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Introduction

When axioms (i.e., important yet assumed beliefs or prin-
ciples) come to be accepted as authoritative and incon-
trovertible truths, they can become dogma. In conserva-
tion science, the belief that “conservation is engaged in
the protection of the integrity and continuity of natural
processes, not the welfare of individuals” (Soulé 1985)
has come to be accepted somewhat dogmatically; so,
too, has the practice of excluding non-native species in
biodiversity calculations. Although proponents of this
practice often refer to Soulé (1985) as justification, in a
later work Soulé (1990) claims the distinction between
native and non-native species is incoherent and advo-
cates that species extinct in their historical ranges may
be best conserved elsewhere. Against this backdrop, Wal-
lach et al. (2020) opens a new perspective, one that
emerges by challenging these 2 dogmas of conservation.
Motivated by the sense that individuals matter morally
and by the hidden subjectivity inherent in judgments of
nativeness, especially in scientific discourse, we wonder
how the inclusion of species typically considered non-
native changes assessments of biodiversity loss.
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We appreciate the response of Meyer et al. (2021) and
their agreement with the importance of “contesting pre-
vailing conservation paradigms.” Unfortunately, their re-
sponse expresses a dogmatic refusal to critically examine
the basic axioms of conservation science. This exchange
provides an opportunity to highlight philosophical and
ethical issues that are critical for conservation generally,
show up repeatedly in the conservation literature, but
that are commonly mishandled within conservation dis-
cussions.

We focus on deconstructing the criticism of Wallach
et al. (2020) rather than clarifying or defending our po-
sition therein. We understand that the inclusive notion
of biodiversity expressed in Wallach et al. (2020) may,
to some, suggest troubling implications. Species conven-
tionally considered non-native or invasive affect other
species in significant ways, including ways that may fairly
be viewed as harmful, and some may worry that curtail-
ing activities intended to control these populations may
exacerbate such harms. The critical point to recognize,
however, is that the prevailing construction of biodiver-
sity, favored by Meyer at al. (2021) and embodied in the
International Union for Conservation of Nature Red List,
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underwrites conservation policies that yield outcomes
also viewed as harms (e.g., ending the lives of rodents
to protect an endemic species). Such harms, perpetrated
by current approaches, are normalized, so it is easy to
avoid responsibility for them or to fail to acknowledge
them as harms. As such, attempts to compare harms as-
sociated with current versus alternative approaches ef-
fectively put a thumb on the scale in favor of the former
because harms caused by prevailing approaches will gen-
erally be ignored or downplayed.

Assertions or Arguments

Assertions should not be confused with arguments. An
argument contains premises or evidentiary claims de-
signed to support a conclusion. Arguments are sound if
the conclusion follows logically from the premises pro-
vided (i.e., if they are valid) and if those premises are
also true. A conclusion without premises is simply an as-
sertion (i.e., an unsupported belief). Thought pieces in
conservation science journals routinely offer unsubstan-
tiated assertions or opinions masquerading as arguments.
Though they may be rhetorically compelling, no one
should be persuaded by assertions, even if they jibe with
one’s intuitions or beliefs, or are stated repeatedly and
forcefully. As in scientific research, one expects trans-
parency and a clear articulation of the claims meant to
underpin a given assertion even in a thought piece. How
else would one be able to evaluate the claims or opinions
expressed therein?

Meyer et al. make several unsubstantiated assertions
about our article. For example, when they write “equal-
izing all species irrespective of their effects would essen-
tially create a conservation fata morgana, where relying
on species counts as an index of ecosystem function risks
adverse land-use decisions and resource allocation,” they
presuppose claims about human decision making and be-
havior that we did not make. The allegation that what
Wallach et al. (2020) call inclusive biodiversity counts
would be “relied upon” as an index of ecosystem func-
tion extrapolates to a practical application of our analy-
ses that we did not intend or articulate. These and other
claims of Meyer et al. need to be examined critically. We
would not expect the larger conservation community or
the general public to find our positions persuasive with-
out rigorous and sound justification.

Ethics or an Ethic

A common mistake in discussions of conservation ethics
is the conflation of one type of ethical theory with ethics
itself. Meyer et al. hinge their critique of Wallach et al.
(2020) on the allegation that our approach “risks poor
outcomes for conservation and society.” This is a clear
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example of consequentialist thinking. Although conse-
quentialist thinking is common in the dominant Western
worldview and therefore also in conservation practice
reflecting that worldview, it is only one way conserva-
tion actions and policies may be motivated, justified, or
critiqued.

In general, consequentialist decision making involves
calculating, or attempting to evaluate, the consequences
(sometimes framed as costs and benefits) associated with
different actions in a given context. Generally, from a
consequentialist view, it is right to maximize the ratio
of positive to negative outcomes. Yet, it is important
for conservation professionals to understand that peo-
ple within and across cultures do not think in strictly
consequentialist terms (Haidt 2012; Klain et al. 2017).
Ethics, per se, is not merely the weighing of the harmful
versus beneficial outcomes of an action, but consequen-
tialist ethics is. Other theories suggest ethical decision
making should be approached in quite different ways.
Consequentialism has been the subject of long-standing
criticisms, including the difficulty of adequately antici-
pating or measuring all outcomes of a given action and
biases that favor overemphasizing benefits and under-
emphasizing harms or risk of harms (e.g., Baker 2016).
These criticisms highlight the importance of drawing in-
sights from other ethical frameworks. For example, the
position explored in Wallach et al. (2018) is motivated
primarily by virtue ethics (i.e., belief that actions and
policies are justified if they are the extension of certain
important character traits or virtues, e.g., compassion,
empathy, care, respect, and humility).

The conservation literature has a pronounced ten-
dency to rely on consequentialist reasoning, which di-
rects conservationists to focus on the outcomes of
actions without considering the morality of the ac-
tions themselves. This tendency may have cultivated a
widespread impression that the ends of conservation
justify the means. Yet environmental philosophers have
long argued the root cause underpinning the need for
conservation is a flawed relationship between (certain)
human beings and other life forms, characterized by the
view that humans are entitled to manipulate and control
other beings to achieve their notion of a desirable world
(Mathews 1991; Plumwood 1993). Underpinning Wal-
lach et al.’s (2020) analyses is an ethical outlook that fun-
damentally challenges the assumption that other (nonhu-
man) beings are valuable simply as cogs in a machine and
instances of their types (i.e., native populations, species,
and ecosystems) and considers how biodiversity might
be viewed if one took seriously the notion that the lives
and deaths of all individual living beings (native and oth-
erwise) matter as well.

Even from a consequentialist perspective, the expe-
riences and moral relevance of all sentient animals is
well established (e.g., from Bentham [1780] to Singer
[1975]). Therefore, consequentialist conservation that
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Table 1. Twenty-seven value-laden words and terms in Meyer et al. (2021) as they appear in the text, whether the word or term applies to Wallach et al.
(2020) or Meyer et al. (2021), and our evaluation of the positive or negative connotation of the word or term as used by Meyer et al. (2020).

Wallach et al. (2020) or

Value connotation
(negative or

Word or pbrase* Comment Meyer et al. (2021) positive)
1. Artificial inflation Something is only artificial in reference Wallach et al. (2020) negative
to some preestablished definition;
nothing is artificial all by itself;
science cannot discover it, it is a
judgment not discovery.
2. Harm or harmful same as 1, also a threat ‘Wallach et al. (2020) negative
3. Poor Use of the term requires a standard. In Wallach et al. (2020) negative
this case Wallach et al. (2020) is
challenging that standard.
4. Well established, Not clear what well means. It could Meyer et al. (2021) positive
well accepted mean standard, oft-repeated, agreed
on, old, etc. It implies correctness,
but why would we do something
incorrect? Use is an attempt to argue
by appealing to authority.
5. Anthropomorphize Not obvious how this term applies to Wallach et al. (2020) negative
our position, but in conservation
science, it is seen as a negative;
therefore, this term is something of an
ad hominem critique (i.e., name
calling).
6. Distracting negative value claim without evidence ‘Wallach et al. (2020) negative
7. Considerable Term is not an objective phrase; a
judgment about how far a
considerable distance is required.
8. Large large numbers as for 7
9. Small small portion as for 7
10. Inflate (covered in last column) Wallach et al. (2020) negative
11. Well-functioning not clear what constitutes a Meyer et al. (2021) positive
well-functioning ecosystem
12. Degradation or They assert we do not address this and Wallach et al. (2020) negative
degraded that our proposal leads to it (simple
assertion).
13. Disrupt They assert our proposal disrupts food Wallach et al. (2020) negative
webs (simple assertion).
14. Adverse They assert our proposal leads to Wallach et al. (2020) negative
adverse land-use decisions (simple
assertion).
15. Compensated They assert new species cannot Wallach et al. (2020) negative
functionally compensate for native
species, which is a negative thing as it
applies to our proposal.
16. Replaced Similar to 15, compensate. The Wallach et al. negativepositive
implication is that a proposal must do (2020)Meyer et al.
this, that this is good, and that ours (2021)
does not do this, while theirs does.
17. Not as effective Unclear what is good enough to be Wallach et al. (2020) negative
effective. Need some referent to make
sense of this claim, and it will evoke a
value.
18. Imperil Our proposal imperils lives and Wallach et al. (2020) negative
livelihoods, as does theirs of course,
as do all proposals.
19. Major They suggest invasive species impacts Wallach et al. (2020) negative
environmental lead to this.
degradation
20. Catastrophic as for 19 Wallach et al. (2020) negative
21. Negative blatant appeal to a value Wallach et al. (2020) negative
22. Injury as for 21 Wallach et al. (2020) negative
Continued
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Table 1. Continued.

Intersection of Conservation and Ethics

Value connotation

Wallach et al. (2020) or (negative or

Word or pbrase* Comment Meyer et al. (2021) positive)
23. Succeed Meyer et al. (2021) positive
24. More meaningful Meyer et al. (2021) positive
25. Overly simplistic Both words are loaded, there is no Wallach et al. (2020) negative
reference to what this means or what
makes something overly simplistic.
This is an ad hominem attack.
26. Severe potential There is severe potential harm to Wallach et al. (2020) negative
harm ecosystems with our proposal.
27. Ideally This is simply an assertion without an Meyer et al. (2021) positive

argument about what proposals

should do. They suggest their
proposal is ideal.

*In order of appearance.

asserts only the moral relevance of native ecological
collectives, while downplaying the moral relevance of
certain non-native sentient animals, is itself a particu-
lar, selective, and arguably incomplete application of
consequentialism.

Value Transparency in Science

It is problematic to use value-laden language without ac-
knowledging its value ladenness. Although phenomena
such as change, increase, and decrease are discoverable
by science, qualities such as harm, health, and imperil are
not. The latter are discoverable only if measured against
some already agreed on standards (e.g., if a standard that
measures harm is agreed on, then science can be used
to measure something against that standard), or they are
positively or negatively value laden (e.g., imperil is a neg-
atively value-laden quality), or both (e.g., health can be
measured against some standard and is positively value
laden).

Meyer et al. rely heavily on unacknowledged norma-
tive language when they use phrases such as “adverse,”
“barmful,” “distracting,” and “overly simplistic,” among
others, to cast aspersions on the contents or presumed
implications of Wallach et al. (2020). This is a form of
what some scholars call stealth advocacy, in which the
pretense is to be engaged in a purely scientific exercise,
with implied objectivity, when in fact one is engaged in
a policy exercise (i.e., by using language that is norma-
tively loaded or value laden as if it were purely descrip-
tive or objective) (Pielke 2003). We grant that Wallach
et al. (2020) are also advocating, but our advocacy is
open, transparent, and (we hope) well-reasoned. There
are dozens of instances of the use of unsubstantiated nor-
matively loaded language in Meyer et al. In each case,
when words or terms are negatively value laden, they
are associated with Wallach et al. (2020), and when they
are positively value laden they are associated with Meyer
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et al. (Table 1), which further illustrates that our argu-
ments were not considered and evaluated, only judged.

Metaphors and Similes

Finally, those of us who work at the intersections of
disciplines are challenged to communicate effectively.
Metaphors and similes are critical forms of explanation in
our interdisciplinary endeavors and widespread in con-
servation science (e.g., assisted migration, conservation
triage, tipping point, and niche) (Olson et al. 2019). But
the use of figurative language generally is tricky business,
and we urge caution. For example, some environmental
philosophers have long used the phrase ecological-,
environmental-, or eco-fascism to describe the belief
that ecological collectives are of central importance
and the individuals who make them up do not possess
direct moral standing. Our experience suggests that
colleagues in conservation science sometimes struggle
with metaphorical expression. In this case, they fail to
understand the difference between saying something is
like fascism or has the same logical structure as fascism
and saying something or someone is, in fact, fascism or
a fascist (e.g., Vucetich & Nelson 2007).

Meyer et al., for example, compare a naturally (i.e.,
nonhuman) evolved ecosystem to a piece of art, specif-
ically to Van Gogh’s Sunflowers, suggesting that the
loss of an ecosystem is like the loss of a great work of
art: “Replacing native species with widespread, gener-
alist, invasive species promotes species homogenization
and is akin to replacing Van Gogh’s Sunflowers with
a mass-produced print.” Though environmental philoso-
phers have long used the metaphor of art to think about
restoration (i.e., to ask whether the value of a restored
ecosystem can be understood by considering the value
of a restored or replicated work of art [Elliot 1982]),
Meyer et al.’s usage is problematic. First, the example is
inaccurate because Sunflowers is not the name of one
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painting, but rather the name of 2 sets of paintings. Ac-
curacy is critical for similes and metaphors to be un-
derstood, nondistracting, and not dismissed out of hand.
Second, the analogy is awkward because sunflowers are
themselves plants that are not native to the south of
France, where Van Gogh painted his sunflower series,
or to Van Gogh’s home in The Netherlands. Most impor-
tantly, though, Meyer et al. suggest that, like offprints of
a painting, the propagation of non-native species fills the
world with individuals who are all, and only, instances of
their type, thereby denying the relevance of individuality.
This view illustrates the point we are trying to raise in the
first place: if individuals are regarded as individuals, then
a world populated by individuals is not homogeneous.
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