
The Monist 75(no. 2, 1992):250-278. 

DISVALUES IN NATURE 

1. Disvalues and values 

To accentuate the positive one can eliminate the negative. A touchstone� 
for any theory of truth is its theory of error; a theory of value needs to han­�
dle disvalue. Philosophers, lately exercised about values in nature, have not� 
yet much asked about disvalues there. TheY have also cautioned alainst� 
committing an alleged naturalistic fallacy. The usual version, the positive� 
naturalistic fallacy, araues from is to ought. Nature is described such and� 
such a way; that is a good thina and auaht to be so. But, we are warned,� 
"natural" does not imply "right." The unusual version, tbe negative� 
naturalistic fallacy, argues to ought not. Nature is sucb and such a way; this� 
ought not to be so.� 

This locates disvalue in nature, but on what grounds? Possibly there is� 
a suppressed, implicit premise: I (or other humans) choose for good reasons� 
supportina human welfare to disvalue this matter of natural fact. Now the� 
conclusion does follow, given my premises. But these are only "my"� 
premises. Take away my preferences and reasons, and there is no disvalue in� 
nature.. Opportunistic humans operate as a preference sieve through a� 
booming, buzzing confusion, a kaleidoscopic chum where no event is of� 
value or disvalue of itself. But assume our human outlook, and we cannot� 
avoid valuing some and disvaluinl other events in nature.� 

Often there is a stronger claim. A certain natural condition is bad,� 
whether or not any humans are around. When I come on scene, I can� 
evaluate it so. I may also suffer from this preexisting disvalue; I ought to� 
remedy it if I can. So "my" premises are describing the natural case; my� 
subjective preferences are registering an objective disvalue. In this latter� 
case, no fallacy is committed; to the contrary truth is discovered, only, alas,� 
unhappy truth.� 

Charles Darwin exclaimed that the process is "clumsy, wasteful,� 
blundering, low, and horribly crue!"'l John Stuart Mill cursed nature as an� 
"odious scene of violence.":J Thomas Huxley admonished, "Let us under­�
stand, once for all, that the ethical process of society depends, not on im­�
itatina the cosmic process, still less on runnilll away from it, but in com­�
batina it."3 George Williams insists, "The process and products of evolu­�
tion are-'morally unacceptable and act in opposition to the ethical progress� 
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of humanity.... What is, in the biological world, normally ought not."" 
These seem to be judgments disvaluing objective natural history. If true, 
there could prove little cause for biological conservation out of respect for 
nature. 

Disvalue might be discovered in natural products oblivious to the 
systemic processes. If the disvalue comes only by human preferences, origins 
are irrelevant. But nature is processes as much as products. Possibly, ~ 

disvaluable or valueless process has occasionally produced valuable pro­
ducts, though it would be anomalous if there were a longstanding, high 
statistical correlation between such a disvaluable process and its valuable 
products. When valuing nature it is difficult to separate the evolutionary 
past from the ecological present, and· we need to connect both with the 
ethical future. 

An intermediate position is that evolution leads sometimes to good, 
sometimes to bad things, and that on balance this is a zero sum game. The 
goods and bads cancel each other out, like heads and tails when tossing a 
coin. Or the dice might be loaded, either toward values or disvalues. 

Another position, only seemingly intermediate, holds that the evolu­
tionary processes and products are devoid of value. This does not mean that 
each result lies still within the category of valuation, their average hittIng 
the scale at zero. Rather, evolution is entirely off the value scale. Hamlet 
mused, "There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it SO."5 

More acurately, preferring makes it so. Disvalue is as added as value; the 
naked term is non-value, bilt even that term backs into nature pejoratively, 
because it defines a thing by fmding entities absent value. Natural things-if 
we can find ourselves up to this thought experiment-just are, neither pres­
ent nor absent value; rather they lie outside the domain of value (and 
therefore outside nonvalue and disvalue categories), until humans or other 
conscious valuers arrive and ignite values or disvalues. 

We can say that natural processes and products always have the stand­
ing possibility of valuation (or disvaluation), but that is to categorize them 
in terms of possibilities when humans come on scene. Whether such a stand­
ins possibility can be retroactively posited as some real potential there ab­
sent humans is doubtful. True enough, we cannot formulate the question 
whether there is value in nature independently of human experience; but can 
we formulate a question that reaches outside of human experience? Notice 
that both those who do and those who do not find or assign value, disvalue, 
or nonvaIue, think they can describe what is really there or not there, out­
side of the perceptions in the eye of the human beholder. Even the null­
value view thinks to know what categories are absent in nature. 
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Sometimes, we view from our human niche, when we value timber and 
disvalue wildfire that destroys it. But sometimes we wish a view from no 
niche, that of an ideal Earth-observer. This need not be absolute, but it will 
be regional or global. This view is made with our human perceptual and 
cognitive equipment, but we can partially at least distinguish what we see 
from how we are able to see it. 

Notice carefully that the appropriate evaluative category is not nature's 
moral goodness, for there are no moral agents in nonhuman nature. The ap­
propriate category is one or more kinds of nonmoral goodness, better called 
nature's value. Such value is not to be mappeq by projection from culture, 
much less from human moral systems within culture. It may be that we 
humans, who are moral agents, ought or ought not to imitate this process; 
such decisioJi and action will be a moral matter. But the evaluation of 
nature is not yet moral. Nature is a-moral but that does not imply either 
a-value or neg-value. That may be where the suspected fallacy lies. 

One appropriate category on Earth will be its biological goodness, the 
extent to which the natural system is pro-life, prolific. We must evaluate 
phenomena such as: the achievement of diversity and complexity out of 
simplicity, the mixture of order and contingency, the nomothetic and the 
idiographic, autonomy and interdependence, individualism and communi­
ty, endurance through struggle. None of these results can be called moral. 
Rather, these are creative activities. They may have resultant worth. 

If we ask whether all natural things are made for human benefit (either 
by divine design or natural selection), then it is clear that the answer is that 
they are not. From this perspective, many things in nature will have no 
value or disvalue. For Homo sapiens some things will prove of value, 
likeliest some found in our evolved niche, if we have one. Or if we have 
rebuilt our niche culturally, valuable things will be those that we use as 
natural resources, remaking them into instruments of culture. But if we ask 
whether natural things are well made in and by themselves, an answer still 
needs to be sought. 

Philosophers have been chary and fastidious about granting objective 
value in nature, but they have often been quite willing to allege objective 
disvalue in nature. But by parity of reasoning, those willing to grant objec­
tive disvalue must also consider objective value. Indeed, we shall argue that 
such disvalues point to values more evidently there. The view of nature that 
results is not value negative, much less value neutral; it embeds values in 
biotic community. The argument must follow opposites in conflict and 
resolution, and this will require a series of gestalt switches, finding out what 
is actually going on in nature, evaluating it prima facie and revaluating it at 
more depth. 
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Also, take caution against forgetting the pluralism in nature. There are 
myriad sorts of things and they are differently made. 

2. Predation 

There is quite a list of candidate disvalues. One is predation. In­
disputably, for a prey animal, it is bad to be eaten; death results. If a tiger 
eats a human, we are horrified. And if a tiger eats a monkey? The monkey 
screams, and "nature, red in tooth and claw'" has seemed quite tragic.· 
Richard Dawkins concludes that Tennyson's f~ous phrase "sums up our 
modem understanding of natural selection admirably." All organisms are 
"like successful Chicago gangsters.'" Steve Sapontzis finds predation 
lamentable: "Where we can prevent predation without occasioning as much 
or more suffering than we would prevent, we are obligated to do SO."I 

These judgments, made from a human perspective, are judgments from the 
perspective of any prey and judgments about processes deeply embedded in 
ecosYstems. 

The disvalue to the prey is, however, a value to the predator, and, with 
a systemic turn, perspectives change. The violent death of the hunted means 
life to the hunter. There is not value loss so much as value capture; .nutrient 
materials and energy flow from one life stream to another, with selective 
pressures to be efficient about the transfer. The pains of the prey are matched 
by the pleasures of the predator. Should we register the amounts of each to 
compute the net? Or is the hedonistic criterion perhaps not ~the most rele­
vant one? We need to ask what biological achievements result from preda­
tion? 

The wolf is not a big, bad wolf; it is one of the most handsome animals 
on Earth. Many wish to reintroduce wolves to Yellowstone. In Africa, 
tourists most want to see the big cats. Florida school children chose the 
lithe, supple panther as their state animal. We admire the muscle and pow­
er, the sentience and skills that could only have evolved in predation. Such 
aesthetic experience is in the eye of the human beholder~ but the biological 
achievements are objective in cat and wolf. Are these good products of a bad 
process? Or does something about the creative process require predation? 

Autotrophs synthesize their own food; heterotrophs eat something 
else. Could we have had a world with only flora, no fauna? Possibly not, 
since in a world in which things are assembled something has to disassemble 
them for recycling. In any case, no one thinks that a mere floral world 
would be of more value than a world with fauna also. In a floral world, 
there would be no one to think. Heterotrophs must be built on autotrophs, 
and no autotrophs are sentient or cerebral. 
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Could there have been only plant-eating fauna, only grazers, no 
predators? Possibly, though probably there never was such a world, since 
predation preceded photosynthesis. Even grazers are predators of a kind, 
though what they eat does not suffer. Again, an Earth with only herbivores 
and no omnivores or carnivores would be impoverished. The animal skills 
demanded would be only a fraction of those that have resulted in actual 
zoology-no horns, no fleet-footed predators or prey, no fine-tuned 
eyesight and hearing, no quick neural capacity, no advanced brains. 

Nor are all benefits to the predators. The individual prey, eaten, loses 
all; but the species may gain as the population is regulated, as selection for 
better skills at avoiding predation takes place, and the prey not less than the 
predator will gain in sentience, mobility, cognitive and perceptual powers. 
Being eaten is not always a bad thing, even from the perspective of the prey 
species. The predator depends on a continuing prey population; they have 
entwined destinies. . 

A rattlesnake has fangs-weapons-and people and animals can get 
hurt by them. That is clearly a disvalue, if bitten. But fangs are of value to 
the snake, and their disvalue is close-coupled with value. Indeed, in the 
systemic picture, fangs are teeth, teeth belong in the food chains by which 
animals eat. Sometimes animals use the same tools that secure food also as 
weapons to protect themselves against being eaten. There is nothing in­
herently disvaluable about teeth, including incisors or canines. A human 
eating an apple is no more, no less ungodly than a snake eating a mouse. A 
photosynthetic world would be a largely immobile world. Some species 
must sit around and soak up sunlight; other species will capture this value to 
fuel mobility. Still other species will rise higher on the trophic pyramid, 
funded by capturing resources from below for greater achievements in sen­
tience, cognition, and mobility. 

We humans stand in this tradition, omnivores over most of our 
timespan. Our ancestors were hunters until the advent of domestica~ionand 
agriculture a few thousand years ago; even in domestication meat eating 
continues. Perhaps we ought to kill food animals humanely t perhaps we 
even ought now to stop eating them. But meanwhile we face the paradox 
that without predation in our past we should not be here to deliberate the 
question at all. 

A world without blood would be poorer, but a world without blood­
shed would be poorer too. Among other things, it would be a world without 
humans-not that humans now cannot be vegetarians but that the evolution 
of humans would never have taken place. Weare beginning to see that 
disvalues are often subtly transmuted into values, especially if we transpose 
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