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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 against
committing an alleged naturalistic fallacy. The usual version, the positive
naturalistic fallacy, argues from is to ought. Nature is described such and
such a way; that is a good thing and ought to be so. But, we are warned,
“natural’’ does not imply ‘‘right.”” The unusual version, the negative
naturalistic fallacy, argues to ought not. Nature is such 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
supporting 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 churn where no event is of
value or disvalue of itself. But assume our human outlook, and we cannot
avoid valuing some and disvaluing 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 cruél.’”’! John Stuart Mill cursed nature as an
““odious scene of violence.’’? Thomas Huxley admonished, *‘Let us under-
stand, once for all, that the ethical process of society depends, not on im-
itating the cosmic process, still less on running away from it, but in com-
bating 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.’’4
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, a
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.’’*
More acurately, preferring makes it so. Disvalue is as added as value; the
naked term is non-value, but even that term backs into nature pejoratively,
because it defines a thing by finding 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-
ing 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 nonvalue, 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.



