

However, to borrow again from Nietzsche, we might ask why truth 
should take priority over other values: “Suppose we want truth: why 
not rather untruth? and uncertainty? even ignorance?” (Nietzsche 2000: 
199). Initially, this might seem to be a foolish question, but it is actu-
ally very important. “Untruth” includes not just falsehood but also phe-
nomena that are neither true nor false, such as desires, preferences, and 
emotions. A life devoted solely to the pursuit of truth would miss the 
valuable aspects of these phenomena, such as the emotional connections 
pertaining to interpersonal relationships. Usually, we can value this sort 
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of “untruth” while also maintaining respect for truth. This is because 
attitudes that are not truth-apt do not conflict with attitudes that are 
truth-apt. For instance, I can feel an emotional attachment to a friend 
while also recognizing the fact that they have various flaws. Matters 
are more interesting when we turn to cases of outright falsehood and 
ignorance.

In fact, many people do prefer falsehood to truth in various contexts 
of human life: sports, politics, self-image, and interpersonal relations, for 
example. Fans will deny obvious facts that are detrimental to their team 
and gladly accept mistaken officiating calls that favor their team. Voters 
support candidates who tell them what they want to hear, no matter how 
outlandish. People have wildly inaccurate beliefs, skewing both positive 
and negative, about their own physical and intellectual qualities. Some 
believe their children can do no wrong while others greatly exaggerate 
the vices of their children. Here we have cases of untruth that directly 
conflict with truth. We cannot have both in this case, so what are we to 
prefer? Philosophers may take it as obvious that we ought always to prefer 
truth, but why? Nietzsche thinks that preference is just a “prejudice” of 
philosophers. All of this opens the way to wondering whether ecological 
pessimism ought to be ignored even if it happens to be true. We might say, 
“Yes, it is true that ecological catastrophe is likely to occur. But believ-
ing that truth is bad, because it undermines certain motivations and/or 
reasons for worthwhile actions. So we should reject ecological pessimism 
even though it is true.”

For this objection to work, it needs to be the case that the value of those 
motivations and/or reasons outweighs the value of believing the truth, in 
some sense of outweighing that remains to be specified. This is doubt-
ful when we consider that false beliefs often carry harmful consequences. 
Epistemically irresponsible voters can do great harm, including to them-
selves, by supporting unfit leaders. This can enable war crimes, domestic 
injustice, and incompetent management resulting in unnecessary death and 
suffering. An obvious example is the handling of COVID-19 in the United 
States, where the issue became politicized in some particularly stupid ways. 
Many functional adults believed obvious falsehoods, spread conspiracy 
theories, and refused to accept well-supported guidance from public health 
professionals. This allowed them the pleasure of believing what they 
wanted and indulging in certain fantasies. The result was a great deal of 
avoidable death, suffering, and economic damage (Stoto et al. 2022). This 
is a case in which the benefits of believing the truth obviously outweigh the 
benefits of believing a falsehood. If it is true that ecological catastrophe is 
likely, then although rejecting that truth might have some benefits (e.g., 
a pleasing illusion that our individual actions matter), it also could have 
harmful consequences—insufficient preparation, for example. Why truth 
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rather than untruth? Sometimes because believing the truth serves our self-
interest in avoiding harm.

These considerations suggest another response to the objection, namely 
that we have ethical reasons, perhaps even an obligation, to believe the 
truth. Those who held false beliefs about COVID harmed themselves in 
such cases, but they also harmed others. Although it is foolish to cause 
oneself needless harm, we might think it ethically permissible.3 Regardless, 
few will deny that causing harm to others is ethically problematic, espe-
cially when that harm results from one’s own preference for untruth over 
truth. My claim is not that merely holding a false belief is ethically imper-
missible. That would be too strong, as it would include many warranted 
beliefs that turn out to be false through no fault of the believer. What I 
have in mind is epistemically irresponsible behavior, such as holding a false 
belief for ridiculous reasons and thereby causing harm to innocent others. 
We have an ethical responsibility to seek truth and avoid falsehood, at 
least in part because doing so, or failing to do so, is tied to whether or not 
we cause harm to others, say by spreading a deadly disease.

This is akin to William Clifford’s “ethics of belief.” Clifford tells the 
story of a man who fails to provide proper maintenance for a ship he 
owns. As a result, the ship fails at sea and the sailors aboard die. The ship 
owner did not seek to harm the sailors, nor did he bear them any ill will. 
Moreover, he genuinely believed that the ship was in serviceable condi-
tion. That belief was false, of course, but the important point is that the 
owner ought to have known better, and he would have known better had 
he taken the proper steps to inspect the ship instead of assuming it was in 
fine condition. In short, the man’s belief was unwarranted. He believed 
what he wanted to be true, because that was cheaper and more conveni-
ent. Clifford argues, plausibly to my mind, that the fault here is not merely 
intellectual but also moral (Clifford 2010). We have an ethical responsibil-
ity to seek truth, and this at least requires us to take reasonable steps of 
ensuring that our beliefs are warranted. All of this suggests yet another 
reason as to why we should prefer truth to untruth.

Finally, we might simply value what Robert Nozick calls “contact with 
reality” (Nozick 1974, 45). In his classic thought experiment, Nozick asks 
whether it would be in someone’s self-interest to plug into an “experience 
machine” that stimulates the brain to experience anything that one might 
wish. If the quality of our experiences is all that matters, then it seems that 
we should indeed plug into the machine, as that would offer a more reli-
ably good set of experiences than ordinary life, with all its risks and disap-
pointments. Of course, virtually no one thinks it is a good idea to trade 
ordinary life for the artificial life (but genuine experiences) afforded by the 
machine. What explains this? Nozick suggests that we place a great deal of 
value on contact with the real world, something we would lose if plugged 



72  A Philosophical Case for Ecological Pessimism

into the machine, as our experiences would not refer to anything real. 
We might say that accepting ecological pessimism is somewhat similar. If 
ecological pessimism is true, then it accurately describes the (likely) real 
world, and perhaps we should believe it despite its unwelcome practical 
effects. Rejecting this true position would be a way of denying what is real.

Objection: Ecological Pessimism Undermines Collective Action

A more concerning issue is that ecological pessimism might interfere with 
worthwhile collective efforts, such as attempts to reduce risks of catas-
trophe or to pursue other social goods. Whereas the inaction of a single 
individual is unlikely to make a difference, collective inaction could have 
far-reaching consequences. Much of what I say in reply to the previous 
objection applies here as well. Ecological pessimism simply might be true, 
and we have reasons to accept the truth even if it has untoward social 
effects. Let us put that aside, however. As with individual action, adopt-
ing pessimism could reduce the collective motivation of groups. Again, 
whether this would be so is an empirical matter. At present it is not clear 
whether, nor to what extent, an ecologically pessimistic attitude would 
decrease our collective motivation to pursue worthwhile ends. Perhaps 
empirical investigation would show that adopting pessimism severely 
undermines collective motivation, which I admit would be an unwelcome 
effect, or perhaps it would show that there is little connection. I cannot 
speculate on that. Instead, I can speak to the collective reasons we have for 
undertaking collective action to reduce ecological risks.

Believing that ecological catastrophe is likely provides no reason for 
apathy, passivity, or quietism. It would be a mistake to reason that, because 
catastrophe is likely, there is no point to the collective pursuit of environ-
mental goals. One reason for this is that some catastrophes are worse than 
others. Even if we cannot avert catastrophe altogether, we can still have 
moral and prudential reasons for attempting to avert some catastrophe. 
Perhaps, for example, limiting global warming to 2℃ is a lost cause, but 
that does not entail that we should throw up our hands and make no 
attempt to prevent five degrees of warming. The pessimism I am defending 
might entail that we are doomed to live in a bad world, but not the worst 
of all possible worlds. So long as we can prevent the worst from happen-
ing, we will have reasons for doing so.

Another reason for the pessimist to eschew apathy, passivity, and quiet-
ism is that risks can be reduced. The ecological pessimist is committed to 
the view that catastrophe is likely, but that judgment is a matter of degree. 
If some course of collective action can reduce the probability of some 
catastrophe from .9 to .6, that is a good reason to pursue that course of 
action, even though it would remain the case that the catastrophe is likely 
to occur. The pessimistic attitude is perfectly compatible with such efforts.
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Again, as a matter of social-psychological fact, I do not know how 
widespread acceptance of ecological pessimism would impact collective 
motivation. Perhaps many newly minted pessimists would judge, falsely, 
that there is no point in attempting to avoid the worst possible world or to 
reduce risks. That would be unfortunate. It would also be a misapplication 
of the position I am defending. As we have seen, the ecological pessimist 
has plenty of reasons to promote and take part in collective actions aimed 
at environmental and social goods, even if those goods amount to an ame-
lioration of certain ills, an issue to which I return in later chapters.

Objection: Ecological Pessimism Is Really Just Ecological Realism

Another line of attack is to claim that my position is not really pessimis-
tic at all. Although “ecological pessimism” sounds more exciting, perhaps 
“ecological realism” would be a more appropriate name. Unlike many of 
the German pessimists (Beiser 2016), my view does not hold that this is the 
worst of all possible worlds, nor does it even treat bad outcomes as neces-
sary. Rather, my so-called pessimism merely expects catastrophe in a prob-
abilistic sense. One might see this as falling far short of genuine pessimism. 
As Janaway says about Schopenhauer, human existence “must contain suf-
fering, and cannot be preferable to non-existence. It would even have been 
better for reality not to have existed. These claims make Schopenhauer a 
pessimist in a philosophically interesting sense” (Janaway 1994). By con-
trast, my view is at least compatible with the beliefs that this world need 
not contain suffering and that existence is preferable to non-existence. On 
its own then, my account is far less dark than Schopenhauer’s. Does it 
really warrant being called pessimistic? Moreover, most of my arguments 
for why ecological catastrophe is likely depend upon seemingly contingent 
facts about human beings and our institutions, as well as the political and 
economic conditions under which we currently operate. For this reason, 
perhaps my position is just a type of political realism, urging us to think 
about our ecological prospects in terms of what is likely to happen rather 
than in terms of what, ideally, ought to happen.

First, let me note that the issue of realism is distinct from the issue of 
pessimism (or optimism). The latter involves a value judgment, provid-
ing an evaluative assessment of what we can expect. The former does not 
inherently or necessarily involve a value judgment but instead seeks to 
identify what is feasible or realistic. Of course, we may assess some feasible 
option as good or bad, but that judgment is not the same as determining 
what is feasible in the first place. For instance, in the case of an ongoing 
war, a realist might correctly note that a lasting peace is not feasible. This 
would just be a reflection of the social, political, or logistical facts that 
happen to hold. Now one might be pessimistic about this, seeing the ongo-
ing violence as lamentable, while someone else might be optimistic, seeing 
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(say) political opportunity for himself due to continued fighting. Either 
way, the realist’s judgment is logically independent of any optimistic or 
pessimistic take on the situation.

With this in mind, I hold that my position is both realistic and pessimis-
tic, and these two features are not in tension. My realism includes thinking 
that serious, large-scale efforts to reduce ecological risks are socially, polit-
ically, and economically infeasible. My pessimism includes thinking that 
this will likely result in catastrophe. Although related in various, obvious 
ways, the two views are logically distinguishable. One does not entail the 
other, for example. We might have lived under luckier conditions, where 
minimal efforts to reduce ecological risk would be sufficient to avoid catas-
trophe. Or we might have lived under unluckier conditions, where even 
the greatest efforts to reduce risk would prove insufficient. My point is just 
that pessimism is not in competition with realism. Thus, even if it is true 
that my position is a realist one in some ways, that does not prevent it from 
also being pessimistic.4

Second, although it is true that my pessimism is less severe than that of 
Schopenhauer and other philosophical pessimists, that merely shows that 
there are various degrees of pessimism. I think that ecological catastrophe 
is likely but not certain, and that expectation is supported by contingent 
facts that could change. Moreover, my pessimism is limited to ecologi-
cal matters and is therefore compatible with optimism in other areas. 
Nonetheless, my position expects catastrophe in the future, an expectation 
that is motivated in part by humanity’s widespread moral corruption. It is 
reasonable to call this “pessimism,” even though it is not as encompassing 
or hopeless as more extreme varieties, for it offers a bleak view of human-
ity and our ecological prospects.

To conclude this thought, in at least one way my view is more pessimis-
tic than that of Schopenhauer. For him, the nature of will as thing-in-itself 
makes suffering a necessity. It is unavoidable that the future, like the past, 
will be bad. In my view, there is no necessity for ecological catastrophe. If 
we wished, we could do a great deal to reduce the risks of catastrophe. But 
we don’t wish that. Instead, we do very little to avert, untroubled that the 
world might burn as a result. As I have argued elsewhere (Svoboda 2022), 
this warrants a rather harsh moral indictment of our species. Agents in 
Schopenhauer’s world would have some excuse. No matter what they do, 
the will that objectifies itself in them and everything else ensures suffering. 
If I am right, then human beings have no such excuse. This makes us mor-
ally responsible for ecological catastrophe in a way that we could not be in 
Schopenhauer’s world. In short, ecological catastrophe is contingent upon 
our own action and inaction, not upon some unchanging metaphysical 
principle. Humanity could be morally decent, but it has chosen a different 
path.



﻿Objections to Ecological Pessimism  75

Notes

1	 One might claim that the supernova event is catastrophic for the self-destruct-
ing star. Perhaps so, but this does not challenge the relevant point that a catas-
trophe must be catastrophic for something, in this case, the star itself.

2	 Recall that my claim is that some ecological catastrophe is likely to occur in 
the future. I do not claim to know which ones in particular are most likely to 
occur.

3	 On the other hand, and somewhat controversially, we might think self-harm is 
impermissible, say because we have a duty to respect ourselves.

4	 Here is another possible response, although one that I do not emphasize 
because, in some ways, it runs counter to what I have just said. In general, 
people can be optimistic or pessimistic about what is realistic or feasible. The 
philosophical pessimists might claim that they are genuine realists, because they 
correctly identify what is feasible—e.g., by claiming that suffering cannot be 
avoided. Optimists, conversely, might hold that they are the true realists—e.g., 
by claiming that it is feasible to avoid suffering. Here the dispute concerns 
whether it is the optimists or the pessimists who are mistaken about the nature 
of what is realistic or feasible. On this approach, which I have not taken above, 
I could claim that I am a “pessimistic realist,” that is someone who thinks our 
feasible prospects are bleak. This would be another way of arguing for the 
compatibility of realism and pessimism, thereby sidestepping the objection.
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5

Suppose one accepts my arguments in the preceding chapters and comes 
to adopt an ecologically pessimistic outlook. How should that person 
live? This question is, of course, practical in nature. Asking it presumes 
that adopting the outlook in question is not merely a theoretical matter. 
Perhaps it is possible for someone to judge that we are likely driving our-
selves into ecological catastrophe without that judgment influencing her 
desires, choices, or actions to the slightest degree. But we can ask whether 
that would be a rational or desirable outcome. Perhaps the answer is yes, 
but we need to consider the issue more carefully. In the following chapter, 
I will consider specifically how one might live as an ecological pessimist. 
However, I will do that within a framework that I lay out in the current 
chapter, namely environmental philosophy as a way of life.

Environmental philosophy is particularly well-suited to facilitate a 
revival of a philosophical art of living, or the practice of philosophy as a 
way of life. The notion that philosophy involves the practice of living well 
is most often associated with Hellenistic figures (e.g., Epicurus, Epictetus, 
and Seneca), but it is also present in some modern philosophical writers 
(e.g., Thoreau). However, despite interest in this tradition of philosophy 
from the likes of Michel Foucault, Martha Nussbaum, and Pierre Hadot, 
the practice of philosophy as a way of life is virtually absent at the present 
time.

In this chapter, I argue both that philosophy as a way of life is a tradition 
worth reviving and that environmental philosophy is a promising branch 
of philosophy to enact this revival. First, I sketch what constitutes phi-
losophy as a way of life, which includes both some conception of the good 
life and an array of spiritual exercises that assists one in living according 
to that conception. I then discuss a connection between possessing virtue 
and leading the good life, a connection of great importance to ancient and 
modern practitioners of philosophy as a way of life. Next, I offer an argu-
ment for why this tradition of philosophy is worth reviving at the present 
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Environmental Philosophy as a 
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time. The remainder of the chapter is devoted to exploring the prospects 
for a distinctively environmental approach to philosophy as a way of life.

Given its emphasis on environmental virtue and its rich resources for 
developing spiritual exercises, I argue that environmental philosophy as 
a way of life is both a robust and attractive option compared to what we 
might call “purely theoretical” approaches to environmental philosophy. 
My argument is that, because environmental philosophy involves norma-
tive claims for human beings, we need some way of internalizing the rel-
evant norms and acting in accordance with them. This is precisely what 
environmental spiritual exercises provide. Purely theoretical approaches 
tend to fall short in this respect, for they specify norms without providing 
means to internalize, enact, or care about them. This is an aspect of what 
Lisa Kretz calls the “theory-action gap.” Using the example of climate 
change, she notes that the ethical case for decisive action is overwhelm-
ing, and yet many of us fail to act accordingly (Kretz 2012). Others have 
made similar claims about what I am calling purely theoretical approaches, 
including that these overlook the psychology of motivation (Booth 2009) 
and pay insufficient attention to the philosophy of action (Coeckelbergh 
2015; Goralnik and Nelson 2011). The general problem for purely theo-
retical approaches is that they do not address the theory–action gap. Such 
approaches might provide unassailable arguments regarding how we ought 
to act and yet have very little impact on how human beings end up acting, 
even in the case of those who understand and accept the relevant argu-
ments. I shall argue that environmental philosophy as a way of life offers 
an attractive way to bridge this gap, and for two reasons: first, it provides 
techniques (i.e., spiritual exercises) for internalizing relevant norms, such 
as those advocated by some theory; second, it takes seriously the idea that 
certain attitudes and actions regarding the environment contribute to one’s 
own flourishing, thus providing some motivation to take on those attitudes 
and actions.

Philosophy as a Way of Life

In order to live well as a human being, it seems helpful to have both (1) 
some conception of the good life and (2) some array of practices or “spir-
itual exercises” (Hadot 1995) whereby one is able (or becomes able) to 
lead such a life. Historically, philosophers have provided resources to 
assist in both (1) and (2), presenting competing views of the good life and 
developing practices whereby one actually could lead or at least approxi-
mate some specified good life. Yet while contemporary philosophers have 
continued to think about what constitutes the good life, very few carry on 
the ancient tradition of thinking about spiritual exercises, and fewer still 
advocate practicing them (although cf. Irvine 2008). Following Hadot, 
by “spiritual exercises,” I shall mean endeavors “intended to effect a 
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modification and a transformation in the subject who practiced them” 
(Hadot 2002, 6). We might also call such practices “ascetic exercises,” 
understood in the Greek sense of askesis as transformation, for the point 
of performing them is to bring about a transformation in oneself, one 
to be conducted in accordance with some conception of the good life. 
Spiritual exercises may include practices such as meditation, physical exer-
cise, diet regimens, manual labor, journal-writing, self-examination, and 
so on. What makes these spiritual exercises is that their goal is to bring 
about an internal change in oneself, rather than an external or material 
change about oneself. As Arnold Davidson says, these exercises “were 
spiritual because they involved the entire spirit, one’s whole way of being” 
(Davidson 1995). The term “spiritual” does not require that these exer-
cises be religious in nature (although they can be) but only that they be 
concerned with an inner transformation of the subject practicing them. 
This is why the term “ascetic” or “transformative” exercises would serve 
just as well, but I use the more common “spiritual exercises,” as employed 
by Hadot and others.

Philosophers are not the only ones who have pursued (1) and (2), of 
course. Most obviously, various religious and monastic traditions contain 
both rich conceptions of the good life and sophisticated spiritual exercises. 
Given that these endeavors are not exclusive to philosophy, something fur-
ther must be said regarding what distinguishes philosophy as a way of life 
from non-philosophical (or not purely philosophical) approaches to (1) 
and (2). As will become clear from the cases discussed below, a distinc-
tively philosophical approach to (1) and (2) involves rational reflection on 
both what the good life is and how one might cultivate oneself to lead the 
good life. I will not attempt to define what exactly counts as rational reflec-
tion. There are competing conceptions of rationality available, and this 
controversial issue cannot be resolved with adequacy here. However, we 
can expect that a rationally reflective approach to (1) and (2) will include 
argumentation, appeals to coherence, reasoned objections to competing 
views, and other devices familiar to philosophers—it presumably will not 
include dogmatic appeals to divine revelation, historical authorities, or 
prevailing social norms. Thus, we may say that philosophy as a way of life 
involves both accepting (1) some conception of the good life and engag-
ing in (2) spiritual exercises to help one lead the specified good life, where 
(3) these tasks are undertaken in a rationally reflective fashion. In other 
words, to pursue philosophy as a way of life is to accept some conception 
of the good life on the basis of rational reflection and to engage in spiritual 
exercises that, again on the basis of rational reflection, one takes to be 
conducive to the accepted conception of the good life. Plausibly, this com-
bination provides tools for bridging the theory–action gap, for (2) provides 
techniques for living in accordance with (1). Most ethical theories defend 
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some conception of the good life but have nothing to say about how it 
might be achieved in practical terms.

Rational reflection regarding (1) is familiar, since contemporary value 
theorists continue to provide arguments for and against certain theories 
of the good life, such as hedonistic, preference–satisfaction, and objective 
list theories. The Hellenistic schools of philosophy largely shared the view 
that the good or flourishing life consisted of ataraxia—roughly, freedom 
from disturbance or stress—although they differed on what constituted 
ataraxia and how it was to be achieved (Nussbaum 1994, 41). For exam-
ple, the Epicureans held that the good life consisted of freedom from pain, 
a state most reliably acquired by focusing on only natural and necessary 
pleasures (Long and Sedley 1987, pp. 113–114). Alternatively, the Stoics 
advocated living according to reason, which they took to require subdu-
ing one’s passions and freeing oneself from their disturbances (Nussbaum 
1994, 316–358).

We can evaluate different conceptions of the good life in terms of 
whether and how well they deliver on the goal of ataraxia, such as by 
assessing the competing arguments offered by the Epicureans and Stoics 
for their respective views. But we also can evaluate how conceptions of 
the good life as ataraxia compare to other conceptions, such as by con-
sidering objections to Epicurean and Stoic positions. A life devoted to the 
pursuit of ataraxia might be incompatible with pursuits that prima facie 
have great value, such as cultivating personal relationships. Since there is 
always a risk of substantial disturbance in such relationships (e.g., due to a 
friend’s betrayal), it might be difficult to see how pursuing ataraxia would 
be compatible with maintaining personal relationships. Yet it would be 
deeply counter-intuitive to hold that personal relationships have no place 
in a flourishing life. So we might conclude that the Stoics and Epicureans 
put too much emphasis on freedom from disturbance as the end of the 
good life (Nussbaum 1994, 9).

Initially, it might be less clear what would count as a rational reflection 
regarding spiritual exercises. A useful example of this is provided by Stoic 
and Epicurean disagreement regarding the praemeditatio malorum, or the 
practice of meditating on future ills, such as death. Both schools agreed 
that a person leading the good life would not be troubled by the pros-
pect of her own death, but they diverged on whether meditation on death 
was a valuable exercise. According to Cicero, Epicurus suggested that one 
should not engage in the praemeditatio malorum in general, since doing 
so is apt to cause unnecessary disturbance (i.e., pain), thus inhibiting one’s 
enjoyment of the good life. Rather than distressing oneself by considering 
future ills—some of which, death excluded, are not inevitable anyway—
one should meditate on pleasure, including the past pleasures that one 
has enjoyed (Cicero 1927, 3.15.32–33; Foucault 2005, 468–469). Unlike 
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meditating on painful prospects, meditating on pleasurable experiences in 
one’s past can itself bring new pleasure in this very act of recalling the past. 
For the Epicurean, this spiritual exercise is therefore to be preferred to that 
of the praemeditatio malorum, because the former is far more effective at 
achieving the freedom from pain that constitutes one’s flourishing.

The Stoics, conversely, suggested that meditating on death is a useful 
exercise because it can mitigate or remove anxiety from which we might 
otherwise suffer. For example, Marcus Aurelius holds that we should 
engage in meditative practices that see death as simply a part of the natural 
order:

at all times awaiting death with contented mind as being only the release 
of the elements of which every creature is composed. If it is nothing 
fearful for the elements themselves that one should continually change 
into another, why should anyone look with suspicion upon the change 
and dissolution of all things? For this is in accord with nature, and noth-
ing evil is in accord with nature.

(Aurelius 1983, p. 2.17)

Here the praemeditatio malorum is thought to remove certain misconcep-
tions and instill a proper understanding of death, namely that it is part of 
a rationally ordered nature and therefore not an ill after all. If we do not 
meditate on death, there is a risk both that we shall retain the mistaken 
view that death is evil and that we shall suffer distress from this mistaken 
view.

Both Epicurus and Marcus Aurelius offer competing arguments for 
their divergent views on the value of the praemeditatio malorum. To assess 
these arguments is an instance of rational reflection on (2). We may ask 
which argument is stronger, whether either is subject to damaging objec-
tions, whether the arguments rely on implausible premises, and so on. In 
this case, we can examine whether the praemeditatio malorum is success-
ful in mitigating anxiety about one’s own death, considering Stoic and 
Epicurean arguments for and against the practice. Of course, in making 
their arguments, both Marcus Aurelius and Epicurus appeal to doctrines of 
the Stoic and Epicurean schools, respectively. Thus, the task of rationally 
evaluating (2) is not here entirely separate from either the task of ration-
ally evaluating (1) or the task of rationally evaluating other philosophical 
doctrines that may be relevant. For example, Marcus Aurelius relies on 
the Stoic idea that nature is rationally ordered, a view that is rejected by 
the atomistic Epicureans. Thus, in evaluating the Stoic advancement of the 
praemeditatio malorum, we may need to investigate whether something 
like the Stoic doctrine is true and, if not, what difference this would make 
for the value of meditating on future ills as a spiritual exercise. But this 
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does not alter the fact that we can evaluate the effectiveness of the spiritual 
exercises themselves, even if that evaluation does not occur in isolation.

Finally, we should distinguish the study of philosophy as a way of life 
from the practice of philosophy as a way of life. As an example of the 
former, a scholar might be interested in studying (1)–(3) in the case of 
the Stoics but have no interest in incorporating (1)–(3) in her own life. 
Conversely, the Stoics themselves put (1)–(3) into practice in their own 
lives. While I assume that the study of philosophy as a way of life is a valu-
able enterprise, in the end, I am interested in the practice of philosophy 
as a way of life. As will become clear, my position is that environmental 
philosophy offers an attractive set of possibilities for this practice.

We are now in a position to sketch what counts as environmental phi-
losophy as a way of life. If philosophy as a way of life consists of (1) 
accepting a conception of the good life and (2) adopting spiritual exer-
cises that help one lead the good life, where (3) both these activities are 
pursued in a rationally reflective manner, then environmental philosophy 
as a way of life consists of (1’) accepting an environmental conception of 
the good life and (2’) adopting a set of environmental spiritual exercises 
meant to cultivate that good life, where (3) both these ends are pursued 
in a rationally reflective manner.1 This formulation is appropriately open-
ended, given the many forms of (1’) and (2’) that seem possible. I discuss 
the prospects for (1’) and (2’) later in this chapter.

Virtue and Flourishing

It is no accident that practitioners of philosophy as a way of life tend to 
emphasize the virtues. First, virtue plays an important role in various con-
ceptions of the good life. Second, many spiritual exercises are designed to 
cultivate virtue and extirpate vice. Viewed as an excellent character trait, 
virtue is sometimes taken to be at least partly constitutive of an individu-
al’s own flourishing (Hursthouse 1999).2 Some ancient philosophers held 
that virtue was even sufficient to secure a flourishing life. Plotinus, for 
example, holds that the genuine sage (i.e., the fully virtuous person) could 
maintain his connection to the Good even while being tortured to death, 
and Epicurus held that the sage would find such torture pleasant (Cicero 
1927, 2.7.17–18; Plotinus 1969, 1.4.13). Alternatively, Aristotle held that 
virtue was necessary but not sufficient to secure a flourishing life. Since fac-
tors outside of one’s control (e.g., poor health) can negatively impact one’s 
flourishing, even being fully virtuous is not a guarantee that one will lead 
the good life. Accordingly, Aristotle holds that those who insist that one 
can flourish while being tortured to death are mistaken (Aristotle 1999, 
1153b). Nonetheless, even on this less radical Aristotelian view, being a 
virtuous individual is required in order to flourish or achieve the good life, 
inasmuch as virtue is at least part of what constitutes such flourishing.3 
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In fact, Aristotle also argues that certain virtues, such as the greatness 
of the soul, enable one to bear misfortune well (Aristotle 1999, 1124a). 
While this does not cancel his claim that external factors play some role in 
whether or not one is flourishing, it does suggest that being virtuous can 
reduce the impact such factors can have on our flourishing, although not 
to the extent supposed by Epicurus and Plotinus.

An interest in virtue is natural for any philosophy concerned with how 
to lead the good life. At least in part, this is because leading a good life is 
not plausibly construed as a series of discrete actions, as if living well con-
sisted of merely performing a sequence of disconnected acts. It is doubtful 
whether such a series would count as a life at all, much less a life that is 
properly led. Rather, leading a life seems to require integration among 
one’s various actions, an integration rooted in one’s character. For if one’s 
actions were not rooted in some character, it is difficult to see how those 
actions would have the unity or coherence that seems necessary to con-
stitute a genuine life. To put matters simplistically for the moment, one’s 
character is constituted by certain traits, some of which may be good (vir-
tues) and some of which may be bad (vices). Leading a good life might be 
taken to require in part that one have a good character or one constituted 
by virtues. At any rate, since this was the view of many Hellenistic philoso-
phers, it is not surprising that many of them emphasized the importance 
of virtue since being virtuous is arguably necessary for the good life they 
hoped to pursue.

Further, in attempting to lead the good life, looking to virtuous exem-
plars seems helpful (Hursthouse 1996). This is especially so given that 
developing virtuous character traits may be tied up with internalizing prin-
ciples of action, forming certain habits, or modifying one’s dispositions 
and desires. Here an abstract rule or decision procedure regarding how to 
act is likely insufficient, and so it may be useful to consider actual virtuous 
individuals, learning from the qualities they display, how they themselves 
became virtuous (e.g., through some spiritual exercises they might per-
form), the activities they avoid, the motivations they report having, and the 
advice they might offer. Indeed, if they are able to communicate with us, 
such exemplars also can serve as teachers of the good life. Especially when 
it comes to pursuing (2), it is no doubt extremely difficult to train oneself 
without aid. More experienced practitioners can offer guidance and sup-
port, corrections to various mistakes (e.g., faulty techniques), and so on. 
One sees this in the letters of Seneca to Lucilius, in which the teacher offers 
his pupil advice, encouragement, and correction as Lucilius attempts to 
lead the Stoic life (Seneca 1961; Foucault 1986, 53).

Finally, I should note that placing an emphasis on virtue as a constitu-
ent of the good life does not require one to adopt a virtue ethic as a matter 
of normative ethical theory, although it is compatible with doing so. That 
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is, one need not be a virtue ethicist in order to recognize the importance 
of virtue for the good life. One reason for this is that to pursue (1)–(3) is 
not to commit oneself to a normative ethical theory that might serve as a 
competitor to other such theories. To see why this is so, note that pursu-
ing (1) and (2) is compatible with accepting either a consequentialist or a 
deontological normative ethic. While proponents of both these kinds of 
theory do allow an important role for virtue (Nussbaum 1999), neither 
consequentialists nor deontologists are virtue ethicists in the proper sense. 
Yet it is perfectly conceivable for someone both to pursue philosophy as a 
way of life by cultivating certain virtues and to follow the dictates of some 
version of consequentialism (e.g., by maximizing happiness) or deontology 
(e.g., by always respecting persons as ends-in-themselves). On non-virtue 
ethical theories, there is at least nothing wrong about generally pursuing 
(1) and (2) in addition to satisfying one’s moral obligations.4 Further, some 
non-virtue ethicists coherently maintain that we have a moral obligation 
to develop virtues. Kant, for example, holds that one has a moral duty 
to herself to cultivate virtuous dispositions (Kant 1999, 6:446; Svoboda 
2012). Yet Kant is not a virtue ethicist, since this duty fits within a broader 
deontological framework.

Why Philosophy as a Way of Life Is Worth Reviving

I take it as a truism that any human person has good reason to lead a good 
life and that many of us in fact desire to do so. We can assume broad agree-
ment on this general point. Controversy arises when some specific concep-
tion of the good life is put forward. Not surprisingly, there is disagreement 
on a host of issues that seem relevant here, such as the role of pleasure in the 
good life and the contribution of virtue to one’s own flourishing. Because 
of this disagreement, becoming clear on available accounts of the good 
life, thinking about their respective merits and deficiencies, and adopting 
some such conception—effectively pursuing (1)—is worthwhile. But if the 
pursuits of thinking about the good life and accepting some conception of 
it are worthwhile, then surely it is also worthwhile to consider and imple-
ment means by which we might succeed in living according to that concep-
tion. This would involve the development and practice of certain exercises 
meant to cultivate oneself in such a way that leading the specified good life 
becomes possible or more manageable. Effectively, this is to pursue (2). 
Lacking this, we would have failed to bridge the theory–action gap. That 
is, we might have a sophisticated, plausible, and well-argued theory of the 
good life, but this by itself would provide us no help in actually living well. 
We need means to become the sorts of persons specified by the theory in 
question, to put that theory into practice. Spiritual exercises played pre-
cisely this role in the philosophical traditions I have mentioned.
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The foregoing considerations are not sufficient to establish that phi-
losophy as a way of life is worth reviving, for various non-philosophi-
cal approaches are available in pursuing both (1) and (2). One might be 
impressed by some organized religion’s conception of the good life and 
commence the ritual or meditative practices associated with it, or one might 
read self-help books and act on their advice. If we are to believe that a dis-
tinctively philosophical approach to (1) and (2) is worth reviving, then we 
need some plausible reason to think that a rationally reflective approach to 
(1) and (2) is worth pursuing. Importantly, providing a compelling reason 
to accept this need not entail that non-philosophical approaches to (1) and 
(2) are inferior to a philosophical one. Perhaps philosophy as a way of life 
is preferable to these other approaches, but I will not argue for that claim 
here. Instead, I suggest that philosophy as a way of life is worth reviving 
at least as an additional option to these other approaches. There are two 
quite plausible reasons to accept this weaker claim.

First, a philosophical approach to (1) and (2) should be attractive to 
those who already put significant value on rational reflection. Given that the 
practice of philosophy as a way of life involves subjecting both conceptions 
of the good life and suggested spiritual exercises to close rational scrutiny, 
those who are skeptical of available accounts of the good life may find this 
philosophical approach attractive. Philosophy as a way of life encourages 
its practitioners to evaluate and question competing approaches to (1) and 
(2). There are a variety of reasons why, on reflection, one might rationally 
reject some candidate for the good life—perhaps it is internally incoherent, 
incompatible with our best science, morally indefensible, dependent upon 
fantastical historical claims or dubious appeals to divine revelation, and 
so on. For those who value such reflection, the practice of philosophy as a 
way of life would seem to offer a valuable approach to thinking about the 
good life and ways to lead it.

Second, a philosophical approach to (1) and (2) offers ways to navi-
gate the controversy and disagreement that are inevitable when it comes to 
questions regarding competing conceptions of the good life and associated 
spiritual exercises. While it would be naïve to think that philosophical 
argumentation will produce a single consensus on what the good life is and 
what spiritual exercises will help us lead it, rational reflection nonetheless 
allows for reasoned dialogue among defenders of competing views. If we 
are uncertain what the good life is, we can consider the relative merits of 
competing accounts, as well as objections that have been raised against 
them. One might thereby come to a justified (or at least reasonable) posi-
tion regarding (1) and (2), be able to defend that position with plausi-
ble arguments, and be able to critique competing positions. Lacking such 
argumentative tools, we might be unable to say why some way of life is 
preferable to others, and this might leave us at a loss regarding which way 
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of life to adopt and/or which spiritual exercises to undertake. Given its 
commitment to rational reflection, the practice of philosophy as a way of 
life is attractive in part because it offers a non-dogmatic way to navigate 
widespread disagreement regarding how to live well.

Environmental Virtue and Conceptions of the Good Life

In the remainder of this chapter, I argue that environmental philosophy 
has the resources to renew the practice of philosophy as a way of life and 
that this is a worthwhile goal. In the present and subsequent sections, I 
respectively suggest that there is substantial material in environmental phi-
losophy for developing plausible versions of (1’) environmental concep-
tions of the good life and (2’) environmental spiritual exercises meant to 
realize or at least approximate such conceptions. Although I have devel-
oped neither a full-fledged conception of the environmental good life nor 
a worked-out set of environmental spiritual exercises, this discussion will 
indicate some plausible and attractive forms environmental philosophy as 
a way of life might take.

Environmental philosophers recently have placed a great deal of empha-
sis on environmental virtues and vices (Cafaro and Sandler 2005; Sandler 
2009). Among environmental virtues, we might count benevolence toward 
non-human animals, humility regarding one’s place in the natural world, 
respect for nature, and temperance in one’s use of natural resources. 
Among environmental vices, we might count malevolence toward animals, 
an arrogant attitude of human superiority, and greedy exploitation of nat-
ural resources. While many of those who write on environmental virtue 
and vice accept some kind of environmental virtue ethic as a normative 
theory, an emphasis on environmental virtue in one’s thinking does not 
require one to adopt such a theory (Svoboda 2015). For example, Paul 
Taylor makes much of the virtue of respect for nature, yet he develops a 
broadly deontological framework for moral obligation to biotic entities 
(Taylor 1986, 198–218). Without defending the content of his account, 
this example suggests that recognizing the importance of environmental 
virtues does not require accepting an environmental virtue ethic per se.

It is an open question whether or not environmental virtues belong to 
a distinct class of virtue. On the “extensionist” view, environmental vir-
tues (and vices, mutatis mutandis) are simply non-environmental virtues 
extended to cover environmental cases. On the “non-extensionist” view, 
at least some environmental virtues belong to a distinct class—they are 
essentially environmental in character and thus do not consist merely of 
extending non-environmental virtues (Sandler 2005, 219–220). I will not 
take a position here on this controversial issue. Fortunately, it is not neces-
sary for me to take a position on this matter, because both positions share 
the view that there are genuine environmental virtues and vices. If nothing 
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else, we at least should accept the extensionist claim that commonly rec-
ognized virtues and vices sometimes cover environmental cases. Surely it 
is possible to be benevolent toward non-human animals or greedy in one’s 
use of natural resources, for example, even if the benevolence or greed at 
issue is no different in kind from that involved in non-environmental cases. 
Since I take it that either extensionism or non-extensionism is true, and 
since on either view there are genuine environmental virtues, I conclude 
that there are genuine environmental virtues.

For this reason, it is plausible to suppose that one can be environmen-
tally virtuous. Now if we accept the view that virtue is necessary (if not 
sufficient) for flourishing, then we have some initial reason to suspect that 
possessing environmental virtues could contribute to a flourishing life.5 
Upon reflection, it seems reasonable to identify an environmentally virtuous 
person as flourishing to a greater degree than an environmentally vicious 
person, all else being equal. So-called “last person” scenarios—in which 
the last person on earth destroys entire ecosystems for amusement, but 
without any possibility of his actions affecting present or future humans—
make this explicit. The last person’s actions seem not only to be morally 
wrong (Sylvan 2003) but also to indicate the presence of bad character 
traits (perhaps arrogance or malevolence) that seem inimical to the last 
person’s own flourishing (O’Neill 1992). We might ask what sort of person 
would engage in such horrific actions (Hill 2005). The last person contrasts 
with an environmentally virtuous person, say one who displays the traits of 
benevolence toward non-humans and respect for nature. We might think 
that all else being equal, the environmentally virtuous person is flourishing 
to a greater extent than the last person. This judgment is well-explained 
by the notion that virtue is constitutive of flourishing or that the virtues 
benefit their possessor (Hursthouse 1999). This is not primarily a point 
about the moral badness of the last person’s character and the moral good-
ness of the virtuous person’s character. Rather, the point is that the last 
person seems to fail in the task of leading a good life, and this is harmful to 
himself. Alternatively, the environmentally virtuous person seems to avoid 
such harm to herself, arguably because she is benefited by her own virtues.

In addition to a rich literature on environmental virtue, there is also 
no shortage of environmentally virtuous exemplars to whom we might 
look, such as Rachel Carson, Aldo Leopold, John Muir—and Henry David 
Thoreau is an obvious case (Cafaro 2005). We may plausibly take Thoreau 
to have pursued philosophy as a way of life (Hadot 2005). He famously 
announces in Walden, 

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only 
the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to 
teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived. 

(Thoreau 2004, 88) 
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Much of that book is an illustration of Thoreau’s commitment to environ-
mental virtues like simplicity and respect for nature. Moreover, Thoreau 
seems to have valued such virtues for the contribution they can make to 
a flourishing life. In his “Life Without Principle,” he excoriates his fellow 
citizens for being more concerned with “business” and material acquisi-
tion than with living well, suggesting that wisdom essentially involves both 
knowing how to lead the good life and choosing to pursue it (Thoreau 
2013). Indeed, Thoreau arguably practiced environmental philosophy as 
a way of life, conceiving of the good life as constituted in part by environ-
mental virtues, as well as engaging in various spiritual exercises (see below) 
meant to instill and reinforce them.

To those who share something close to Thoreau’s conception of the 
good life, he seems to offer a compelling exemplar. For those who do not 
accept Thoreau’s conception of the good life, there are other environmen-
tally virtuous exemplars to whom they might appeal. The existence of such 
exemplars provides further reasons to think that environmental philoso-
phy as a way of life can get off the ground. First, it suggests that cultivating 
environmental virtue is feasible, given that others have already done so. 
Second, the pool of such exemplars provides a kind of resource to those 
who wish to lead an environmentally virtuous life. We can look to the lives 
of Carson, Leopold, Muir, and Thoreau in order to compare different con-
ceptions of the environmentally virtuous life, and we can draw upon their 
experiences and counsel in order to avoid pitfalls and pursue avenues that 
are more likely to be successful in leading such a life.

In general, both a rich literature on environmental virtue and a his-
tory of environmentally virtuous individuals suggest that environmental 
philosophy has the resources to pursue (1’), developing a conception of 
the good life that (at least in part) includes the possession of environmen-
tal virtues. Developing a conception of (1’) seems worthwhile, given the 
plausibility of the view that the environmentally virtuous person flourishes 
to a greater extent than the environmentally vicious person, all else being 
equal. Of course, divergent conceptions of (1’) are possible. Evaluating dif-
ferent candidates for the environmental good life would require becoming 
clear on their relative merits and deficiencies through rational reflection. 
Environmental philosophers are already pursuing this task to some extent, 
particularly in the literature on environmental virtue.

Environmental Spiritual Exercises

Members of the Hellenistic schools practiced a variety of exercises meant 
to assist their pursuit of (1). Some of these exercises, such as keeping jour-
nals, functioned to internalize relevant beliefs and values. The best-known 
example of this is the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, in which he urges 
himself to remember and live by the doctrines of the Stoic school and 
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reflects on how to overcome disturbances in his soul. We might view this 
exercise of journal writing as helping to secure one’s commitment to a cer-
tain conception of the good life, as well as sculpting the habits and desires 
conducive to that good life. The practice allows one to remind oneself of 
the values to which she is committed, to exhort herself to act in accordance 
with them, to reflect on how and why her recent behavior has failed (or 
succeeded) in approximating these values, and so on (Foucault 1997). This 
qualifies as a spiritual exercise, given that it aims to bring about a transfor-
mation in the practitioner, cultivating her habits and desires in accordance 
with some conception of the good life.

Another ancient spiritual exercise consisted of self-examination, in 
which one reflected on how she had lived during the previous day. Here 
one considers whether her actions and thoughts were in accordance with 
the relevant conception of the good life, identifying mistakes that might 
not have been obvious otherwise (Seneca 1979, 3.36). As Foucault notes, 
the point of this exercise was not to feel remorse but rather “to enhance 
the rational equipment that ensures a wise behavior” (Foucault 1986, 62). 
Suppose that one’s conception of the good life involves the absence of the 
emotions of hatred, shame, and envy. Self-examination at the end of one’s 
day would then include considering whether one harbored those emotions 
at any point since waking that morning. If one finds that she has experi-
enced these emotions, further self-examination may diagnose their causes. 
Understanding these causes may provide the “rational equipment” that 
can help one avoid such emotions in the future, such as by making one 
realize that these emotions depend on our own interpretation of events or 
of the actions of other persons, interpretations over which we have some 
control. This spiritual exercise thus can render one more sensitive to obsta-
cles to the good life, and it can equip one to overcome these obstacles.

For an environmental spiritual exercise, reconsider the case of Thoreau, 
who was committed to various practices conducive to a conception of 
the good life that places a high value on simplicity, acceptance of nature 
(Hadot 2005), and perhaps even ataraxia. These practices included walk-
ing excursions, voluntary poverty, and journal writing—but Thoreau’s 
approach to manual labor is especially instructive. He held that the beans 
he planted at Walden would be partially consumed by wildlife and thus 
“grow for woodchucks partly.” Rather than worrying about this, Thoreau 
suggests that the “true husbandman will cease from anxiety, as the squir-
rels manifest no concern whether the woods will bear chestnuts this year 
or not” (Thoreau 2004, 161). Thoreau’s position is similar to a central 
thought of Epictetus: “Do not seek to have everything that happens hap-
pen as you wish, but wish for everything to happen as it actually does hap-
pen, and your life will be serene” (Epictetus 1928, 8). Attempting to make 
the world fit one’s desires is likely to meet with disappointment, whereas 
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fitting one’s desires to the world can decrease anxiety. Thoreau seems to 
agree that some matters are not worth disquiet—it is sometimes best to 
acquiesce, such as by accepting nature’s consumption of a portion of the 
product of one’s labor. This attitude of “true husbandry” helped make 
Thoreau’s manual labor into a spiritual exercise, a point previously urged 
by the Stoic Musonius Rufus, who held that manual labor can serve to 
teach and internalize philosophical lessons (Rufus 2011).

Thoreau’s manual labor counts as an environmental spiritual exercise 
because it helped to instill acceptance of nature, which he deemed to be 
a component of the good life. This is a spiritual exercise because it is a 
practice meant to effect a transformation in the practitioner. It is an envi-
ronmental spiritual exercise because it employs interaction with the natu-
ral world in order to craft or strengthen an attitude regarding nature. If 
successful in crafting or strengthening a component of the good life, such 
a practice helps one bridge the theory-action gap. It provides a practical 
way to achieve a component (e.g., acceptance of nature) of the good life. 
For this reason, environmental spiritual exercises offer resources for put-
ting values and norms into practice. Unlike purely theoretical approaches, 
environmental philosophy as a way of life does not merely specify what 
constitutes the good life—it also provides the “rational equipment” (to 
borrow Foucault’s phrase) for achieving such a life.

Spiritual exercises need not be thoroughly practical. They also can 
involve a theoretical component. Hadot argues that virtually all of the 
Greco-Roman schools of philosophy advocated “the view from above,” 
a kind of vantage point on the world and on human affairs meant to 
contribute to one’s progression toward ataraxia. For Epicureans, Stoics, 
Platonists, and even the Skeptics,

philosophy was held to be an exercise consisting in learning to regard 
both society and the individuals who comprise it from the point of view 
of universality. This was accomplished partly with the help of a philo-
sophical theory of nature, but above all through moral and existential 
exercises. The goal of such exercises was to help people free themselves 
from the desires and passions which troubled and harassed them.

(Hadot 1995, 242)

As Hadot notes, adopting the view from above has both theoretical 
and practical dimensions. On the one hand, a “philosophical theory of 
nature”—such as the Stoic idea that nature is infused with a providen-
tial, cosmic reason (Hadot 1995)—may help one abstract from individual 
concerns, stress, pain, and so on. If one views the universe as a providen-
tially governed cosmos, for example, it is perhaps easier to find meaning in 
one’s suffering, seeing it as part of the whole and achieving some degree of 
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equanimity with regard to it. On the other hand, adopting the view from 
above (e.g., through meditation) might itself serve as a spiritual exercise, 
offering means by which to overcome disturbances, perhaps by making it 
easier to view them from a third-person perspective. In effect, this can help 
one regard her own situation from “the point of view of universality,” 
rather than from a first-person perspective in which such disturbances are 
experienced immediately. Importantly, the view from above is not equiva-
lent to “the view from nowhere,” the latter of which may be impossible to 
adopt for human beings. The view from above is still a view from some-
where, but from a place that affords some distance in observing the phe-
nomenon in question. For example, one might view one’s own suffering 
as if it were the suffering of someone else. This still involves a perspective, 
namely a third-person one, but it allows for some degree of detachment 
from the suffering one might otherwise experience. Unlike the view from 
nowhere, the view from above seems possible to adopt, such as through an 
act of imagination.

Like the ancient schools, environmental philosophy includes various 
theories that seem consonant with the view from above. Many environ-
mental philosophers urge us to recognize the intrinsic value of non-human 
nature and the consequent moral standing of non-human entities (Rolston 
1982), and many have emphasized future generations and our obligations 
to them, requiring us to consider how present actions may impact even the 
distant future (Shrader-Frechette 2000). Arguably, these theoretical posi-
tions encourage something close to the view from above, because adopt-
ing them expands our vantage point beyond merely individual, present, 
or human concerns. These environmental philosophical views may have 
a practical dimension relevant to one’s own flourishing. Like the Stoics’ 
cosmic reason, seeing ourselves as only part of an intrinsically valuable 
nature, or as but one of many equally important generations, may make 
it easier to put our own disturbances, stress, and suffering in perspective, 
viewing it as part of some larger sequence, collection, or whole. Prima 
facie, these views seem to offer theoretical resources for dealing with 
threats to our own ataraxia, helping us to abstract from a first-person 
perspective on our own disturbances and instead adopting “the point of 
view of universality” with respect to them. This also may help us cultivate 
environmental virtues, such as acceptance of nature or benevolence toward 
intrinsically valuable non-humans. If all this is correct, then such theories 
in environmental philosophy can be understood as making contributions 
to (2’), since internalizing these theoretical views can help one cultivate 
her life in accordance with (1’), or some environmental conception of 
the good life. One might, for example, repeatedly meditate on the vast-
ness of nature, which is to adopt a version of the view from above. Over 
time, this meditative practice has the potential to effect a transformation 
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in oneself, building environmental humility or acceptance of nature, for 
example. Plausibly, this practice helps to remove obstacles to attaining 
these environmental virtues, such as fixation on disturbances in one’s life. 
By routinely adopting this environmental form of the view from above, 
one can come to see disturbances in one’s life as miniscule parts of an enor-
mous natural world. In that case, we can take this form of meditation to 
be an environmental spiritual exercise, for it instills environmental virtues 
through a transformative practice.

Yet one might question whether the view from above is actually a good 
perspective to adopt. First, perpetually maintaining this view presumably 
would be impossible for human beings. It is difficult even to imagine some-
one who never regards her own disturbances from a first-person perspec-
tive. Second, adopting the view from above might involve a problematic 
disengagement, perhaps by creating a kind of affective detachment or even 
apathy regarding, for example, the suffering of other persons. However, 
advocating the view from above need not involve a directive to maintain 
this view at all times, even if some ancient sources seem to advise doing so. 
Rather, adopting the view from above may be suggested as a temporary 
exercise meant to assist one’s pursuit of the good life, given that sometimes 
we can be too invested in things closest to us. For example, in the grip of 
intense or prolonged suffering, it often may be both helpful and appropri-
ate to attempt to view that suffering and its causes from a universal stand-
point. This does not require us to adopt an apathetic stance toward others, 
since we may still hold that there are times when it is appropriate to adopt 
a first-person perspective. For example, it may not be appropriate to extir-
pate all grief regarding the death of a friend, but there may be times when 
intense and prolonged grief should be assuaged, and the view from above 
may help do so. While precisely when the view from above is appropriate 
would depend on the specific conception of (1’) in question, it would be 
too hasty to deny that this perspective can be useful.

Which environmental spiritual exercises should be practiced will depend 
on the conception of (1’) that is adopted. If some conception of the envi-
ronmental good life grants an important place to ataraxia, then candidates 
for (2’) can be evaluated partly for how well they assist their practitioners 
in approximating a life free of disturbance. Of course, environmental phi-
losophy as a way of life need not take ataraxia to be a constituent of the 
good life. Perhaps instead of (or in addition to) ataraxia, a conception of 
(1’) should include possessing certain environmental virtues. Fortunately, 
environmental philosophy offers remarkably rich possibilities for distinc-
tively environmental spiritual exercises, ones that are compatible with var-
ious conceptions of (1’). I have discussed two options already: meditation 
on the vastness of nature and, by way of the example of Thoreau, interac-
tion with nature through manual labor.
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Another set of environmental spiritual exercises is tied to our dietary 
practices. Adopting a vegan or vegetarian diet in a certain way could, for 
example, habituate one to prioritizing the well-being of non-human animals 
over one’s immediate desires (e.g., to enjoy the taste of meat), thereby culti-
vating environmental benevolence. In order to count as a spiritual exercise, 
such a practice must involve more than merely avoiding meat or animal 
products. In addition to that, one will remain mindful of why she eats cer-
tain foods and avoids others, and so her daily practices can serve as remind-
ers of the environmental values she seeks to honor and the environmental 
virtues she seeks to craft or maintain. Another type of environmental spirit-
ual exercise is environmental writing. For example, recording one’s environ-
mental experiences in writing, as Leopold does in A Sand County Almanac, 
might serve as a transformative practice, perhaps helping to internalize and 
reinforce the values and beliefs that contribute to the pursuit of certain envi-
ronmental virtues, like respect for nature (Leopold 2001). The act of writ-
ing allows one to recall, appreciate, and organize one’s experiences in the 
natural world. It can serve as a reminder of the value of those experiences.

I have argued both that philosophy as a way of life is worth reviving 
and that environmental philosophy is well-suited to enact such a revival. 
Environmental philosophy as a way of life would involve both (1’) some 
distinctively environmental conception of the good life and (2’) a set of 
environmental spiritual exercises to cultivate that life in oneself. I have 
suggested some possible forms (1’) and (2’) might take, but I have neither 
advocated nor argued for any particular conception of the environmental 
good life, nor for any particular set of environmental spiritual exercises. In 
the next chapter, I will attempt to show how and why this general frame-
work is attractive for ecological pessimists.

Notes

1	 I do not suggest a (3’), because I see no reason to suspect that the rational reflec-
tion involved would or should be any different in kind from that involved in 
non-environmental forms of philosophy as a way of life.

2	 I will not attempt the difficult task of determining precisely what a virtue is. 
While this is an interesting question, the more general conception of virtue as a 
good character trait is sufficient to allow discussion of what role virtue plays in 
the good life.

3	 Importantly, virtue need not be limited to morally excellent character traits 
alone. We can recognize a wide range of excellent character traits, including 
intellectual and physical virtues, for example. It may be that the good life 
includes both moral and non-moral virtues.

4	 Of course, there might be specific cases in which pursuing (1) and (2) at a par-
ticular time would conflict with some other moral obligation one has, such as 
when one has a duty to interrupt some spiritual exercise in order to assist some-
one in an emergency situation. But cases like this do not threaten the general 
point.
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5	 It is possible that some but not all virtues contribute to flourishing, and it is also 
possible that environmental virtues are among those that do not so contribute, 
but I see no reason to suppose that environmental virtues would be exceptional 
in this way.
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6

I will now argue that ecological pessimists should be meliorists. An impor-
tant component of classical pragmatism, meliorism is simply the view that 
the world can be improved but not perfected. This is a sort of anti-utopian 
view. Something approaching a perfect world—perfectly just or happy, for 
example—may be unattainable, but we nonetheless can make some pro-
gress in that direction, perhaps a great deal of progress.

Meliorism in Classical Pragmatism

Interestingly, the pragmatists directly tie meliorism to issues of optimism 
and pessimism (see Liszka 2021). According to Charles Peirce, meliorism is 
the view “that the world is neither the worst nor the best possible, but that 
it is capable of improvement: a mean between theoretical pessimism and 
optimism” (Peirce 1889–1991, 3697). William James adds that meliorism 
“holds up improvement as at least possible” (James 1907, 119). For John 
Dewey, meliorism is “the belief that the specific conditions which exist at 
one moment, be they comparatively bad or comparatively good, in any 
event may be bettered” (Dewey 2008, 181–2; Peirce 1931–58, 2.181–2). 
Now Peirce defines meliorism in a manner seemingly at odds with my own 
position, viewing it as a sort of middle road between optimism and pes-
simism. However, Peirce associates pessimism with thinking this world 
to be the worst possible. That is not what I mean by the term. One can 
be pessimistic in the sense of merely expecting things to get worse. In my 
view, we are not doomed to the worst possible end, just likely a bad one. 
In effect I agree with Peirce: meliorism is “a mean” between extreme pes-
simism and optimism.

One way to improve the state of affairs is by mitigating ills, and one way 
of mitigating ills is to reduce ecological risk. We may think of this as the 
“negative” dimension of meliorism, as it involves negating bad phenom-
ena: the magnitude and frequency of suffering, the extent of injustice, and 
so on. John Nolt estimates that the average American will be responsible 
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for “one or two” deaths in the future due to their emissions (Nolt 2011; see 
also Nolt 2015). That is bad. If we could reduce that average to .75, that 
would be less bad. Another application of meliorism is simply to maintain 
the status quo. Suppose that, without intervention, the average American’s 
emissions increase to the point that they are responsible for four future 
deaths. We might enact certain policies (e.g., a carbon tax) preventing that 
increase, such that average emissions remain flat. This would count as an 
improvement relative to a counterfactual scenario in which we allowed 
emissions to increase. That too would be a form of meliorism.

To be clear, I am not advocating pragmatism in a global sense, but only 
borrowing the pragmatists’ melioristic ideas. This is for two reasons. First, 
even limiting ourselves to the classic pragmatists, there is much diversity 
in their thought. There is not a single, monolithic form of pragmatism one 
might adopt, but rather many different varieties. Accordingly, my taking a 
pragmatic approach would require laying out and defending a particular 
variety of pragmatism. Second, there is much about classical pragmatism 
that is controversial, as I discuss below. It would be unfortunate (for me) 
if my approach stood or fell with controversial views on these other issues. 
So why discuss the classical pragmatist at all? Because they have made the 
best and most detailed case for meliorism, which is very helpful for the pes-
simist who wishes to avoid certain pitfalls. In short, I will remain agnostic 
about the various commitments of pragmatism, such that my view will be 
compatible with a wide range of metaphysical and epistemological posi-
tions. With that said, later in this chapter, I do sketch a generally “prag-
matic” variety of philosophy as a way of life, but this should not be taken 
as an endorsement of pragmatism in other areas, such as epistemology.

This approach immediately raises a question. Is it possible to help one-
self to pragmatic meliorism while overlooking the many other dimensions 
of pragmatist philosophy? Yes. It is certainly possible to be a meliorist 
without being a pragmatist in other respects. At the core of meliorism 
is the simple and reasonable idea that the world can be improved. This 
is a social-political-moral view. Obviously, one can believe this without 
being committed to substantive views in metaphysics or epistemology. For 
example, many of the pragmatists were metaphysical naturalists, holding 
(roughly) that reality is limited spatio-temporal phenomena (Kim 2003). 
Yet it is clear that an anti-naturalist could also believe that the world is 
susceptible to improvement. In terms of metaphysics, meliorism commits 
us to little more than the view that change is possible. Whether that change 
is a matter of purely natural phenomena, ideas in the mind of God, or 
something else is a further, distinct question. Similarly, meliorism does not 
require any specific stance in epistemology. Many of the classical pragma-
tists were anti-foundationalists, denying that beliefs are ultimately justified 
by virtue of some basic, foundational set of beliefs (Margolis 1984). Once 
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again, a meliorist need not be an anti-foundationalist. I can hold that there 
are basic, axiomatic truths that are known a priori while also holding that 
the world may be improved. Meliorism implies that we can have knowl-
edge about what counts as an improvement, but that is a minimal commit-
ment that fits with many epistemological theories.

The Compatibility of Pessimism and Meliorism

It is a mistake to suppose that pessimism and progress are incompatible. 
This mistake perhaps explains why some think that pessimism makes activ-
ism pointless. The idea might be that if we are doomed to a bad future, 
then there is no reason to work for something better (or less bad). This is 
just false. The mistake here is to forget what we saw in Chapter 4, namely 
that a bad future need not be the worst of all possible worlds. In my view, 
the future will be bad, but just how bad is yet to be determined. That this is 
the worst possible world, or that attempts at progress are futile (see Beiser 
2016), belong to extremely pessimistic views of the sort I do not accept. To 
be explicit, I am not claiming that progress is merely possible. That would 
be an almost trivial point, depending on the type of possibility one has in 
mind. Avoiding ecological catastrophe is possible, but it is unlikely.

We need to make a distinction between what is merely possible in any 
given sense (e.g., logically, physically, politically) and what is feasible. As 
with mere possibility, there are various types of feasibility: political, social, 
technical, and so on. As I understand it, feasibility covers what is realisti-
cally doable given actual conditions. As with many other concepts I employ 
in this book, there is vagueness in what counts as “realistically doable,” 
and there will certainly be room for reasonable disagreement about some 
cases, but I trust that many cases are obvious. For instance, ceasing all 
global greenhouse gas emissions within the next three months is not feasi-
ble. That would require drastic changes to the global economy and has no 
chance of happening. It is not realistically doable. But other measures are 
realistically doable, such as tax policies that incentivize the use of renew-
able energy. From an environmental point of view, this will seem a paltry 
initiative, falling far short of the change that is needed. I agree, which is 
why I am an ecological pessimist. The changes needed to avert catastrophe 
are socially and politically infeasible, while the feasible changes we might 
make are insufficient to avert catastrophe.

This may be a bleak view, but it is not entirely hopeless. In general, it 
is socially and politically feasible to make the world less bad than it might 
have been otherwise. Take a simple case. If two people are drowning and I 
cannot save both, it is better to save one than none. My options are to do 
nothing or to save one person. Both cases have bad outcomes—one or two 
deaths—but the less bad outcome is to be preferred. I can be pessimistic 
here, noting that either course of action has a terrible outcome, but that 



100  A Philosophical Case for Ecological Pessimism

pessimism does not preclude action, nor does it excuse inaction. It is within 
my power to dive into the water and save one person. The fact that I can-
not save both does not prevent me from saving one. Peter Singer makes 
a similar point with his famous example of a child drowning in a pond 
(Singer 1972). It would be neither reasonable nor ethically defensible for 
a passerby to say, “Well, even if I save this one child, there will be other 
children who drown, so I might as well let this one die.” It is not within 
the passerby’s power to save all drowning children in the world, but that 
is obviously no reason to decline to save this one child. For Singer, this 
drowning child is supposed to be analogous to victims of poverty. Just as 
we ought to help the child, we ought to help those suffering from poverty. 
A crucial premise in Singer’s argument is that, at little cost to ourselves, 
we can prevent a bad thing from happening, whether this is ruining one’s 
shoes by wading into the pond or making a donation to poverty relief. In 
my experience teaching Singer’s argument, students sometimes object to it 
by pointing out that it is not feasible to prevent all poverty. It is true that 
a single person cannot prevent all cases of suffering due to poverty in the 
world, but often a single person can prevent some cases of such suffering, 
so they are obligated to make the attempt. One’s inability to eliminate all 
poverty is no excuse for failing to eliminate some poverty.

The foregoing implies a distinction between what is feasible (e.g., reduc-
ing poverty) and what is infeasible (e.g., eliminating all poverty). Benatar 
provides another example of the latter. He argues, perhaps rightly, that 
Singer’s reasoning entails a certain anti-natalist position (Benatar 2020). 
Because we have, according to Singer, a duty to prevent bad things from 
happening, and because procreation causes suffering due to poverty, in 
many cases, we have an obligation to curtail procreation. That will never 
happen on a large scale, of course, and I assume Benatar would agree. 
This is not to find fault with his argument. The reasoning may be impec-
cable, but our present social conditions do not allow for a global policy 
that prohibits or greatly restricts procreation. Perhaps it is true that we 
ought not to reproduce, but that has no bearing on what is reasonably 
doable in the actual world. Of course, ethicists are free to say that they are 
not making policy recommendations but only searching for the normative 
truth, following out logical implications, or something of the sort. That is 
fair enough, but the gulf between normativity and reality is nonetheless 
striking, and it provides yet more motivation for pessimism of the moral 
variety.

This last point mirrors an issue in social-political philosophy, par-
ticularly the debate between ideal and non-ideal theorists of justice (see 
Simmons 2010). Briefly put, ideal justice concerns the principles govern-
ing a society in which full compliance with those principles is assumed, 
whereas non-ideal justice concerns the principles for a society in which full 
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compliance is not assumed. An example is imprisonment. In an ideally just 
society there would be no justification for putting people in prison, as no 
one would violate the just laws that are in place. In a non-ideally just soci-
ety, some people will sometimes break just laws, and imprisonment may 
then be justified for certain reasons, such as protecting the public or deter-
ring crime. Obviously, we do not live in an ideally just society, so non-ideal 
theory warrants some attention. Going back to Rawls, some have argued 
for the priority of ideal theory over non-ideal, suggesting that ideal princi-
ples provide guidance for determining the appropriate non-ideal principles 
(Rawls 1971). Others have argued that we should begin from non-ideal 
principles, for example, because an ideal theory is ideological (Mills 2005). 
I will not address that dispute here. The point is only that, insofar as one is 
doing pure ideal theory, she may ignore the fact of non-compliance in the 
real world. If she presents a principle of ideal justice, and if it is pointed out 
that the people will never abide by that principle, she may respond that this 
is the fault of the people and not of the principle. Of course, whether such 
ideal theorizing is a valuable activity is a different question.

Once we start paying attention to the issue of non-compliance, we are 
in the realm of non-ideal theory. Issues of feasibility (social, political, and 
economic) are of crucial importance for non-ideal theorists. Even suppos-
ing that some principle is perfectly just in the ideal sphere, it will be of little 
use if the application does not work, say because we, vice-ridden people, 
reject it. I am sympathetic to non-ideal theory, broadly speaking. Whatever 
may be said for purely ideal theorizing, it is obviously important for us to 
think about how to organize society in the actual world, perhaps using 
ideal principles as guiding lights—or perhaps not. One way to think about 
the matter is as follows. Full compliance with duties of justice is infeasible, 
both among those with power and the general populace (see human his-
tory). Nonetheless, it is feasible to reduce the injustice that would result 
from this non-compliance, depending on the circumstances. This is a pes-
simistic view, but not maximally so. We do not live in a just world, but nei-
ther do we live in the most unjust world possible. Through certain feasible 
actions and policies, we can sometimes reduce or at least limit the extent 
of injustice. Because this is feasible, we have an obligation to make the 
attempt, just like the passerby who witnesses the drowning child.

In past work, I have made a case like this for research on—and potential 
deployment of—geoengineering via sulfate aerosol injections (SAI), which 
would induce global cooling by reflecting a fraction of incoming solar 
radiation (Morrow and Svoboda 2016; Svoboda 2017). From an ideal-
theoretic perspective, the deployment of SAI is almost certainly unjust. 
For example, SAI threatens to produce unequal distributions of burdens 
and benefits by causing regional precipitation change, by burdening future 
generations with the risk of rapid global warming in the wake of sudden 
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cessation of SAI, and by being susceptible to unilateral use (Svoboda et al. 
2011). In a global society in which agents fully complied with their duties 
of justice, we would have pursued emissions mitigation decades ago, and 
there would be no need for a risky procedure like SAI. In the real world, 
agents do not fully comply with their duties of justice, so the question is 
this: Granted that we cannot expect full compliance with justice, might it 
be the case that SAI deployment is permissible? In other words, although 
SAI is pretty clearly unjust in an ideal sense, might it be just in a non-
ideal sense? Just as imprisoning another human being might be permissible 
given the fact of violent crime, perhaps deploying SAI can be permissible 
given the fact that appropriate agents (e.g., high-emitters) have failed to 
mitigate their emissions.

I concur with the general consensus among climate researchers that we 
should pursue substantial cuts to emissions, but I also recognize that cuts 
are occurring only slowly and unreliably. It seems that we are failing to 
do what justice demands, as we so often do as a species. What then? This 
is a very important question for an ecological pessimist. Because she has 
accepted that catastrophe is likely to occur in the future, she cannot help 
herself to optimism. Indeed, given the morally pessimistic component of 
ecological pessimism, it would be naive to expect the moral revolution that 
would be required for us to avert catastrophe. Human history is replete 
with ghastly injustice, extreme greed, and the pursuit of power, all of 
which have come at incredible cost to the well-being of parts of humanity 
and, more recently, non-human nature. It is naive to expect that, any dec-
ade now, we will change our ways and become morally serious beings who 
care about justice in a principled manner. Instead, the pessimist expects 
us to be as we have always been, easily able to overlook victims outside 
the relevant tribes, such as future persons, non-human animals, and those 
living in poverty. A few decent individuals here and there notwithstand-
ing, in general people will help themselves to superficially moral actions 
when convenient and forego them otherwise. If the pessimist is right about 
this, then we cannot reasonably expect future climate actions that resemble 
those demanded by ideal justice.

Despite its own risks of injustice, SAI has the potential to reduce some 
of the injustices associated with climate change. This is to say that SAI 
might play a meliorative role, possibly yielding a better (or less bad) state 
of affairs than other feasible climate policies. For instance, by cooling the 
planet, SAI could reduce the risks of sea-level rise and subsequent flooding, 
extreme weather events, reduced agricultural productivity, and drought, 
among others (Svoboda et al. 2018). These risks all threaten injustice to 
some persons, especially low-emitters who are especially vulnerable to 
these aspects of climate change. By reducing these risks, it might be ethi-
cally permissible to deploy SAI in certain cases, and some have even argued 
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that doing so might be obligatory (Horton and Keith 2016; cf. Hourdequin 
2020). Whatever one thinks about that, in our non-ideal conditions it is 
at least plausible to consider climate policies involving measures like SAI. 
We might then compare the merits and demerits of various, feasible poli-
cies from the vantage of justice, evaluating them in terms of their respec-
tive strengths and weaknesses on that front. We would then have a good 
ethical reason to prefer the feasible policy that gets us “closest” to actual 
justice, even if that policy falls short (Svoboda 2016). Considerations of 
this sort bear a resemblance to just war theory, as some have pointed out 
(Flord 2023; Fruh and Hedahl 2019). Ordinarily, it is impermissible to 
shoot other human beings, but under conditions of just war (e.g., defense 
against aggression), doing so may become permissible. To be clear, I do 
not claim to know whether SAI will end up comparing favorably to the 
alternatives, but the ethical case for the potential use of SAI is stronger 
than many critics suppose.

SAI is just one example of a possible means of meliorating ecological 
ills. Another, to which I have already alluded, is pursuing feasible mitiga-
tion targets. Although I am pessimistic that we can limit warming to 1.5 
or 2℃, it is likely feasible to keep warming below (say) four degrees. Two 
degrees of warming will be bad, but much less bad than four. In saying 
this is feasible, I am not predicting that we will succeed, but merely observ-
ing that holding warming to a moderate level is reasonably doable, given 
social and political conditions. We may nonetheless fail. Other forms of 
melioration include limiting the extent of species extinction, ocean acidi-
fication, and proliferation of nuclear weapons. Given humanity’s moral 
recalcitrance, no feasible policy will deliver us from these risks, but we 
might nonetheless reduce them by an appreciable degree. Such efforts are 
melioristic because they make the world somewhat better (or less bad) 
than it would have been otherwise.

Why should we work to meliorate these ecological ills, particularly in 
a way that takes account of our social and political conditions? There 
are two reasons, broadly speaking, namely self-interest and duty. First, 
it is simply prudent to reduce risk to ourselves. We all recognize that we 
have reasons to check roadways for danger, buy various types of insur-
ance, heed warnings of hazardous conditions, and the like. Some ecologi-
cal risks affect us and things we care about, such as property. Someone 
with ocean-front real estate has a reason to care about coastal protection. 
Recreationists have reason to support policies that preserve the practica-
bility such as hikeable trails or streams with the desired species of fish to 
catch. Arguably, self-interest also extends to persons that we care about. 
In a sense, it is in one’s self-interest to reduce ecological risks to their off-
spring, perhaps simply because they desire health and happiness for their 
children, and desire satisfaction is in one’s own interest. All of this only 
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goes so far, of course. Self-interest will remain fairly narrow and may give 
us little reason to care about the health, well-being, rights, or whatever of 
future generations, currently existing strangers, or non-human animals.

Second, although we often ignore them, we do have moral reasons to 
reduce ecological risks. Without presuming any particular ethical system 
(e.g., some form of utilitarianism), it is fairly obvious that the imposition 
of ecological risk on others is often morally problematic. As usual, I wish 
to remain ecumenical here, so I will not specify why such risk imposi-
tion is morally problematic. Possible reasons include that doing so may 
be non-consensual, procedurally or distributively unjust, harmful, inimical 
to the basic functioning of affected persons, or vicious in some way. The 
only claim I need is that saddling others with risks of catastrophic climate 
change or nuclear devastation is morally problematic, whatever the rea-
son. If this is true, we have moral reason to reduce such risks, just as we 
have moral reason to save a drowning child.

The more interesting question is why, at least according to my position, 
we should take account of relevant social and political conditions when 
deciding how to act. In keeping with the pragmatic tenor of this chapter, 
I suggest that we have a moral obligation to consider what is likely to 
work in a given situation. This is not an appeal to ethical relativism. Even 
if there are universal moral standards, we nonetheless have an obligation 
to consider actual circumstances when deciding how best to honor those 
standards. This should be appealing to anyone who has ever been troubled 
by Kant’s implausible position that we may not lie to a murderer seeking 
the location of his target (see Korsgaard 1986). It may well be that lying is 
generally impermissible, but obviously, there are cases in which we ought 
to lie. Whether that is so will depend on the conditions that hold at the 
relevant time. This fits with my previous discussion of ideal and non-ideal 
justice. Under ideal conditions, deployment of SAI might be impermissi-
ble. That is far from obvious under certain non-ideal conditions, such as 
those that might plausibly hold in our actual future. We ought to consider 
real conditions, because simply relying on universal moral principles risks 
undermining various moral goods, sometimes the very goods promulgated 
by the principles in question. For instance, well-meaning activists in the 
future might oppose SAI on the grounds that it threatens to cause injustice 
to some low-emitters. Yet the alternatives (e.g., pursuing paltry mitigation 
and adaptation policies) might involve even greater magnitudes of injustice 
to low-emitters. When ideally just policies are infeasible in the real world, 
we need to look to other options in order to limit the moral ills of climate 
change. In that case, a universal prohibition on SAI might be counter-
productive, although this remains uncertain. This is in keeping with the 
melioristic approach to reducing ecological risk. SAI might be bad, but 
perhaps less bad than the feasible alternatives.
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Peirce’s Critique of Philosophy as a Way of Life

There is a potential major problem with this approach, however. In a pre-
vious chapter, I defended the idea of philosophy as a way of life, but this 
may fit poorly with my reliance on pragmatic meliorism. In particular, 
Peirce himself is very hostile to philosophy as a way of life, as practiced by 
the ancient Greeks and Romans. Presumably, he would reject my approach 
for the same reasons. In this section, I consider Peirce’s case against phi-
losophy as a way of life. His central charges are that philosophy as a way 
of life seeks to model practical conduct on the counsels of reason, that 
reason is currently ill-equipped for that task, and that this leads to dan-
gerous and preposterous consequences. After laying out Peirce’s critique, 
I sketch a mode of philosophy as a way of life that can survive Peirce’s 
charges. Specifically, I suggest that (environmental) philosophy as a way 
of life should itself be pragmatic, drawing on the lessons of fallibilism and 
meliorism.

Peirce offers a number of arguments against the rational application of 
theory to morality, suggesting instead that morality should be grounded in 
instinct. Peirce maintains that we currently lack the scientific knowledge 
that would justify a rational structuring of morality. This being the case, 
philosophically generated moralities cannot be otherwise than dogmatic 
and dangerous. In this section, I contend that Peirce’s critique of what I 
call “dogmatic-philosophical morality” should be taken very seriously, but 
I also claim that the purely instinctive morality Peirce endorses is liable to 
a danger of its own, namely fanaticism. Indeed, Peirce himself recognizes 
this danger. As an alternative, I sketch a form of “pragmatic morality” 
that attempts to sidestep the dogmatism of philosophical morality and the 
fanaticism of instinctive morality. This form of morality avoids philosoph-
ical dogmatism by treating extant instincts as the postulates and materials 
with which they work. It avoids instinctive fanaticism by allowing a role 
to reason. By exhibiting fallibilism, revisability, pluralism, and meliorism, 
this type of reasoning can avoid the dogmatism of the philosophical kind 
of morality Peirce critiques.

To be clear, the terms “philosophical dogmatism” and “instinctive 
fanaticism” are my own. Although Peirce does not use these terms, they 
nonetheless capture certain problems that he identifies with different 
approaches to ethics. Importantly, the point at issue here is not one of 
metaethics. For instance, although it is tempting to do so, philosophical 
dogmatism need not be associated with moral cognitivism or the view that 
moral judgments are beliefs. As Simon Blackburn and Allan Gibbard have 
shown, non-cognitivists can utilize reasoning in their moral judgments 
(Blackburn 1993; Gibbard 2008). This opens the possibility that one might 
be dogmatic in one’s normative commitments even if those commitments 
are best described as desires-like attitudes rather than beliefs. Instead, the 
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point at issue is the manner in which we are to conduct ourselves. This is 
a practical question, not a metaethical one. My claim is that pragmatic 
morality avoids the problems of both dogmatism and fanaticism, offering 
a better way of conducting oneself in life.

Peirce distinguishes sharply between practics and morality. Practics is 
the theoretical science that studies the “conformity of action to an ideal,” 
whereas morality deals with “virtuous conduct, right-living” and cannot 
“claim a place among the heuretic sciences” (Peirce 1931–58, 1.573). As 
Juan Pablo Serra points out, “This ideal is neither a socially inculcated 
one nor a historically or traditionally fixed one” (Serra 2010; see also 
Massecar 2013). Rather, practics is the normative science that corresponds 
to action, whereas aesthetics and logic respectively correspond to feeling 
and thought.1 There are many questions about what constitutes a Peircean 
normative science. For instance, James Lizska makes the case that Peirce’s 
stance suggests a kind of normative naturalism, which holds that norma-
tive properties are part of nature (Liszka 2014). I am unable to address 
these various questions here. Instead, I focus on what distinguishes the 
normative science of practices from morality. Although Peirce does refer 
to morality as a science (ibid.), it is not one that makes original discoveries, 
i.e., it is not “heuretic.” In fact, it is unwise to mix practics and morality. 
The latter is “the folklore of right conduct,” the “traditional wisdom of 
ages of experience” that becomes ingrained in one’s conscience through 
upbringing. It is dangerous to even reason about morality, “except in a 
purely speculative way.” “Hence, morality is essentially conservative” 
(Peirce 1931–58, 1.50). This “purely speculative” manner of reasoning 
about morality is presumably the science of practics. For Peirce then, 
moral conduct and normative science are distinct, quite separate pursuits, 
neither of which influences the other. As Vincent Potter notes in reference 
to Peirce, 

To say that knowledge of normative science would directly and in 
itself either help one to think more correctly or to live more decently 
or to create more artistically, would be like saying that a knowledge of 
mechanics involved in a game of billiards would allow us to become a 
master player (cf. e.g. Peirce 1931–58, 2.3). 

(Potter 1967: 26)

Although Peirce cautions that applying the results of practics to moral-
ity is extremely perilous, he is not opposed to it in principle: “I do not 
say that philosophical science should not ultimately influence religion and 
morality; I only say that it should be allowed to do so only with secular 
slowness and the most conservative caution” (Peirce 1931–58, 1.620). Yet 
although Peirce does not in principle forbid the application of practics to 
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morality, doing so is usually a fallacious and dangerous exercise. Peirce 
notes two peculiar characteristics of any professional thief: “first, an even 
more immense conceit in his own reasoning powers than is common, and 
second, a disposition to reason about the basis of morals.” Evidently, 
Peirce thinks the thief is guilty of self-conceit, special pleading, and cyni-
cism in misapplying pseudo practics to morality. “Hence, ethics, which is 
reasoning out an explanation of morality is… composed of the very sub-
stance of immorality” (Peirce 1931–58, 1.666).2 I use the term “dogmatic-
philosophical morality” to denote any system of morals generated by a 
dogmatic application of science to conduct.

In his lecture, “Philosophy and the Conduct of Life,” Peirce proclaims 
himself “an Aristotelian and a scientific man, condemning with the whole 
strength of conviction the Hellenic tendency to mingle Philosophy and 
Practice” (Peirce 1931–58, 1.618). In this work, Peirce forcibly argues that 
morality should be left to instinct and that reasoning about morality can 
and often does lead to dangerous consequences. Before considering this 
lecture, however, the context of the work must be addressed. As a part of 
his Cambridge Lectures of 1898, Peirce delivered this talk at Harvard at 
the invitation of William James, who had urged Peirce to lecture on mat-
ters of “vital importance” rather than on less interesting topics, such as 
“formal logic.” James went so far as to write Peirce the following: “Now 
be a good boy and think a more popular plan out” (Peirce 1998, 505n15). 
Understandably, Peirce seems to have taken exception to this, hence the 
ironical use of “matters of vital importance” throughout much of the lec-
ture. How should this context affect one’s reading of the lecture? Cheryl 
Misak claims that the Cambridge Lectures “are not the best place for dis-
cerning Peirce’s considered view about science and vital matters,” because 
Peirce’s anger at James causes him to overstate his case (Misak 2004, 163). 
To some extent, this assessment seems appropriate. For one thing, Peirce’s 
“considered view” (after 1903, at least) includes the normative science of 
ethics as part of philosophy, something he disavows in “Philosophy and 
the Conduct of Life.” However, this lecture is not devoid of interesting, 
plausible arguments and claims of its own. Moreover, Peirce does not seem 
to substantially change the view expressed in this lecture that I explore 
most closely, namely that morality should be grounded in instinct rather 
than in reason. In fact, this claim is consistent with much that Peirce writes 
elsewhere, for example:

Invariably follow the dictates of Instinct in preference to those of Reason 
when such conduct will answer your purpose: that is the prescription of 
Reason herself. Do not harbor any expectation that the study of logic 
can improve your judgment in matters of business, family, or other 
departments of ordinary life. Clear as it seems to me that certain dicta 
of my conscience are unreasonable, and though I know it may very well 
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be wrong, yet I trust to its authority emphatically rather than to any 
rationalistic morality. This is the only rational course.

(Peirce 1931–58: 2.177)

Peirce adds to this, “The best plan, then, on the whole, is to base our con-
duct as much as possible on instinct, but when we do reason to reason with 
severely scientific logic” (Peirce 1931–58: 2.178). Hence, although Peirce’s 
rhetoric in “Philosophy and the Conduct of Life” may be ironically or 
even sarcastically tinged on account of James’ patronizing remarks, and 
although he later makes room in philosophy for ethics as a theoretical 
science, Peirce nonetheless seems committed to the closely related posi-
tions that morality should be grounded in instinct and that reason should 
not meddle in morality, because these claims are not isolated to this lec-
ture alone. In fact, as Richard Atkins argues, the lecture can be read as a 
critique of James’ assumption that philosophy should concern itself with 
“matters of vital importance,” and this gives us all the more reason to take 
its arguments seriously (Atkins 2016).

In “Philosophy and the Conduct of Life,” Peirce outlines five traits exhib-
ited by philosophy, which distinguish it both from practice and the special 
sciences: (1) unlike mathematics, it searches for real truth, (2) it takes its 
premises from experience, (3) it investigates the reality of potential beings, 
not just existing beings, (4) its premises are not specially observed facts 
but rather the universal phenomena that “saturate” all experience, and 
(5) its metaphysical conclusions show how things must be.3 Peirce divides 
philosophy into metaphysics and logic. Metaphysics studies “being in gen-
eral, its laws and types.” Logic studies “thought in general, its general laws 
and kinds” (Peirce 1889, 36). Though he would later change his mind to 
a significant degree,4 at this point, Peirce excludes ethics from philosophy 
for two reasons. First, although it is “the science of the end and aim of 
life,” ethics deals only with “a special department of experience,” namely 
the “psychical.” For this reason, it does not display trait (4) of philosophy, 
because it does not deal with universal phenomena. Second, ethics seems to 
be an art, or at least one of the “theories of the arts.” Hence, it is a “con-
crete” theoretical science, whereas philosophy is “the most abstract of all 
the real sciences” (Peirce 1931–58, 36).

If one accepts this characterization of philosophy, then one can agree 
with Peirce that philosophy is in an “infantile condition” (Peirce 1931–58, 
1.620). In order to be properly philosophical, any knowledge claim would 
need to satisfy the following necessary conditions, corresponding to traits 
(1), (2), (4), and (5) above: it must (1) concern real truth, (2) follow from 
premises drawn from experiences that are (4) universal phenomena, and 
(5) hold with metaphysical necessity. I do not include trait (3) as a neces-
sary condition for any claim to be properly philosophical, because Peirce 
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says that philosophy investigates potential beings in addition to existing 
ones, which means that a particular claim need not deal with potential 
beings in order to be philosophical. To claim knowledge about metaphysi-
cally necessary, universal phenomena is a serious business. To suggest a 
system of morals based on claims about metaphysically necessary, uni-
versal phenomena is an even more serious business. Such an application 
of philosophy to practice, if not strongly justified, would be premature at 
best, and catastrophic at worst. The result of such an inappropriate appli-
cation of philosophy to practice is what I am calling “dogmatic-philosoph-
ical morality,” i.e., a system of conduct that is formulated according to 
unjustified philosophical claims. Not only does the Peirce of 1898 exclude 
ethics from philosophy on the grounds that it does not concern universal 
phenomena, but he also suggests that philosophically formulated morali-
ties are likely to have very dangerous practical consequences. Although the 
Peirce of 1903 and later makes room for ethics in philosophy, he seems to 
maintain his stance that applying philosophy to morality is a very hazard-
ous undertaking.

In keeping with his own advice, Peirce does not attempt to closely delin-
eate the source and extent of morality. The “best opinion” is that moral-
ity “has its root in the nature of the human soul, whether as a decree of 
reason, or what constitutes man’s happiness, or in some other department 
of human nature” (Peirce 1931–58, 2.156). Peirce here leaves the exact 
nature of morality, its relation to reason, and its relation to happiness as 
open questions. The view that morality is rooted in human nature is only 
an opinion, a more or less plausible conjecture. It is interesting that Peirce 
here considers morality as grounded in the “human soul,” whereas else-
where he treats morality as a matter of up-bringing: “[a] man is brought 
up to think he ought to behave in certain ways,” (Peirce 1931–58, 1.50). 
Of course, there need be no conflict between the morality of upbringing 
and the morality rooted in the soul, since one might be brought up to 
conform to the morality suggested (perhaps implicitly) by the latter. Peirce 
seems to treat morality as encompassing both aspects. “There is probably 
no special instinct—using this word in a sense in which it shall embrace 
traditional as well as inherited habits—for rationality, such as there is for 
morality” (Peirce 1931–58, 2.160). This passage is important for two rea-
sons. First, Peirce suggests that there is an instinct for morality. Second, 
this instinct encompasses both “traditional” and “inherited” habits. The 
import of “traditional” and “inherited” is not immediately clear. However, 
as noted above, Peirce characterizes morality as the “traditional wisdom 
of ages of experience” (Peirce 1931–58, 1.50). This would suggest that 
the traditional habits of moral instinct mentioned in 2.160 are the habits 
rooted in the “ages of experience” of one’s community mentioned in Peirce 
1931–58, 1.50. Hence, traditional habits seem to be those whose origin 
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is the custom of one’s community. “Inherited” habits, on the other hand, 
seem to be those that are acquired irrespective of the custom of one’s com-
munity. Because it is difficult to differentiate an inherited habit from one 
“due to infantile training and tradition,” Peirce uses the word “instinct” to 
cover both types of habit (Peirce 1931–58, 2.170). In short, moral instinct 
includes both habits ingrained by the customs of one’s community and 
habits acquired by other means. Accordingly, they, to some extent, must 
admit of variability, change, improvement, and degeneration.

A Pragmatic Approach to Philosophy as a Way of Life

There is no question that Peirce is highly suspicious of philosophical 
meddling in morals. Nonetheless, he also notes that “morality, doctri-
naire conservatist that it is, destroys its own vitality by resisting change, 
and positively insisting, This is eternally right: That is eternally wrong.” 
Peirce adds, “Like any other field, more than any other, it [morality] needs 
improvement, advance. Moral ideas must be a rising tide, or with the ebb 
foulness will be cast up.” He concludes, 

The practical side of ethics is its most obviously important side; and in 
practical matters, the first maxim is that everything may be exagger-
ated. […] The moral spirit may very easily be carried to excess: all the 
more so, that the essence of that spirit is to insist upon its own absolute 
autocracy. 

(Peirce 1931–58, 2.198) 

While it is dangerous to apply prematurely the results of practics to moral-
ity, moral fanaticism presents its own serious hazards. But if the work of 
practics is not sufficiently advanced to offer much help to morality, and 
if humans have nothing except moral instinct to ground and guide their 
conduct, how can such moral fanaticism be avoided? In the remainder of 
this section, I sketch a possible solution to this problem that takes seri-
ously Peirce’s criticisms of philosophical morality. Relinquishing claims 
to certainty and universality, one can negotiate both the dogmatism of 
dogmatic-philosophical morality and the fanaticism of unhindered moral 
conviction. Invoking pragmatic traits like fallibilism, pluralism, and revis-
ability, one can deploy reason to think intelligently about the traditional 
and inherited habits that comprise one’s moral instincts. I attempt to show 
that reasoning about morality need not be dogmatic but can suggest richer 
modes of living than either dogmatic-philosophical morality or purely 
instinctive morality.5

As mentioned above, I use the term “dogmatic-philosophical moral-
ity” to denote any dogmatic application of philosophy, including prac-
tics, to conduct. I shall use the term “pragmatic morality” to denote the 
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non-dogmatic reasoning about morals I now wish to sketch. In such a 
pragmatic morality, reason would work with instincts. Peirce seems ame-
nable to this view. In the 1898 lecture, “Philosophy and the Conduct of 
Life,” Peirce says that in “vital crisis” reason appeals to instinct (Peirce 
1931–58, 1.630). In theoretical science, appeals to instinct are inappro-
priate, except insofar as they suggest procedures that might be tried and 
tested. In “human affairs,” conversely, reason itself suggests the “suprem-
acy of sentiment,”6 just as it refuses anything other than a suggestive role 
for sentiment in theoretical matters (Peirce 1931–58, 1.634). Interestingly, 
Peirce notes that instinct is amenable to “development and growth” no less 
than reasoning, though the former should be a slow and careful develop-
ment when the instinct is ‘vital.’” Moreover, this development of instinct 
“chiefly takes place through the instrumentality of cognition.” In this man-
ner, the “eternal forms” known through the sciences gradually come to 
influence the lives of human beings, and this “not because they involve 
truths of merely vital importance, but because they are ideal and eternal 
verities” (Peirce 1931–58, 1.648).7

There are at least two plausible interpretations of this passage in Peirce 
1931–58, 1.648, neither of which needs to completely exclude the other. 
On the one hand, Peirce may be reinforcing the claim I discuss above, 
namely that practics should be applied to morality only after the former 
has made significantly more progress than it currently has, after which it 
still must be applied with acute caution. On the other hand, Peirce may be 
suggesting that cognition or reason8 can play a helpful role vis-à-vis moral-
ity—perhaps by softening the fanaticism of pure moral instinctiveness and 
by bringing various instincts into greater harmony—even before practics 
has made significant progress. Indeed, some readers have taken Peirce to 
be committed to moral cognitivism, which holds that moral judgments are 
mental states that are true or false, namely beliefs.9 Whichever of these two 
interpretations of Peirce 1931–58, 1.648 one adopts, it must account for 
the following four claims made in the passage: (1) vital instinct admits of 
growth and development, (2) the development of vital instinct is slow, (3) 
cognition or reason is the primary instrument that effects the growth and 
development of vital instinct, (4) the truths of science will eventually influ-
ence morality10 because of their eternal verity and not for any other reason. 
I consider each of these two interpretations in turn.

The first interpretation of Peirce 1931–58, 1.648, which reads it as for-
bidding the application of reasoning to vital instincts until science (espe-
cially practics) has made sufficient progress, accounts for Peirce’s four 
claims in the following way. The numbers in parentheses correspond to 
claims (1)–(4) directly above. While (1) vital instincts are indeed amenable 
to development, and while (3) reasoning is the instrument that effects this 
development, (4) such reasoning should influence morality only in virtue 
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of scientific truths not yet known, hence (2) the slow and gradual develop-
ment of vital instincts. In this interpretation, reasoning about vital instinct 
is appropriate only when science is sufficiently advanced to justify such 
reasoning. Absent this advanced state of science, one should never seek 
to alter morality by reasoning about it. Even when science is sufficiently 
advanced, reasoning should alter the vital instincts that comprise morality 
in only a slow and gradual manner.

The second interpretation, which reads the passage as endorsing a kind 
of reasoning about instincts that does not require that reasoning to be 
based in a highly progressed science, accounts for claims (1)–(4) in a dif-
ferent manner. Since (1) vital instincts admit of growth and development 
independently of (4) the currently unknown truths of science that would 
justify a deep-reaching overhaul of those vital instincts, (3) a provisional 
and cautious sort of reasoning can be used as an instrument to achieve 
(2) a slow and gradual development of the vital instincts that comprise 
morality. In this interpretation, only the “eternal verities” of science can 
justify a significant and deep-reaching alteration of the morality suggested 
by vital instinct. Nonetheless, lacking knowledge of such verities, one can 
meanwhile reason cautiously about vital instincts, and this reasoning can 
suggest slow, gradual ways of changing those instincts for the improve-
ment of morality. Such change should not be deep-reaching, as only scien-
tific knowledge not currently had could justify such significant alteration 
to morality. However, unlike the first interpretation, this one grants a 
role to reason vis-à-vis vital instinct, despite the fact that science has not 
progressed enough to justify more than provisional reasoning. I call the 
result of this cautious working of reason upon vital instincts “pragmatic 
morality.”

As a matter of exegesis, I grant that the first interpretation better coheres 
with those passages in which Peirce maintains a deep division between the 
sciences (which include philosophy) and morality (e.g., Peirce 1931–58, 
1.50, 1.666). The first interpretation also provides a view of the relation 
between science and morality that offers an antidote to moral fanaticism, 
albeit a long-delayed one. As discussed above, Peirce claims that morality 
“needs improvement, advance,” lest it degenerate into a trenchant dog-
matism of its own (Peirce 1931–58, 2.198). In keeping with the first inter-
pretation of Peirce 1931–58, 1.648, Peirce might argue that the “eternal 
verities” of science eventually soften and reform the conservative dogma-
tism of morality. Once science has made sufficient progress in some area, 
the theoretical knowledge it yields might be applied to morality so as to 
improve it, not least by curbing the zeal with which it clings to certain 
instincts. While this does seem to be Peirce’s position, his view has the 
weakness that there is nothing to be done about any aspect of moral fanati-
cism prior to science’s making sufficient progress in some relevant area. 
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He maintains that science should influence morality “only with secular 
slowness and the most conservative caution” (Peirce 1931–58, 1.620). 
Following the first interpretation of Peirce 1931–58, 1.648, this would 
require that one obeys one’s vital instincts in all matters of morality upon 
which science is not advanced enough to pronounce. But since this instinc-
tive morality “destroys its own vitality by resisting change,” there seems 
to be no protection against moral fanaticism (Peirce 1931–58, 2.198). 
One might counter that the risk of fanaticism in instinctive morality is less 
dangerous than dogmatic-philosophical morality. The latter often imposes 
new injunctions on practical activity, which, if followed, can lead to disas-
trous, unforeseen consequences. Moreover, there is no guarantee that any 
dogmatic-philosophical morality is even practicable, since such morality 
cannot be tested prior to its endorsement. Conversely, instinctive morality 
has survived the crucible of human history, so it must be practicable and 
minimally satisfactory. On these grounds, one might hold that instinctive 
morality, though prone to fanaticism, is nonetheless preferable to dog-
matic-philosophical morality. I grant that this is true. Nonetheless, in the 
absence of properly applicable scientific knowledge, one wishes there were 
some third option between instinctive morality and dogmatic-philosophi-
cal morality.

The second interpretation of 1.648, though less plausibly attributable to 
Peirce, offers just such a middle ground between the fanaticism of instinc-
tive morality and the dogmatism of philosophical morality. In this inter-
pretation, one can reason about vital instincts in a cautious, responsible, 
and tentative manner without needing to know the truths of science. This 
kind of reasoning about morality relinquishes the claim to the certainty 
that dogmatic-philosophical morality always asserts, hence avoiding dog-
matism and making the resulting pragmatic morality much less danger-
ous. It also avoids moral fanaticism by intelligently dealing with instincts 
and questioning the zeal with which certain instincts are espoused. I call 
this type of reasoning about moral instincts “pragmatic” because it dis-
plays a number of qualities associated with pragmatism, such as fallibilism 
and pluralism. This pragmatic reasoning can (1) consider the likely con-
sequences of abiding by a particular instinct or set of instincts, (2) com-
pare and weigh instincts that suggest conflicting paths of conduct, and (3) 
propose certain orderings of the relative importance of various instincts.11 
Whereas dogmatic-philosophical morality results from unjustified claims 
to certainty, and instinctive morality offers no defense against fanati-
cism, pragmatic morality results from taking pre-existing vital instincts 
as material to be thought through, intelligently ordered, and adhered to 
cautiously.12 It is clear that this second interpretation of 1.648 conflicts 
with the first one. The first interpretation is more consistent with the rest 
of Peirce’s claims in “Philosophy and the Conduct of Life,” but I wish to 
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examine the pragmatic morality suggested by the second one. I argue that, 
although he does not endorse it, Peirce could approve a pragmatic moral-
ity, because it avoids the problems of dogmatic-philosophical morality and 
offers correctives for some of the dangers of purely instinctive morality.

Peirce’s chief objection to the mingling of philosophy and the other sci-
ences with morality seems to be that the dogmatism of the former produces 
unacceptable practical effects for morality. Indeed, Peirce says that reason 
itself recommends that one trust in vital instinct when it comes to moral 
matters, thereby eliminating itself from being put to moral use (Peirce 
1931–58, 1.634). Peirce criticizes the “early Greek philosopher, such as we 
read about in Diogenes Laertius,” whose “conduct should be in marked 
contrast with the dictates of ordinary common sense” (Peirce 1931–58, 
1.616). In this view, the Greek philosophers prematurely used theories 
about the cosmos and human beings to justify moralities in deep contrast 
with those suggested by vital instinct. On this point, Richard Shusterman 
notes that philosophy as theory and philosophy as an art of living were 
complementary for Greek philosophers (Shusterman 1997, 4).13 He adds 
that it would be difficult to separate “Epicurean natural theory” about 
atoms and the void from the Epicurean “art of living,” or Stoic ethics from 
its “philosophical theory ... that viewed the whole natural world as a per-
fect, living organic unity” (Shusterman 1997, 4).14 The Epicurean insist-
ence that one should fear neither the gods nor death seems based on the 
atomistic worldview, whose mechanisms leave no room for divine interfer-
ence and which make death merely the complete dissolution of the human 
being. Hence, the gods cannot afflict human beings, and there is no state of 
suffering after death. Convinced of these truths on the basis of metaphysi-
cal theory (science), one can confidently pursue an art of living (morality) 
that intelligently cultivates pleasure. Similarly, the Stoic insistence that one 
should accept the whole of nature and live in accordance with it seems 
based on the worldview that nature is a perfect, providential whole. The 
art of living whereby one accepts nature and accords with it is justified by 
the theory that ensures nature is something worthy of being accepted and 
accorded with.

Peirce is suspicious of this very relationship between theory and arts 
of living, between science and morality. If there were very good reason to 
believe that either the Epicurean or Stoic theory was true, then it might be 
appropriate to adopt its corresponding art of living. But since Peirce does 
not think there is sufficiently good reason to hold either theory true, the 
pursuit of either art of living cannot be otherwise than dangerous and ridic-
ulous, producing “one of the most amusing curiosities of the whole human 
menagerie,” the philosopher who feels compelled to conduct himself in 
direct opposition to common sense (Peirce 1931–58, 1.616). This leads to 
a dogmatic-philosophical morality. Reason is employed to construct flimsy 
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doctrines about the universe and human beings, upon which a dogmatic 
morality is constructed. Alternatively, I suggest that reason should abstain 
from making unjustified claims about the cosmos and morality, but that 
reason can still play a role in moral matters. Such pragmatic reasoning 
need not be dogmatic, because it need not assume universal truths about 
the cosmos and human beings. Pierre Hadot suggests the following: 

The same spiritual exercises can, in fact, be justified by extremely diverse 
philosophical discourses. These latter are nothing but clumsy attempts, 
coming after the fact, to describe and justify inner experiences whose 
existential density is not, in the last analysis, susceptible of any attempt 
at theorization or systematization. 

(Hadot 1995, 21)15 

Hadot reverses the order of influence. According to Peirce’s account, the 
ancient philosopher first claims to know universal truths about the cos-
mos and human beings, after which she constructs a morality justified by 
these supposed truths. For Hadot, it seems one adopts a morality (a set of 
“spiritual exercises”) first, after which one seeks universal truths about the 
cosmos and human beings (“philosophical discourses”) to justify or other-
wise validate this morality. I leave aside the historical question of whether 
Hadot’s view adequately describes what Greek philosophers actually did 
or what they understood themselves to be doing. Instead, I take Hadot’s 
claim as a clue that can help sketch a pragmatic morality that avoids the 
dogmatism of philosophical morality and the fanaticism of purely instinc-
tive morality.

Hadot’s position avoids philosophical dogmatism by minimizing the role 
of philosophical discourse, but it immediately faces two serious objections. 
If philosophical discourse (Shusterman’s theory, Peirce’s science) does not 
inform one’s choice in adopting a set of spiritual exercises (Shusterman’s 
art of living, Peirce’s morality), then (1) how does one acquire a set of such 
exercises, and (2) what keeps this acquisition from being arbitrary? Peirce 
agrees that philosophical discourse or science should not determine one’s 
morality, suggesting that instead vital instinct should serve this function. 
This constitutes a response to objection (1)—one acquires one’s moral-
ity (a set of spiritual exercises) from one’s vital instincts. Yet it appears 
that Peirce’s instinctive morality may not adequately answer objection (2), 
because one’s morality is constituted by the vital instincts one only hap-
pens to have. Hence, instinctive morality is arbitrarily acquired in that it 
results from contingent instincts rather than from voluntary or rational 
procedures. A defender of Peirce might make the following two rejoinders. 
First, although arbitrary in the sense that the individual does not volition-
ally or rationally validate it, instinctive morality is the “traditional wisdom 
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of ages of experience” grounded in one’s community and its history, which 
means it must be at least minimally serviceable (Peirce 1931–58, 1.50). 
Second, granted that instinctive morality is arbitrary in the above sense, it 
remains the best kind of morality one can currently hope for, because sci-
ence (in particular, practics) is not sufficiently progressed to let one impose 
rational or volitional procedures on morality in a justified and responsible 
manner. One might cede both these rejoinders and be resigned to the fact 
that there is no better option than instinctive morality, which is at least 
minimally satisfactory. But it would no doubt be better if the individual 
could reason about moral matters while being neither philosophically dog-
matic nor arbitrarily committed to the morality one happens to find as 
one’s own. Shusterman offers a clue in this direction: 

For even if we doubt that every art of living entails a full-blown phil-
osophical theory and every theory expresses a way of life, we surely 
should build our art of living on our knowledge and vision of the world, 
and reciprocally seek the knowledge that serves our art of living. 

(Shusterman 1931–58, 4) 

Morality need not be justified by a “full-blown philosophical theory” in 
order to be informed by the rationality of individuals in a community. 
Moreover, individuals may reason about their morality in a manner that 
might require the emendation or even complete abandonment of that 
morality. Hence, there can be a kind of morality that avoids both philo-
sophical dogmatism and instinctive intractability. I now sketch some of the 
features of this pragmatic morality.

First and most importantly, this pragmatic reasoning and the pragmatic 
morality resulting from it are both fallibilist. Rather than seeking universal 
moral truths that are justified by other universal truths about the world 
and human beings, pragmatic reasoners consider the relative plausibility 
of various moral claims. Hence, pragmatic morality deals with probability 
rather than certainty. Taking Peirce’s vital instincts as so many postulates 
about morality, the pragmatic reasoner considers matters16 such as the 
following: (1) the mutual coherence of any set of vital instincts, (2) the 
likely consequences of adhering to various combinations of vital instincts, 
(3) information surrendered by past and present experiments of acting on 
various of those instincts,17 (4) possible alternatives to current instincts, 
(5) the likely consequences of those alternatives, and (6) whether the risk 
of altering a morality is worth taking. In all these functions, the reasoner 
can remain sincerely fallibilist, shirking inappropriate certitude and defer-
ring to vital instinct when her pragmatic reason seems unable to proceed 
responsibly. This deployment of reason is not scientific or theoretical in the 
sense of seeking certainty but is rather closer to phronesis. The pragmatic 
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morality that results from this phronetic, pragmatic reason avoids the dog-
matism of philosophical morality by declining to invest undue certitude 
in any moral claim. Pragmatic morality avoids the fanaticism of purely 
instinctive morality by reasoning about instincts and thereby curbing the 
zeal with which they assert themselves. The resulting morality is well-
grounded in time-tested instincts, but it also admits of improvement.

This leads to the second important trait of pragmatic morality, its revis-
ability, which follows from its fallibilism. Given that views about morality 
are not treated as certain but only as more or less probable, the pragmatic 
reasoner is always open to revising any position, perhaps drastically. This 
revision may consist in granting more influence to vital instinct, or it may 
consist in adopting newer moral habits at the suggestion of pragmatic 
reason. Either way, the pragmatic reasoner remains committed to hon-
estly evaluating what information is available and proceeding accordingly. 
The proper procedure may require her to put reason away and abide by 
instinct, but it might also require her to revise her morality by altering 
those instincts. It is unlikely that the pragmatically rational course will call 
for a deep-reaching overhaul of one’s morality, but one must be prepared 
for such revision should pragmatic reason suggest it. If one denies that 
one’s morality is revisable, then one risks either the fanaticism of instincts 
or the dogmatism of philosophical morality, provided that one is not scien-
tifically or theoretically justified in that philosophical morality.

Third, pragmatic morality admits of pluralism, and this again in vir-
tue of its fallibilism. Since no moral position is held with certainty, the 
pragmatic reasoner can view a multiplicity of moralities as appropriate. 
This does not commit the pragmatic reasoner to moral relativism, because 
she need not hold that inconsistent moral claims are all true. Instead, she 
may claim (1) that human inquirers currently lack the scientific or theo-
retical knowledge that would permit a final adjudication of inconsistent 
moral claims, and (2) that in our current condition plausible cases can be 
made for inconsistent moral claims. In any pragmatic morality, each moral 
position is maintained as more or less probable vis-à-vis other positions, 
but such a position is inherently revisable. This being the case, the prag-
matic reasoner does not feel justified in refusing every other, inconsistent 
morality.

Fourth, pragmatic morality is centrally committed to meliorism or 
the position that human effort can improve human life. This is not to 
deny that the purely instinctive morality recommended by Peirce might 
also be committed to meliorism. However, purely instinctive morality 
seems liable to stagnation and intractability. If one is morally committed 
only to what vital instinct suggests, then it is hard to see how a morality 
could ever progress, unless sufficient progress should be made in science. 
This morality’s intractability would seem to hamper the effectiveness of 
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its melioration of human life, since it can only pursue the improvement 
thereof within the framework that its instincts happen to offer. On the 
other hand, being fallibilist and revisable, pragmatic morality admits 
of self-improvement and intelligent direction. Although it takes vital 
instincts as its starting points, pragmatic morality’s revisability lets it be 
developed in a manner instinctive morality does not allow. The prag-
matic reasoner can tweak vital instincts to bring them into greater coher-
ence, produce more favorable consequences, abandon those that have 
been found harmful, and suggest new ones that beneficially supplement 
the rest. Being thereby more flexible than instinctive morality, pragmatic 
morality can also better adapt itself to changing conditions and new situ-
ations. For all these reasons, the meliorism of pragmatic morality seems 
much more effective and far-reaching than any meliorism that might be 
found in instinctive morality, at least until the science of practics is insuf-
ficiently advanced to responsibly influence morality. Until such time, it 
seems the best hope for the melioration of human life lies in pragmatic 
morality.

The purpose of this section has been to offer a preliminary sketch of a 
pragmatic morality that takes seriously Peirce’s criticisms of both the dog-
matism of philosophical morality and the fanaticism of instinctive moral-
ity. Peirce seems to favor instinctive morality, despite the penchant for 
fanaticism Peirce himself recognizes in it. This is a respectable position, 
given that Peirce does not believe that science is advanced enough to per-
mit a rational overhaul of morality. However, I have attempted to draw a 
rough outline of a pragmatic morality that sidesteps both dogmatism and 
fanaticism. By exhibiting the traits of fallibilism, revisability, pluralism, 
and meliorism, this pragmatic morality permits reasoning about morals 
in a responsible, non-dogmatic fashion. Moreover, by allowing a role for 
vital instincts as the material or postulates of morality, pragmatic moral-
ity does not endorse potentially dangerous, deep-reaching renovations of 
morals. If successful, this outline has suggested a kind of morality in which 
vital instinct and reason form a complementary relationship.

All of this allows us to draw an important lesson for the ecological 
pessimist. Meliorism is not just a matter of public policy. It also pertains 
to one’s own life. Just as we cannot reasonably hope to achieve a utopian 
ideal in the social-political realm, we cannot reasonably hope to achieve 
perfectly good lives, but in neither case is this cause for quietism. We can 
improve the world and ourselves to some degree, and those are tasks worth 
pursuing.

Notes

1	 Peirce’s views about the three normative sciences (aesthetics, practics, and 
logic) are quite interesting. Peirce makes aesthetics the first normative sci-
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ence, followed by practics, then logic. However, aesthetics and logic are not 
directly relevant to this chapter, hence I do not consider them closely. See 
Potter (1967).

2	 Here “ethics” is functionally synonymous with “practics” as it appears else-
where.

3	 This portion of the lecture is not included in the Collected Papers. See Peirce 
(1889, 35).

4	 Peirce revised his position by 1903, after which he viewed philosophy as com-
prised of phenomenology, normative science, and metaphysics, normative sci-
ence itself being comprised by aesthetics, ethics, and logic. See Peirce (1889, 
506n28).

5	 I do not mean to suggest that Peirce would be opposed to such an approach. 
On the contrary, several passages suggest he might approve of it. Nonetheless, 
Peirce does not offer much in the way of achieving a pragmatic morality, hence 
my attempt to sketch some of the traits such a morality would display.

6	 Throughout my reading of “Philosophy and the Conduct of Life,” I take 
“instinct” and “sentiment” to be functionally synonymous.

7	 This is perhaps the most overt shot Peirce takes at James in this lecture.
8	 Peirce says “cognition” in this passage, but I see no textual evidence that he 

means by it anything significantly different from what he means by “rea-
son” elsewhere in the same lecture. On the contrary, immediately prior to his 
claim that the development of instinct or sentiment “takes place through the 
instrumentality of cognition,” Peirce says that the development of instinct or 
sentiment “takes place upon lines which are altogether parallel to those of rea-
soning,” suggesting that his use of “cognition” and “reason” or “reasoning” are 
indeed synonymous.

9	 For further discussion, see Massecar (2014).
10	Peirce says only that scientific truth will “influence our lives,” but the context 

makes it clear that he means that scientific truth will gradually come to inform 
the practical activity of human beings in vital matters, what he elsewhere calls 
“morality.”

11	Of course, one could list many other tasks of which pragmatic reasoning about 
instincts is capable, but these three are especially relevant to my task of sketch-
ing a pragmatic morality that avoids the problems of both dogmatic-philosoph-
ical and purely instinctive moralities.

12	To be viable, the pragmatic kind of morality must answer a number of chal-
lenges, such as the two following. Can communities and/or individuals func-
tion with fallibilist attitudes toward their moralities, or do they need certitude? 
Absent scientific knowledge, on what basis does one reason about instincts? I 
offer some responses to these questions below.

13	In good pragmatic fashion, Shusterman treats philosophical theory as a kind 
of practice, one concerning “the formulation or criticism of general, systematic 
views about the world.” The philosophical “art of living,” conversely, is the 
practice whereby one lives well.

14	Shusterman uses terms like “art of living,” “life practice,” and (as here) “ethics” 
to denote what Peirce means by “morality.”

15	Hadot’s “spiritual exercises” and “philosophical discourses” are respectively 
equivalent to Peirce’s “morality” and “science,” as well as Shusterman’s “art of 
living” and “theory.”

16	Again, this list need not exhaust all the functions of pragmatic reasoning 
about morality. I only address those that are immediately salient for dealing 
with Peirce’s criticisms. One of the strengths of pragmatic reasoning about 
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morality is that it itself admits of development, growth, correction, improve-
ment, etc., so trying to list all its functions a priori would be a misguided 
endeavor.

17	While the pragmatic reasoner would not endorse radical experiments in moral-
ity that might be quite dangerous, it is undeniable that such experiments (inten-
tionally undertaken or not) are made by some people, ranging from heavy drug 
use and unusual sexual activity to monastic practices of fasting and meditation. 
Even if a pragmatic morality would not endorse such experiments, the prag-
matic reasoner should still study them and learn what she can. This increased 
knowledge cannot hurt pragmatic morality, and it may improve it, either by 
reinforcing certain vital instincts or by suggesting that those instincts might be 
safely modified after all.
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7

This chapter offers an attack on what we may call ecological optimism. 
So far, I have argued that its opposite, ecological pessimism, should be 
accepted. It will be helpful to offer a direct account of why optimism 
should be rejected. Like its pessimistic counterpart, ecological optimism is 
a cognitive attitude but one that expects a future free of ecological catas-
trophe. Such a person thinks that catastrophe is unlikely to occur. There 
are many reasons one might think this, as we shall see. To be fair, the opti-
mist can allow that the future will be imperfect, as there may be various 
ills in the future that fall short of full-blown catastrophe. He need not be 
like Voltaire’s Pangloss. The optimism that I critique here is of a modest, 
more plausible form. It would be easy enough to critique someone who 
thinks this world is a paradise and that future perfection is a sure thing, but 
it will be more useful to argue against the kind of view that some people 
actually hold.

The Implausibility of Optimism

The most straightforward complaint against ecological pessimism is that 
it simply is not plausible. As we have seen, there is good evidence that we 
face various risks of phenomena that are plausibly deemed catastrophic: 
mass extinction, ocean acidification, dangerous climate change, nuclear 
warfare, and so on. As we have also seen, humanity is doing relatively lit-
tle to remove or reduce these risks. Although it is possible that we might 
change our ways in the future, there is little reason to expect this, given 
both our track record and our failure to provide future generations with 
adequate resources to conduct ecological risk reduction. Let me explain 
both of these points.

First, as I have argued throughout this book, humanity’s history is, from 
any reasonable moral point of view, an ugly one. On the plausible assump-
tion that the future will resemble the past unless there is some clear reason 
to think otherwise, humanity’s future will be morally ugly as well. As it 
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Why Not Optimism?

happens, making substantial progress in averting ecological catastrophe 
would require a serious moral commitment, for it would involve making 
present sacrifices (e.g., paying a carbon tax) in order to benefit persons we 
do not know due to their spatial or temporal distance. We are certainly 
capable of making such sacrifices, but we rarely do so. If one doubts this, 
simply look around at the social-political conditions of the present (e.g., 
widespread hostility toward emissions mitigation) or the past (e.g., general 
support or indifference regarding slavery). We are simply not a morally 
serious species, as I have argued elsewhere (Svoboda 2022). Hence my 
appeal to our track record. In order to be plausible, ecological optimism 
would require a fundamental moral transformation. But there is no good 
reason to expect such a transformation. So ecological optimism is not 
plausible. Moreover, if I am correct about our track record, that places the 
burden of proof on the ecological optimist. Continuing on our current tra-
jectory invites catastrophe. It is possible that we will abandon this trajec-
tory in favor of a more promising one, but it is incumbent on the optimist 
to provide good reasons for expecting such a change of course.

Now it might be argued that I am begging the question here, for I am 
merely assuming a pessimistic point in order to argue against ecological 
optimism. But there is an important distinction to be made between moral 
pessimism in general and ecological pessimism in particular. Although I 
believe the two to be connected, there is no conceptual link. It is possible 
that moral pessimism could be true while ecological pessimism remains 
false. For example, had conditions in the world been different, averting 
ecological catastrophe might have been in our immediate self-interest. In 
that case, our morally unserious species might have taken steps to avert 
catastrophe, as this would not have required any sacrifice on our own part. 
Of course, that possible world is not the actual one. As a matter of fact, 
our moral unseriousness does pose a massive obstacle to ecological risk 
reduction. Pointing that out is not a case of begging the question, because 
the morally pessimistic claim is independent of the ecologically pessimistic 
claim.

Second, I claimed that the present generation of humanity is failing to 
provide future generations with adequate resources to avert ecological 
catastrophe. The idea here is that any serious attempt to avert catastro-
phe must be an intergenerational endeavor. This is for the simple reason 
that many risks of potential catastrophe stretch into the future, sometimes 
the very distant future. Averting dangerous climate change, for example, 
requires long-term cooperation among many generations.1 It is not enough 
for one or two generations to reduce their emissions substantially, as the 
next generation might simply undo all that work through its own prof-
ligacy. Of course, there is no way for the present generation to compel 
future generations to act, short of fanciful scenarios. Likewise, and more 
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to the point I wish to make, there is no way for future generations to 
compel past generations to act, for obvious reasons. This makes it trivial 
for earlier generations to leave later generations high and dry. The former 
might simply do nothing about climate change, instead pursuing irrespon-
sible consumption, new types of warfare, and pointless culture wars as the 
world burns. In that case, later generations might face dangerous climate 
change without the means to avert catastrophe for themselves. Of course, 
climate change is but one example. A very similar claim can be made for 
other potential catastrophes, such as mass extinction through habitat loss 
or ocean acidification. Inadequate preparations now may leave future gen-
erations ill-equipped to avoid catastrophe.

To be fair, some preparations are being made, but they are very mod-
est: non-binding pledges to cut emissions, promises to provide funding for 
adaptation, information-gathering by the IPCC, and so on. These efforts 
are not enough, of course. If we wanted, we could drastically cut emis-
sions, set aside substantial funds for future adaptation, create economic 
frameworks incentivizing the abandonment of fossil fuels, and invest heav-
ily in research and development of new technologies. I am aware that such 
an aggressive response to climate change is not politically feasible and is 
unlikely to happen. That is my point. Because of this failure, future gen-
erations are unlikely to be equipped to avert, or respond to, climate catas-
trophe. This is another reason, distinct from our track record, for finding 
ecological optimism implausible. For the future to be free of catastrophe, 
earlier generations must make certain preparations. But we are not making 
those preparations. So ecological optimism is not plausible.

Let me offer a more direct argument for thinking ecological optimism 
implausible. I claim that, in order to avoid ecological catastrophe in the 
future, we would need to be extremely, implausibly lucky. For any unit of 
time, there is a probability of some catastrophic event’s occurrence. Given 
sufficient opportunity, say because we do little to reduce the relevant risks, 
it becomes more and more likely that this event will occur at some point, 
although we cannot predict precisely when. Consider an analogy. For each 
year (or day, or month, or decade), there is some probability of a large-
scale nuclear exchange. That probability is presumably low, but it is not 
zero. As noted in Chapter 1, there have been close calls in the past (Tertrais 
2017). We re-run that risk each year. Over time, it becomes much more 
likely that this event will occur in some year. For example, the probability 
of a nuclear exchange in 2089 may be relatively low, but the probability of 
a nuclear exchange by (say) 2300 may be relatively high. Similarly, while 
each motorist runs a fairly low risk of death due to a traffic accident, it is 
virtually certain that some motorist will die due to an accident. The appli-
cation of ecological risks is obvious. While any specific ecological catas-
trophe at a given point in time may be unlikely, the probability of some 
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ecological catastrophe occurring at some point in the future is relatively 
much higher. This is because there are many potential catastrophes and 
many points at which they might occur in the indefinite future. To rely on 
a metaphor, if we roll the dice over and over, we are bound to hit upon a 
bad roll eventually, even if we have no way of predicting precisely what the 
bad roll will be nor when precisely it will occur.

There is a potential way out for the ecological optimist. She might claim 
that the probability of each catastrophe is extremely low, such that any 
ecological catastrophe is unlikely to occur in the future, despite the many 
opportunities. Similarly, if I roll a million dice at once, I am unlikely to 
see any particular roll (e.g., a million sixes), even if I spend my entire life 
at the table. This will not work, however. While the probability of rolling 
a million sixes may as well be zero, the probability of ecological catastro-
phe is appreciably higher. First, catastrophic phenomena are not merely 
theoretical. They have occurred at least several times in earth’s history, 
such as the Great Oxidation Event and the Cretaceous–Paleogene extinc-
tion. Second, observations suggest that some catastrophes may already be 
occurring, as with widespread species extinction (Rounsevell et al. 2020). 
Third, projections (e.g., climate models) show many non-negligible risks 
that could well prove catastrophic, such as low-mitigation scenarios result-
ing in high-temperature increases (Weitzman 2009). For these reasons, the 
possibility of ecological catastrophe is not like the possibility of rolling a 
million sixes at once. The former is much more likely than the latter. This 
would undercut the optimist’s attempt to sidestep my argument, for many 
of the relevant risks are non-negligible. In order to avoid ecological catas-
trophe, we would need matters to break our way many times and in many 
cases over the next several centuries or millennia. That is not impossible, 
but it is certainly implausible. This is why avoiding ecological catastrophe 
would require incredible luck, making the optimistic stance implausible.

The Dishonesty of Ecological Optimism

The foregoing section makes an epistemic case against ecological opti-
mism. Such optimism also runs the risk of being dishonest. In saying that 
ecological optimism is dishonest, I am not accusing specific individuals 
of lying about our ecological prospects. Although that clearly happens, 
I addressed that issue in the earlier chapter on evil and climate obstruc-
tionism. Now I wish to examine subjects who accept, in some sense, the 
claim that ecological catastrophe is unlikely. Although it is possible that 
someone might advocate optimism as a kind of “noble lie” in service to 
some ulterior purposes, the dishonesty I have in mind is usually inchoate. 
Moreover, we are often dishonest with ourselves. Sometimes we prohibit 
ourselves from certain thoughts, perhaps for social or moral reasons, but 
without acknowledging those actual reasons. Nearly every time I mention 
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ecological pessimism, there is immediate resistance. I am told that we must 
remain hopeful and never give up the fight. This is troubling not because I 
think hope and determination to be mistaken, but rather because the pes-
simistic stance is dismissed reflexively. There is no serious consideration of 
whether pessimism might be true, plausible, or at least reasonable. Instead, 
it is simply rejected for non-epistemic reasons, as if it were too dangerous 
even to entertain. I fear that this indicates a general bias toward optimism. 
As it happens, we do observe a general “optimism bias” in many humans 
(Sharot 2011). This was especially evident during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, such as by underestimating one’s own susceptibility to the disease 
(Park et al. 2021).

Ecological optimism is often dishonest in the sense that it disregards the 
many indicators of catastrophe to which we have access. It does not hon-
estly “see” this evidence, instead disregards it. Strictly speaking, a proposi-
tion, such as “ecological catastrophe is unlikely to occur in the future,” 
cannot be dishonest, but only true or false. Dishonesty arises as a result 
of a subject’s relation to a proposition, as when one asserts a proposi-
tion for which she knowingly has no evidence. When I say that ecological 
optimism is dishonest, I mean that it is usually presumed without a serious 
acknowledgment of the vast evidence to the contrary. My claim here is not 
that ecological optimism is false, although I think it is, but rather that the 
optimist (usually) fails to take account of reality. It is like someone who 
refuses to accept the self-destructive behavior of a family member, ignor-
ing the evidence and preferring to believe a comforting falsehood. That 
is understandable, but it is clearly dishonest. As with the self-destructive 
family member, dishonesty about our ecological prospects is not a trivial 
or harmless matter. Instead, it runs the risk of creating false hope and unre-
alistic expectations, which I discuss below.

Now it is possible that someone might be a perfectly honest ecological 
optimist, a person who acknowledges the evidence and nonetheless reaches 
the conclusion that catastrophe is unlikely to occur. Possibly he thinks the 
available scientific evidence has been misinterpreted, that a divine being 
will intercede to prevent catastrophe at the last moment, or something 
else. This person may be mistaken and perhaps naive, but he is not guilty 
of dishonesty. In many cases, we thankfully cannot know the internal psy-
chology of other people, so it may be practically impossible to determine 
whether any given individual is dishonest in this way. However, I think 
few ecological optimists match this description. Even at the present time, 
many millions of people in the United States say that climate change is not 
a major threat (Tyson et al. 2023). Are we to believe that most of them 
have made a serious study of the evidence and simply formed an honest, if 
unorthodox, opinion? To be sure, there is a great deal of ignorance about 
climate change, partly because some interests have worked very hard to 
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create and maintain that ignorance (Oreskes and Conway 2011). Again, I 
do not claim that such respondents are telling lies, but lying is merely one 
type of dishonesty. What is dishonest here is to hold an opinion despite rel-
evant ignorance. Surveys typically include an optional response of “I don’t 
know” or “no opinion.” Few respondents opt for that, despite it being a 
more honest response in many cases.

Finally, ecological optimism gives rise to false hopes and unrealistic 
expectations (see Nguyen, 2024). Although some forms of hope may be 
reasonable (Shockley 2022; Thompson 2010), others are surely not. By 
painting an implausibly attractive picture of the future, the optimist prom-
ises too much. Those who buy into such optimism may find themselves 
disappointed, perhaps dangerously so. Suppose someone purchases coastal 
property at an amazing discount, confidently optimistic that sea-level rise 
will pose no problem. That may turn out to be a poor investment. Or 
imagine a populace that is taught to reject the supposed alarmism of pes-
simists, comforting itself in the belief that all will turn out well. The awak-
ening that eventually comes due to reality’s intrusion may be more painful 
than it would have been under a more sober assessment. Schopenhauer 
observes that optimism can be a cause of suffering: 

The fool runs after the pleasures of life and sees himself cheated; the 
sage avoids evils. for all pleasures are chimerical, and to mourn over 
missing out on them would be petty, indeed ridiculous. The failure to 
recognize this truth, encouraged by optimism, is the source of much 
unhappiness. 

(Schopenhauer 2014, 357) 

He adds, “Those who, with too gloomy a gaze, regard this world as a 
kind of hell and, accordingly, are only concerned with procuring a fire-
proof room in it, are much less mistaken” (Schopenhauer 2014, 357). The 
implication is that, even if the pessimist mistakenly exaggerates the bad-
ness of the world, there is a kind of wisdom in that—they “are much less 
mistaken.” Whereas the optimist foolishly holds out the expectation of sat-
isfaction, happiness, or ecological stability, an expectation that is sure to 
be disappointed, exaggerated pessimism merely over-prepares. It would be 
better still not to exaggerate, of course. I have tried to argue that ecological 
pessimism is not an exaggerated form of doom-saying, but for those not 
convinced by my attempt, Schopenhauer’s point is well taken.

Against Global Pessimism

Despite my sympathy for Schopenhauer, unlike him, I am not a global 
pessimist, although that would make for a simpler overall picture. If we 
should be pessimistic about everything, then we should be pessimistic 
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about our ecological prospects. But I have argued only for ecological pes-
simism. I remain agnostic on whether we should be pessimistic in certain 
other areas. One reason for this is that I cannot accept Schopenhauer’s 
arguments for global pessimism.

As we saw previously, Schopenhauer’s pessimism about human well-
being depends upon the dual threats of pain and boredom. I have some 
desire, which is either satisfied or not. If it is not satisfied, I suffer pain. If 
the desire is satisfied, however, I am not in the clear, because that satisfac-
tion is fleeting. I might become bored with the object of my satisfied desire, 
and boredom is a kind of suffering for Schopenhauer. This gives rise to a 
new desire, which once again will be satisfied or not, terminating in either 
the pain of thwarted desire or the boredom of satisfied desire. It is a hall-
mark of human life—indeed, of all phenomena in the universe—that there 
is no state of lasting fulfillment. Everything in the universe strives toward 
some end. This includes human beings and animals in their desires, plants 
in their growth, and even non-living matter, such as an asteroid in motion. 
Yet nothing ever achieves its end. Most importantly for our purposes, 
human life is a constant struggle to satisfy an endless series of desires, 
which always ends in death. This is a pessimistic view, obviously. The 
only way the human being could be fulfilled or truly happy is by achieving 
something that is impossible, namely a stable state of lasting satisfaction 
that never grows boring.

The metaphysical basis for all this is Schopenhauer’s notion of the Will 
as the thing-in-itself. Schopenhauer accepts the distinction between what 
Kant calls phenomena and noumena, roughly the “worlds” of experience 
and ultimate reality, respectively.2 To offer a quick overview, for Kant 
objects of experience are given to us through “intuition,” which conditions 
those objects in space and time. Famously, Kant claims that things-in-
themselves (i.e., things as they really are independent of our experience) are 
neither spatial nor temporal. Rather, space and time are features provided 
by intuition. This intuited object is thought according to certain categories 
of what Kant calls the “understanding,” and this allows us to subordinate 
intuited objects under concepts. For example, if I have a relevant concept, 
I might recognize a certain object of experience as a dog. This is only pos-
sible because my understanding supplies the appropriate concept, yet there 
would be nothing for the concept to apply to without intuition’s provision 
of the relevant object of experience. Importantly, Kant is very clear that, 
at least for beings like us, all knowledge is limited to objects of experience 
and never extends to things-in-themselves. This is the so-called “restriction 
thesis,” which holds that all knowledge is limited to appearances or the 
objects of experience that are conditioned spatiotemporally by our intui-
tion (Ameriks 1985). This is because ours is a “sensible” intuition rather 
than an “intellectual” one, which is to say that our intuition supplies its 
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own conditions in the forms of space and time. In intellectual intuition, 
as might be possessed by a possible divine being, one would instead “see” 
things-in-themselves as they really are, i.e., without adding conditions of 
their own. In short, an intellectual intuiter directly knows things-in-them-
selves (noumena), whereas a sensible intuiter knows only the appearances 
(phenomena) that somehow arise from things-in-themselves.

Schopenhauer is sympathetic to some parts of Kant’s epistemological 
framework, but with the major exception that he thinks we can know 
things-in-themselves. Moreover, Schopenhauer thinks that the thing-in-
itself is the Will, and everything we experience is but a manifestation of 
this Will. Of course, we do not seem to experience the Will directly. This 
is because, according to Schopenhauer, reality may be considered as rep-
resentation or as Will, depending on what perspective we adopt. This cor-
responds, at least roughly, to Kant’s phenomena–noumena distinction. We 
represent the world such that we experience various phenomena: spati-
otemporal objects, individual entities, organisms, material things, other 
human beings, and so on. However, considered in itself (i.e., noumenally), 
the world is actually Will, which manifests itself in various ways through 
our representation and in line with what Schopenhauer calls the “four-fold 
root of the principle of sufficient reason” (Schopenhauer 2012). The Will 
is nothing but endless striving, what Dale Jacquette calls a “hungry will” 
(Jacquette 2005). This is the metaphysical basis for Schopenhauer’s pessi-
mism, not just for human beings but for all things. There is no prospect for 
the Will to be satisfied and cease striving, because then the thing-in-itself 
would cease to be the Will. Accordingly, human contentment is impossible 
not because it is difficult or due to some particular imperfection in human 
beings, but rather because human beings are, like everything else, just an 
expression in representation of this all-consuming Will.

That is what Schopenhauer contends, and although it is an interesting 
idea, few are likely to accept that the Will is the thing-in-itself, and for the 
same reason that few are likely to accept Plato’s forms, Spinoza’s God, or 
Leibniz’s monads. All of these serve philosophical purposes in their respective 
systems of thought, but they are inherently implausible and metaphysically 
extravagant. To be sure, each philosopher has reasons, and sometimes even 
arguments, for adopting his extravagance, but all are subject to reasonable 
objections. In the case of Schopenhauer, it is just not clear why he is sure 
that the thing-in-itself is the Will. If we are good Kantians, we might claim 
that it is impossible to know this, but perhaps we should not be Kantians 
here. Allowing that the thing-in-itself is knowable, how can we know that 
it is the Will, which seems suspiciously anthropomorphic? In notes from 
1868, Nietzsche claims that Schopenhauer’s logical proofs for the existence 
of the Will fail. One problem he points out is that Schopenhauer seems to 
borrow predicates from the world of representation, applying them to the 
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thing-in-itself. This is a questionable maneuver on Schopenhauer’s part, 
perhaps even impermissible by the lights of his own philosophy. Even if 
one allows that the thing-in-itself is knowable in principle, Schopenhauer 
nonetheless maintains a strict divide between phenomena and noumena. 
What then justifies the application of predicates (e.g., oneness) in the world 
of representation to the thing-in-itself?

Going further, Nietzsche suggests that Schopenhauer merely guesses 
that the thing-in-itself is the Will, which “is created only with the aid of 
poetic intuition” (Nietzsche 1998, 260). It is as if 

the thinker standing before the riddle of the world simply has no means 
other than guessing, in the hope, that is, that a moment of genius will 
place on his lips the word that offers the key to that script, visible to all 
and yet unread, which we call the world. 

(Nietzsche 1998, 261) 

It seems to me that Nietzsche is correct. The idea of the Will as thing-in-
itself is an apt and powerful metaphor. If we look at the world, we do see a 
great deal of suffering, want, frustration, and the like. Everything appears 
mutable, subject to decay and death. Human life in particular contains a 
great quantity of suffering, much of it imposed by the wills of other human 
beings through greed, ignorance, or malevolence. As a poetic description, 
Schopenhauer’s Will nicely describes this horrifying place. But is his doc-
trine true in a metaphysical sense? Probably not, but that does not render it 
useless. After heavily criticizing the philosophy of Henri Bergson, Bertrand 
Russell writes, 

Shakespeare says life’s but a walking shadow, Shelley says it is like a 
dome of many-coloured glass, Bergson says it is a shell which bursts 
into parts that are again shells. If you like Berson’s image better, it is 
just as legitimate. 

(Russell 1945, 810) 

We cannot accept Schopenhauer’s doctrine of the Will, but it provides a 
captivating poetic image. The Will, as he says,

shows its different sides in the qualities, passions, errors, and excellences 
of the human race, in selfishness, hatred, fear, boldness, frivolity, stupid-
ity, slyness, wit, genius, and so on. All of these, running and congealing 
together into a thousand different forms and shapes (individuals), con-
tinually produce the history of the great and the small worlds, where in 
itself it is immaterial whether they are set in motion by nuts or by crowns.

(Schopenhauer 1969, 183)3
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Fortunately, pessimists in general and ecological pessimists in particular 
need not follow Schopenhauer into metaphysical excess. For example, we 
might agree with Schopenhauer’s pessimistic analysis of human life, even 
while rejecting the underlying metaphysics Schopenhauer used to explain 
it. We might content ourselves with the purely empirical elements of his 
account, shrugging at the supposed need for a deeper, metaphysical expla-
nation. In this approach, we can agree with Schopenhauer’s diagnosis of 
human life as subject always to either frustration or boredom, both of 
them, forms of discontentment. This need not be a manifestation of the 
Will, but merely a fact about human nature, allowing the pessimist to 
escape Schopenhauer’s metaphysical shadow.

This purely empirical version of Schopenhauer’s pessimism seems plausi-
ble enough when it comes to the pursuit of some desires, particularly those 
tied to our animal nature. We have desires. We either sate them or not. If 
the latter, we suffer. If the former, we soon become bored and turn our 
attention to a different desire, which is either sated or not. This is an endless 
cycle. Eating or drinking brings pleasure, but that soon fades and is replaced 
by a new desire for food or drink. There is no such thing as a meal so good 
that it brings perpetual satisfaction of hunger. If we could somehow satisfy 
each desire the moment it arises, then we would experience constant bore-
dom, which is its own kind of suffering. If all pursuits were like this, then 
Schopenhauer would have a strong case for his general pessimism.

But what of pursuits that John Stuart Mill would identify as “higher 
pleasures,” such as intellectual, interpersonal, or spiritual ventures (Mill 
2002)? Schopenhauer must hold that even these fall prey to the same logic 
as animalistic pleasures, ending in either frustrated desire or boredom. 
Suppose I attempt to write a novel. The process might be painful and end 
in failure, but alternatively, I might enjoy the process and see the work to 
completion. A Schopenhauerian pessimist might say that the latter case 
achieves a momentary fulfillment of desire, or perhaps a series of such 
moments, but still terminates in boredom. I will eventually grow tired 
of this project, either stagnating with it as I endlessly tweak sentences or 
chasing fulfillment through a new project. This is why Janaway identifies 
Schopenhauer as a hedonist: 

“An undefended assumption in his argument is a stark form of hedon-
ism: something adds positive value to life if and only if it involves a felt 
pleasure, while something contributes negative value if and only if it 
involves a felt pain. 

 (Janaway 1999, 56)

But must this be the case? The strongest consideration against Schopen-
hauer’s account comes from reflecting on the phenomenology of certain 
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desires and attitudes. Is it not the case that we sometimes experience a sta-
ble, persistent form of satisfaction? Suppose someone takes comfort from 
the fact that she has written a novel, even if it remains unpublished and 
unread. Perhaps someone finds a kind of peace in having completed a diffi-
cult yet worthwhile task, such as sticking to a demanding exercise regimen. 
One might feel pride, or any of a range of other attitudes, regarding one’s 
students or children. The Epicureans thought it possible to experience the 
simple joy of existing, which involves contemplating the absence of pain in 
the body and distress in the soul. The Stoics believed that virtue was suf-
ficient for flourishing. Even for those pleasures that are transitory, through 
memory I can recall them for the rest of my life, appreciating them once 
again. Cases like this appear to offer counter examples to Schopenhauer’s 
account. If we think about what it is like to experience such things, it 
sometimes feels as if we experience more than the fleeting pleasure Scho-
penhauer identifies, although I make no claim about how common this is. 
The implausibility of Schopenhauer’s account arises from the fact that it 
forecloses the very possibility of such persistent satisfaction. Phenomeno-
logically, it certainly seems that we can experience such satisfaction, even 
if it is rare.

A proponent of Schopenhauer’s view might answer this in the follow-
ing way. First, recalling Janaway’s claim about Schopenhauer’s hedonism, 
perhaps satisfaction may only come in the form of a “felt pleasure.” In that 
case, although it is true that I may take comfort in having written a novel 
or feel pride about my children, the good in such things is merely the feel-
ing of pleasure that they provide. This would render the “higher” forms 
of satisfaction a little different from the “lower” forms. In both cases, we 
have a felt pleasure. Such a feeling cannot last forever. Eventually, I will 
become bored with it. I shall then need to find something else to satisfy me. 
I will either find something or not. Arguably, then, the pessimistic cycle 
holds even for non-animalistic forms of satisfaction. But why be pessimis-
tic about this cycle? Perhaps it is true that I will always be at risk of either 
frustration or boredom, but even Schopenhauer seems to admit that tem-
porary satisfaction is possible. If I am lucky, things might run as follows. I 
satisfy some desire, which brings pleasure for a while. Before it fades into 
boredom, I find another desire to satisfy, which again brings pleasure for a 
while. I repeat this process indefinitely. Why shouldn’t this indefinite series 
of satisfied desires count as a happy life? It may be that no single satisfac-
tion is persistent throughout my life, but as long as I have many satisfac-
tions in uninterrupted succession, so what?

Of course, matters are more complicated. At any time, we will have 
many desires that need to be satisfied, and it is very unlikely that we will 
be able to satisfy them all across our lives. While it may be conceivable 
that someone should enjoy uninterrupted pleasure through the successive 
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satisfaction of all desires, that will not happen for real human beings. Even 
for the luckiest among us, there will be frustration and boredom—in short, 
pain. But why not accept this reality and insist that human beings can have 
a good life if on balance their pleasure substantially outweighs their pain? 
I might claim to be happy, to be leading a good life, because most of my 
desires, especially the most important ones, are satisfied the vast majority 
of the time. Schopenhauer needs to claim, implausibly to my mind, that 
these many and consistent satisfactions do not compensate for the occa-
sional disappointment (Simmons 2021).

Fortunately, my position does not require global pessimism. The eco-
logically pessimistic attitude can stand on its own. In my view, our eco-
logical future is likely to be bleak. There is no necessity for this. It is just 
an outcome of humanity’s recent capacity to impact nature and its relative 
indifference to suffering and injustice. So we may be ecological pessimists 
without accepting the less plausible aspects of pessimism in general.

Notes

1	 In regard to climate change specifically, this is related to what Gardiner calls the 
“pure intergenerational problem” (Gardiner 2006, 2011). Briefly put, climate 
progress requires multiple generations to cooperate in mitigating emissions. 
Each generation is faced with the choice of whether to cooperate or not. It 
appears “rational” for each generation to defect, however. For one thing, a cur-
rent generation might be a free-rider, enjoying the benefits of past generations’ 
mitigation without contributing anything itself, letting others do the work. For 
another, a current generation might observe that there is no guarantee that 
future generations will choose to cooperate and therefore decide not to run the 
risk of making a pointless sacrifice by cutting its own emissions. Of course, if 
each generation decides not to cooperate, then no generations will cooperate, 
in which case dangerous climate change will occur.

2	 We might think of the phenomena–noumena distinction as specifying two 
“aspects” of reality rather than two “worlds,” but that is not particularly 
important to the points I am making here. See Allison (2004).

3	 I quote here from Payne’s translation on account of its readability.
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