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 Democratic societies today are saturated with a form of despotism that shapes every aspect of our 
lives while being virtually invisible to us: the despotism that human beings exercise over the natural 
world. Democracy establishes principled limits on political power in relation to persons, but not in 
relation to nature. In relation to everything else under the sun, we democrats mostly behave like despots. 
Democracy is not unique in this regard, of course. The unlimited, exploitative exercise of human will in 
relation to the earth permeates regimes of all types in every part of the world. Yet democratic despotism is 
especially troubling because it cannot be blamed on a thug or a political strongman. All of us are 
complicit; we are all despots in relation to non-human beings and things.  
 
 The use of nature for human purposes is not in itself despotic, of course. Use is a necessary 
condition of existence, one that holds for all living things. To live on the earth is inevitably to consume, 
transform, and destroy. What makes our relationship to non-human nature despotic is not the fact of our 
use but the institutionally unlimited structure of our power over it and the unabashedly exploitative ends 
this power is permitted to serve. We should worry about our despotism both because despotism is 
objectionable in principle and because despotism is in practice unsustainable. And many of us do worry. 
Environmental consciousness is on the rise around the world. Recycling is now a major global industry, 
alternative energy use is expanding, workplaces and college campuses are going green, the language of 
sustainable development is everywhere, even large oil companies build advertising campaigns around 
their putative commitments to the earth, and as a result of the 2015 Paris climate accord, 195 countries 
have now agreed to limit their carbon emissions. Valuable as they may be, however, these developments 
do not alter the basic structure of human power over nature. Consequently, industrialized agriculture and 
factory farming are extending their reach worldwide, while deforestation, species extinctions, toxic 
dumping, the proliferation of drug-resistant superbugs, the growth of greenhouse gas emissions, and the 
acidification of the seas continue apace. We may worry about the effects generated by our despotic 
exercise of power over nature, but we are not doing much to fundamentally limit or redirect this power.   
 
 Many of us feel, not unreasonably, that the big environmental problems we face are simply 
beyond our ability to influence. We may wish to live sustainably, we may even make a respectable effort 
to do so, but the effects of our individual efforts are mostly negligible in the scheme of things, and they 
sometimes unintentionally inflict more damage. Moreover, opting out of practices that degrade the earth 
is not a live option for most of us. Whatever we do or eat or buy, in work and in leisure, in birth and in 
death, we inevitably find ourselves contributing to the despoiling of the earth. We are at once complicit 
and trapped. Our despotism over nature has been inscribed so deeply in the basic structures that organize 
our lives – political, economic, social, cultural – that we cannot really do otherwise; there is no viable 
way out for us as individuals. This is the sense in which we are all despots today, whatever our intentions 
or aspirations. There is irony in this entrapment, in the fact that we ourselves have been subjugated by our 
own unlimited exercise of power. Today we are slaves as we are despots, and we pay a heavy price for the 
power we are unwilling to constrain. Whether we know it or not, we are in need of ecological 
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emancipation – the liberation of the earth from human despotism, and the liberation of human beings 
from a way of life that is at once exploitative and slavish. 
 
 The key to ecological emancipation is institutionalized respect for the nonhuman world. In the 
context of human society, the principle of respect for persons provides a justification for the structural 
limitation of political power (through mechanisms such as political representation, individual rights, and 
the separation of powers) and also for insisting that the only legitimate end of political power is to serve 
the wellbeing of the people subject to it. A principle of respect for non-persons, properly conceived, can 
do similar work. It can supplement respect among human beings by establishing political mechanisms 
that formally constrain what we may do to non-human beings and things, and that require us to use our 
power in ways that are attentive to their wellbeing along with our own. In setting principled limits on our 
power over nature, moreover, we also limit the forces that have come to entrap us in an ecologically 
unsustainable way of life, and we make new ways of life possible. The emancipation of the human and 
the non-human are inextricably linked; in freeing the earth, we advance our own freedom as well. This 
paper explores how that emancipation might begin. Part one elaborates the idea of despotism over nature, 
showing how the human relationship to non-human beings and things manifests political domination, and 
how our own freedom is compromised by this relationship. Part two examines the ideal of respect for 
non-persons and offers grounds for affirming it as a foundational political ethos, alongside respect for 
persons. Part three sketches some political practices that could instantiate respect for non-persons, and 
briefly describes several initiatives that could help generate support for it. 
 
I. Despotism over nature as political domination  
 
 It may seem strange to describe the relationship between human beings and the natural world in 
the political language of despotism. We do not see ourselves as being in political relationship with nature 
at all. And yet non-human beings and things are everywhere subject to the coercive force of states and 
other political bodies, and to the political will of democratic majorities. Political power regulates how the 
non-human things we think of as natural resources are extracted and distributed and disposed of, how the 
animals that live among us are produced and slaughtered and studied, and how the earth itself is divided 
up, populated, and protected (or not) by human beings. Our relationship to the earth’s non-human parts is 
thoroughly infused with political power; it reflects our political values and is constitutive of our political 
communities. Indeed, no politics would be possible without the contributions of the non-human beings 
and things with which we are in relationship. We may prefer not to see this relationship in political terms, 
but this preference is mainly a matter of bad faith. Given how we treat the earth, acknowledging the 
political character of our relationship with it quite rightly makes us uneasy.2 
 
 This relationship is marked above all by unchecked power. The power we exercise over nature is 
structurally unlimited, meaning that there are few if any principled constraints on it, no division and 
balance of human power in relation to non-human beings and things. True, states routinely regulate the 
use of the environment, but the vast majority of environmental regulation today is not principled but self-
serving, intended to protect human interests rather than nature itself, and when human interests are 
deemed to change, the regulations change too. And far from being fixed and fundamental, our 
institutional protections for nature are for the most part flimsy and easily obviated. While efforts by some 
countries to protect ecosystems and non-human animals through constitutionally established rights 
gesture toward structural constraints on human power, at this point they remain mostly aspirational in 

                                                        
2  Stefan Dolgert makes a similar point in discussing the human treatment of non-human animals, where 
“knowing what we are doing produces a longing not to know” and generates a willful blindness about animal 
suffering. See Dolgert, “Sacrificing Justice: Suffering Animals, the Oresteia, and the Masks of Consent,” Political 
Theory 40 (3), 264. 
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character, with limited impact.3 In practice, of course, human power over nature is far from unlimited. 
There is much in nature that we do not control, including our own environmental effects, as climate 
change and superbugs and mass extinctions demonstrate. But despotism has never been a matter of 
perfect control. Think of the despots depicted by Plato or Montesquieu, whose anxious efforts to master 
their subjects leave the despots themselves desperate and dispirited because perfect control perpetually 
eludes their grasp.4 Despotism is about power that lacks institutional constraints, not about perfect 
control. The ends to which power is put are also relevant. Despotic power is self-serving and indifferent 
to the wellbeing of those it governs. Despots exploit and degrade their subjects in pursuit of their own 
satisfactions. This feature of despotism makes it intrinsically unstable as a form of political order, as both 
Plato and Montesquieu knew. Despotism uses up the sources of its own life by eviscerating its subjects 
and the conditions of their common existence. It is therefore unsustainable. This should sound familiar to 
us; it is a fitting description of how we relate to the non-human world. The power we exercise over nature 
is despotic both in its structure and in its ends.  
 
 Despotism so conceived is a form of political domination. Domination has been the subject of 
extensive study in recent years, as theorists have mined the liberal and republican traditions for insight 
into the conditions of a free society.5 Historically, domination has had two sides: dominium, the exercise 
of arbitrary will by particular persons in the private sphere; and imperium, the exercise of arbitrary will by 
public authorities or the state. Domination as both dominium and imperium was associated with slavery, 
whether as personal servitude to a master or as political servitude to a despot.6 On Philip Pettit’s 
influential account, domination characterizes any relationship in which a person or public authority has 
“(1) the capacity to interfere; (2) on an arbitrary basis; (3) in certain choices that the other is in a position 
to make.”7 Power counts as arbitrary, on this account, when it fails to track the interests of those subject to 
it. The capacity to interfere on an arbitrary basis is a structural condition resulting from the absence of 
institutional checks on power. Power need not be actually exercised in order for a condition of domination 
to exist; the absence of constraints is enough. Thus a slave who is lucky enough to have a gentle or non-
interfering master is still subject to domination, despite not actually being interfered with. Likewise, 
benevolent despots are still despots because the lack of institutional checks on their power puts their 
subjects in a state of perpetual vulnerability. This is why even when we do our best as individuals to live 
sustainably, we may still fairly be described as depots in relation to nature. Our domination is a structural 
condition independent of our individual intentions. As important as the structure of power is to 
domination, its purpose or end is also crucial. Domination is self-serving and exploitative insofar as it 
fails to track the interests of its subjects. By contrast, non-arbitrary constraints on individual choice 
imposed by legitimate laws, which do track the interests of subjects, do not entail domination but are 
consistent with liberty. Domination, like despotism, is a function of both the unlimited structure of power, 
meaning the absence of institutional checks, and the exploitative ends to which it is directed, meaning its 
“arbitrariness” in Pettit’s sense, the fact that it fails to track the interests of those subject to it.  
                                                        
3  The German constitution, for example, includes provisions for animal rights intended to “protect the life 
and well-being of animals as fellow creatures.” Ecuador’s 2008 constitution includes broader protections for “the 
rights of nature” as a whole, and Bolivia’s 2010 “Law of the Rights of Mother Earth” establishes similar protections. 
These examples are discussed below. Although at present they remain largely aspirational, I see animal and earth 
rights as offering potentially valuable mechanisms for constraining human power over nature.  
4  See Plato, Republic, book IX; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, books III and IV; and Sharon R. 
Krause, “Despotism in The Spirit of Laws, Chapter Five in Montesquieu's Science of Politics: Essays on The Spirit 
of Laws, edited by David W. Carrithers, Michael Mosher and Paul Rahe (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2001), 
231-71. 
5  See, for example, Philip Pettit, Republicanism: A Theory of Freedom and Government (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1999); Quentin Skinner, Liberty Before Liberalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2012); Frank Lovett, A General Theory of Domination and Justice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).   
6  Pettit, Republicanism, 31. 
7  Pettit, Republicanism, 52. 
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 Pettit’s definition of domination is a valuable point of departure for understanding our political 
relationship to nature, but it has some limits in this context. Above all, most of nature is not in a position 
to make choices, whether it is subject to the arbitrary power of others or not. For most non-human beings 
and things, the threat posed by arbitrary power affects not the capacity to choose but the capacity to be; it 
disrupts their ability to function according to the terms of their own unfolding potentials. Similarly, the 
notion of interests applies unevenly in the non-human world. Insofar as the concept of interest implies the 
ability to take an interest in something, or to consciously care about it, non-human nature will regularly 
lack interests. Yet all living organisms and life systems (including ecosystems) have a wellbeing in the 
sense that things can go better or worse for them with respect to the distinctive functions of which they 
are capable. They can flourish and they can be harmed, sometimes in ways that involve suffering. Thus 
what distinguishes arbitrary from non-arbitrary power in this context is the degree to which it tracks the 
wellbeing rather than the interests of those it governs. Finally, Pettit’s concept of domination normally 
entails relationships of personal control in which “some people keep others under their thumb,”8 coercing 
and intimidating their subordinates “with a view to getting their own way.”9 The relationship of personal 
control aptly characterizes many instances of domination among human beings, both as dominium and as 
imperium. It also fits well for certain aspects of the human/non-human relationship, which regularly 
involves intentional efforts by individuals and governments to master nature for human purposes. Yet it 
fails to capture a crucial dimension of our contemporary despotism over nature, namely the systemic, 
structural conditions that perpetuate the human exploitation of the earth without being subject to anyone’s 
personal control. Climate change, for example, results from social, political, and economic factors that are 
the products of collective decisions by human beings, and that are sustained through countless individual 
choices, but these structures also have a life of their own. Even as they depend on our individual 
participation, they elude our personal control. This is why our practice of domination is often an 
experience of entrapped complicity. To make sense of dynamics like these, which are common in the 
context of our despotism over nature, we must acknowledge that domination does not always involve 
personal control.10  
 
 When modified in these ways, the notion of domination helps explain what it means to say that 
our way of life is saturated with despotism. Our despotism over nature involves the exercise of 
domination as both imperium and dominium. At the level of imperium, the power of states and other 
political authorities to determine what happens to non-human beings and things is subject to no 
institutional checks, and this power is overwhelmingly directed to human ends. Similarly, at the level of 
dominium, individuals and private entities such as firms are relatively free to exercise arbitrary power 
over non-human nature. States do regulate our uses of the environment in certain ways, but insofar as 
these regulations are directed to human interests they remain arbitrary, and hence dominating, with 
respect to nature itself.11 We are despots as citizens of democratic states, where we share in the state’s 
sovereignty and hence its imperium over nature, and we are despots as private individuals and members 
                                                        
8 Pettit, A Theory of Freedom: From the Psychology to the Politics of Agency (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2001), 139. 
9 Pettit, A Theory of Freedom, 176. 
10  For further elaboration of the limits of non-domination in this regard, see Sharon R. Krause, Freedom 
Beyond Sovereignty (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 141-9. 
11  Animal abuse laws represent an important exception, but only up to a point because they exclude farm 
animals and they cover only harms carried out by specific agents, not harms resulting from systemic factors such as 
large-scale habitat destruction, toxic dumping, and climate change. More generally, I can pour virtually any 
substance down my drain or dump it on my property without any real repercussions. Although it would be 
impossible for states to perfectly police such actions at the individual level, if we were serious about constraining 
our dominium over nature we would prevent toxic substances from being readily available for purchase at the 
hardware store and the discount center. We would use laws and public policies to put real pressure on individuals 
and firms to consider the wellbeing of nature in their actions.  
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of civil society, where we regularly exercise dominium over non-human beings and things. Both our 
dominium and our imperium are a function of the kind of power we hold. To emancipate nature would 
require changing the structure of this power, establishing institutional checks that would constrain what 
we can do and that would force us to be responsive to nature’s wellbeing in addition to our own.  
 
 Such constraints would also have emancipatory potential for us. The large-scale structural forces 
that entrap us in their environmentally destructive practices confine and exploit us even as they answer to 
many of our desires. Our instrumentalization of the earth has abetted the rise (and now the meteoric 
explosion) of global capital, the power of which has come to dwarf not only individuals but often whole 
peoples and their governments. It is a power that operates through its own self-styled invisible hands, by 
means of mechanisms that elude most of us and are actually controlled by none of us. Part of the problem 
is the massive scale of these forces, which makes their power seem indomitable and distances it from the 
people they affect, thus limiting their responsiveness. The contemporary scale of economic agents such as 
international corporations is tied to the relatively free hand that human beings have had in extracting 
resources from the earth and from animals, and in otherwise making use of them for human purposes. The 
exploitation of nature made possible the rise of modern capitalism, and today it sustains the vast scale and 
influence of capitalist enterprise. If the human power over nature were forced to answer to principled 
limits and to track nature’s wellbeing, the power of corporations would be substantially reduced. It would 
be wrong, of course, to lay all the blame for our environmental problems at the feet of capitalism. The 
earthly destruction wrought by the world’s forays into command economies in Mao’s China and the 
former Soviet Union make it clear that capitalism is not itself the cause of our despotism over nature. Yet 
today capitalism is a crucial component of this despotism, and we cannot contain the latter without also 
containing the former. Capitalism’s contributions go beyond the profit-driven depletion of resources, 
torturing of animals, and dumping of wastes. They also include the privatization of public power, as 
governments contract out many former functions, and as firms and industries purchase political influence 
and thereby make it difficult for states to impose effective environmental regulation. The contributions of 
capitalism also include the culture of consumerism that makes everything disposable, treats all things as 
replaceable, and makes us believe that the satisfaction of desire is happiness and that our freedom lies in 
choosing among the things that capitalism puts up for sale. We cannot emancipate nature from human 
despotism without emancipating ourselves from the economic, political, and cultural power of capitalism. 
By the same token, the changes that would free nature would also free us to share more fully in shaping 
the forces that govern our lives, and they would free us to live different kinds of lives, including lives not 
entrapped by our contemporary culture of exploitation.  
 
 Respect for non-persons is the key to this emancipation. The politics of respect is, as a general 
matter, the best protection against despotism and political domination. In the context of relations among 
human beings, the principle of respect for persons provides a normative basis for constraining political 
power and forcing it to track the interests of the governed. In the context of our relationship to nature, the 
principle of respect for non-persons can play a similar role. It gives us reason to limit our power, to divide 
and balance the forces that exploit the earth (and subjugate us as well). Respect for non-persons is, on the 
one hand, a political ethos intended to guide us to a more liberatory engagement with non-human beings 
and things. On the other hand, respect for non-persons is also a political practice, or set of practices, that 
institutionalize responsive, sustainable relationships with the natural world and build a political regime of 
respectful co-existence. 
 
  
II. Respect for non-persons as a political ethos 
 
 The most common way to argue for earth-friendly policies these days has little to do with respect. 
Instead, it invokes the interests that human beings have in constraining our ecologically damaging 
behavior. Most environmental political theorists have adopted an anthropocentric approach in this regard 
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as opposed to an ecocentric one, and the language of human interests dominates public discourse about 
environmental problems from climate change to resource depletion. Anthropocentric arguments seem to 
many people to be more pragmatic than ecocentric ones, more likely to generate social uptake and to be 
efficacious in practice, because they appeal directly to the ostensibly compelling motivation of human 
interests rather than relying on a particular ethical orientation to nature, such as respect. Perhaps the best 
solution to our despotism over nature, then, is simply to point out the ways in which it contravenes human 
interests. Yet the interest-based approach pits the long-term interests of the human species against the 
short-term interests of human individuals. Not only is species interest, if it exists at all as a psychological 
motivation, a pale force in comparison with individual self-interest, but long-term interests are almost 
always felt less powerfully than immediate ones. And the immediate interests of human individuals are 
everywhere served by our damaging, exploitative use of the earth. Moreover, the potential harms that 
environmental hazards can impose on human beings are often uncertain from the standpoint of any 
particular person. Polluted water may be correlated with elevated cancer rates in my community, but this 
correlation does not mean the water will give me cancer. The fact that environmental effects are 
frequently unknowable at the individual level means that the relationship between environmental 
degradation and one’s own interest is often unclear, which undercuts the force of self-interest as a motive 
for action in this context.  
 
 In addition, for many environmental problems, sustainable behavior may not actually be in one’s 
interest in the absence of an enforced structure of cooperation that guarantees general compliance.12 If I 
give up my car in favor of public transportation, the effect on climate change will be negligible but the 
cost to me in terms of travel time and inconvenience will be substantial. Only if I can be sure that 
everyone else will be forced to do the same thing, with a resulting non-negligible impact on the climate, 
does it begin to make sense, from the standpoint of self-interest, for me to make an effort. Finally, the 
costs of environmental damage are not distributed evenly across the human species, as the environmental 
justice movement has emphasized.13 Those with fewer economic and political resources bear a 
disproportionate burden because the privileged are able to insulate themselves more effectively from the 
costs of ecological damage. This means that the most powerful human beings, who are best able to have a 
positive impact on the environment, may have the least interest in doing so. For all these reasons, the 
appeal to human interests turns out to be less potent than it seems in generating support for 
environmentalism and undoing our despotism over nature.14 Human interests do have a role to play, but 
on their own they are not enough. It may seem counterintuitive, but cultivating an ethos of respect for 
nature promises to provide a more potent impetus for the changes that ecological emancipation requires. 
  
 To reliably constrain our use of nature, we must come to respect it, which means internalizing the 
principle of respect for non-persons as part of our shared political ethos, much as citizens of democratic 

                                                        
12  For discussion of this difficulty, see, for example, John Broome, Climate Matters: Ethics in a Warming 
World (New York: WW Norton, 2012); and Steven Vogel, Thinking Like a Mall: Environmental Philosophy After 
the End of Nature (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2015), 202-3. 
13  Luke W. Cole and Sheila R. Foster, From the Ground UP: Environmental Racism and the Rise of the 
Environmental Justice Movement (New York: New York University Press, 2001); Robert Bullard, Dumping in 
Dixie: Race, Class, and Environmental Quality (Boulder: Westview Press, 1990); and Bullard, ed., The Quest for 
Environmental Justice: Human Rights and the Politics of Pollution (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 2005). 
14  The insufficiency of self-interest as a source of more sustainable politics is a core insight of Melissa Lane’s 
Eco-Republic: What the Ancients Can Teach Us About Ethics, Virtue, and Sustainable Living (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2012). Lane argues instead for making sustainability an individual virtue so that we always have 
reason to pursue it (out of concern for the quality of our souls) even when doing so is not obviously in our 
immediate interest. There is much to recommend this approach, and the present study makes common cause with 
Lane’s emphasis on the cultivation of an ecological ethos. Still, Lane’s relatively narrow focus on individual 
character leaves untouched the systemic, structural factors that undercut the efficacy of even the best-intentioned, 
most virtuous people as individuals.   
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societies internalize the principle of respect for persons. The principle of respect for persons holds that 
human beings are to be regarded always also as ends in themselves and never merely as the means to the 
ends of others. This is Kant’s formulation, of course, and Kant connected respect in this sense to rational 
autonomy. In his view, the rational capacity to formulate ends for themselves makes human beings ends 
in themselves.15 I do not mean to endorse the Kantian conception of the person, or Kant’s notion of 
human agency as rational autonomy. Indeed, that view is one source of our despotism over nature, as it 
has been understood to justify our instrumentalizing orientation to non-human beings and things. Yet 
Kant’s concept of respect as involving the acknowledgment of others as ends in themselves is a powerful 
moral and political idea, and a familiar one. I mean to detach it from the Kantian conceptual framework 
and to make use of it in a new way. From a post-Kantian, ecological perspective, what entitles non-
persons to be respected as ends in themselves is not autonomy but the fact that their existence unfolds 
according to logics that are not reducible to human purposes. Nature is not for us in the sense of having 
been brought into existence for the sake of satisfying our desires. Nor is its wellbeing defined or 
necessarily advanced by serving us. Nature just is; it unfolds for itself. The non-human things of this earth 
are ends in themselves in the sense that they are not, by nature, for anything else, including us.16  
 
 Moreover, nothing has endowed human beings with a legitimate title to exercise unlimited power 
over non-human beings and things simply to satisfy our own purposes. It is true that some people believe 
that God has endowed us with such a title. A primary source of the belief that nature exists for human use 
is the Old Testament’s book of Genesis, which holds that on the sixth day God made human beings and 
then granted them “dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and 
over all the earth.”17 Many Christians and Jews have interpreted the “dominion” referred to in this passage 
more in terms of responsible stewardship than domination, and there is a rich strand of contemporary 
ecology animated by Biblical faith.18 Historically, however, the predominant appropriation of Genesis has 
favored a reading that treats the non-human world as if it were created solely for human use and leaves 
the power that people exercise over nature unchecked. Yet while the Bible continues to be a moral 
authority for many people today, liberal democratic societies do not accept the Bible as a source of 
political authority. There are some theocracies in the world at present in which people do believe that the 
right to rule is ordained by God, and that God’s will can justify the unlimited exercise of power. But in 
                                                        
15  Immanuel Kant, Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1993). 
16  Some ecologists make this point by invoking the idea of “autopoeisis,” as self-production or self-renewal. 
Autopoesis is thought to be a feature of all life systems, including “populations, gene pools, ecosystems, and 
individual living organisms” (Robyn Eckersley, Environmentalism and Political Theory: Toward an Ecocentric 
Approach [Albany: SUNY Press, 1992], 61). The activity of autopoetic entities, on this view, manifests a 
teleological structure oriented toward the unfolding of their own potentials. In most cases this unfolding transpires 
without conscious intentionality, but because “the primary product of the operations of living systems … is 
themselves, not some goal or task external to themselves,” they are considered to be “ends in themselves” and hence 
“deserving of moral consideration in their own right” (Eckersley, 61; in this passage Eckersley draws from Warwick 
Fox, Toward a Transpersonal Ecology: Developing New Foundations for Environmentalism [Boston: Shambala, 
1990], 172). The language of autopoesis is somewhat misleading in that no living organisms are really self-
producing or self-renewing. Scientific ecology demonstrates instead the deep interdependence of organisms and 
ecosystems. Moreover, the emphasis on self-generated activity as the source of a thing’s moral standing risks 
assimilating non-human forms to human qualities – above all agency – as the condition for according them value. 
We should be able to acknowledge that non-human nature has value and standing without ascribing quasi-human 
qualities to it, and we can appreciate the core insight that nature is not in any fundamental sense for us but exists as 
an end in itself without invoking the ideal of autopoesis.  
17  The Holy Bible, King James Version, Genesis, 1.26 (New York: Penguin, 1974), page 9. 
18  See, for example, Wendell Berry, The Unsettling of America: Culture and Agriculture (San Francisco: 
Sierra Club, 1977); Terry Tempest Williams, The Open Space of Democracy (Great Barrington: Orion, 2010); and 
Andrew Linzey, Animal Theology (Campaign: University of Illinois Press, 1994). See also Pope Francis’s 2015 
speech to the UN on ecological matters, http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/sep/25/pope-franciss-
speech-to-the-un-in-full. 
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liberal democracies, claims of divine right cannot authorize the exercise of public power, including the 
power that human beings collectively exercise over nature. In the absence of a legitimate title to dominate 
nature, such use can only constitute a usurpation. The absence of a legitimate title to dominate nature, 
then, gives us another reason to treat non-persons with respect.  
 
 Finally, our deep dependence on earth’s non-human parts provides additional grounds for 
according them respect. Our dependence on other people plays a similar role in justifying the principle of 
respect for persons. The fact that we need other people to achieve virtually all our purposes gives us 
reason to refrain from exploiting and abusing them, to count their interests in our decision-making, in 
short to treat them as ends in themselves. To do otherwise would be to take without giving, a form of 
ingratitude, the mark of a churlish character. It would also be self-defeating. By exploiting others we 
undermine their wellbeing and undercut their ability to help support us. We are as dependent on non-
human beings and things as we are on other people. We depend on their bodies and capacities, on their 
labor, and sometimes on their affections. We are in continuous communion with them, and, like people, 
they are subject to the political force of our laws and the social force of public opinion. Just as we owe 
respect to the people we depend on, then, so we owe respect to the non-persons that make our lives 
possible and enable us to flourish.  
 

To extend respect to non-persons, in this post-Kantian way, is to treat them always also as ends in 
themselves, to be responsive to the conditions of their wellbeing for their own sakes, independently of 
their use-value for us. It means acknowledging that non-human beings and things count, that they deserve 
to be treated according to standards of right, that there are limits to how power may be exercised over 
them. The ethos of respect in this sense has a hybrid quality, depending as it does on multiple sources of 
justification and support. It can be affirmed from a variety of different perspectives, much in the way of a 
Rawlsian overlapping consensus.19 Although there are plenty of comprehensive doctrines in the world 
today that run counter to respect for non-persons, many others are compatible with it. The diverse breeds 
of environmentalists on the contemporary scene, from ecofeminists to conservative Christians to neo-
Marxists to new-age spiritualists and beyond, are evidence of this. The fact that an ethos of respect can be 
affirmed and justified from within multiple worldviews enhances its motivational force and helps stabilize 
it in the context of pluralistic societies, where substantial disagreement about ultimate values exists. It 
also gives the principle travelling power across societies, an important consideration given the global 
nature of many environmental problems and the need for cooperation among culturally diverse peoples. 

 
 Despite the parallels between respect for persons and respect for non-persons, there are also 
important differences. Respect for persons entails political equality, which means that all are entitled to 
the same political rights and privileges. Political equality presupposes species similarity, a common set of 
capacities and purposes, which makes it possible for people to make use of the same set of political 
entitlements. In the context of non-persons, capacities and purposes are too diverse to make the same set 
of entitlements sensible. Here the principle of respect calls not for political equality but for political 
consideration. It requires us to constrain our action with reference to nature’s wellbeing, and to formally 
incorporate responsiveness to this wellbeing into our political decision-making. Respect for non-persons 
is not about giving voting rights to cows and rainforests, then, but it does mean that there are principled 
limits to what people may do to cows and rainforests, and that their wellbeing must be part of the 
discussion when we make decisions about, for example, meat production or gold mining. Another 
difference is that respect for persons has a reciprocal structure in the sense that those who are owed 
respect are also expected to exercise respect in return. By contrast, respect for non-persons is 
asymmetrical insofar as it is owed to all the earth but only can be practiced by human beings. The 
exercise of respect for non-persons is an asymmetrical response to the asymmetrical problem of 

                                                        
19  See Arne Naess, “The Deep Ecological Movement: Some Philosophical Aspects,” in Andrew Light and 
Holmes Rolston, III, eds., Environmental Ethics: An Anthology Malden: Blackwell, 2003), 410-12.  
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humanity’s destructive despotism over the earth. This problem affects all parts of nature but it is caused 
and can be remediated only by the human part through the practice of respect.20 
 
 To be sure, respecting others always also as ends and never merely as means is not the same thing 
as respecting them only as ends. Relationships that combine respect for the other with personal benefit are 
common among human beings and are unobjectionable in principle. If I employ you on genuinely fair 
terms and uphold these terms, I am treating you as an end in yourself even though I am also making use 
of you as a laborer. When we confide in our friends and lean on our family members – or simply enjoy 
their company – we are benefiting from them. Indeed, it is partly because we expect to benefit in this way 
that we seek out their company, which means that we are making use of them, although hopefully not in a 
merely instrumental way. A merely instrumental use would mean satisfying our own purposes without 
any consideration of their wellbeing, as in a master’s use of his slave. Slavery is use without respect. 
Friendship and love involve respectful use, although they regularly involve unconditional giving as well. 
In a similar way, respect for non-persons is in principle compatible with the human use of nature. We can 
exercise respect for nature while also making use of it, provided that we acknowledge principled limits on 
our use and that we attend to its wellbeing.  
 
 Respect so conceived is a way of relating to non-human beings and things that is more than 
merely instrumental but that does not fetishize nature as an untouchable Other.21 In our age of 
anthropogenic climate change, there is no longer any nature on this earth that is untouchable – none, in 
fact, that has not already been touched by us.22 Even the most remote parts of the world, which may 
otherwise retain a pristine wildness, are subject to human influence, given the ubiquitous effects of our 
greenhouse gas emissions. And a good deal of the non-human world reflects much deeper human 
influence, from the crops and domesticated animals whose gene pools have been shaped by our selective 
breeding practices to the directly cultivated nature in our urban parks and suburban gardens. Nature is 
everywhere shaped by us. The notion that nature should remain untouched, that respect for nature means 
simply disengaging from it, is antithetical to the human condition, which is a condition of dependence on 
nature, hence engagement with it. This notion is also detrimental to nature. As William Cronon has 
observed, many of our “most serious environmental problems start right here, at home, and if we are to 
solve these problems, we need an environmental ethic that will tell us as much about using nature as 
about not using it.”23 This is not to say that wilderness conservation has no place in a responsible political 
                                                        
20  It would be wrong to hold the behavior of non-human animals to the same standards that govern human 
beings. Martha Nussbaum, for example, suggests that non-human animals not only are entitled to be treated justly by 
human beings but should be made to act justly themselves through “the gradual formation of an interdependent 
world in which all species will enjoy cooperative and mutually supportive relations with one another.” She 
acknowledges that “nature is not that way and never has been,” but she concludes that this fact “calls, in a very 
general way, for the gradual supplanting of the natural by the just.” Nussbaum, “Beyond ‘Compassion and 
Humanity’: Justice for Nonhuman Animals,” Chapter 14 in Animal Rights: Current Debates and New Directions, 
ed. Cass R. Sunstein and Martha C. Nussbaum (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 317. Along these lines, 
Michael Pollan remarks on “the anguished hand-wringing” in some animal rights literature over the fact of predation 
in nature. He suggests that the effort to hold animals to human standards of justice, including treating predation as a 
“moral degradation,” reflects “an abiding discomfort not just with our animality but with animals’ animality too.” 
Pollan, The Omnivore’s Dilemma (New York: Penguin, 2006), 321. Part of respecting non-persons is allowing them 
to be who and what they are, not trying to make them more like us. 
21  I borrow this language from Vogel, Thinking Like a Mall, 25. 
22  See, for example, Bill McKibben, The End of Nature (New York: Random House, 1989), Jedediah Purdy, 
After Nature: A Politics for the Anthropocene (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015); and Vogel, Thinking 
Like a Mall. 
23  William Cronon, “The Trouble with Wilderness, or Getting Back to the Wrong Nature,” in Cronon, ed., 
Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature (New York: Norton, 1995), 85. See also Timothy 
Luke’s critique of how land conservation strategies can, however unintentionally, create more of a “nature 
cemetery” than anything else, in Luke, Ecocritique: Contesting the Politics of Nature, Economy, and Culture 



 10 

ecology, as Cronon acknowledges.24 The point is that the principle of respect for non-persons does not 
imply a hands-off stance toward the natural world. The effort to preserve a mythical ideal of nature as 
wholly Other is not what respect for non-persons is all about, and it would not advance the cause of 
ecological emancipation.  
 
 Still, it would be wrong to conclude from the fact of human influence that we are now living 
“after nature,” as some have claimed, meaning that “there is no such thing as nature anymore”25 The post-
nature view mistakenly equates nature with beings and things that are completely independent of the 
human species in the sense of being altogether unaffected by us.26 Any human influence, on this view, 
makes something wholly artificial, a mere product of human will. The result of this way of thinking is 
that everything on earth becomes a reflection of us, even becomes us. As Bill McKibben puts it, “We can 
no longer imagine that we are part of something larger than ourselves”27 because “there’s nothing there 
except us … there is nothing except us alone.”28 This narrow view is more likely to exacerbate the human 
despotism over nature than to contain it. For if nature has already been destroyed, what is there to respect 
and protect? Why bother? True, stemming environmental degradation might still be in the interest of 
human beings, which is what the post-nature theorists typically argue, but we have seen that human 
interests are not on their own a reliable basis for generating ecologically sustainable behavior. Moreover, 
it is a mistake to equate influence on something with the wholesale eradication of its otherness. Non-
human beings and things can be affected by us – even deeply affected – without being subsumed by us, 
without becoming us.29 The maple tree I planted in the backyard four years ago is there because I put it 
there, and its life owes something to the fact that I have watered and fertilized it from time to time. But to 
see only me in the maple tree would be thoroughly myopic. It would be willfully blind to the interactive 
dynamics that have unfolded over the last four years – dynamics that involve me together with many 
things and processes beyond me – which are responsible for the living presence of the tree in my 
backyard today. There is something deeply impoverished about a view of the world in which one cannot 
see beyond oneself and one’s own kind. Nature is not wholly other, but neither is it wholly us. To speak 
of nature today is to invoke the irreducibly more-than-human with which we human beings are always 
necessarily engaged. The fact of our influence on nature need not render the concept of nature obsolete, 
then, anymore than the fact of our influence on other persons undoes their distinctiveness as individuals 
or reduces them to us.  
  
 The category of non-persons is large and diverse. It includes non-human life forms together with 
the ecosystems that sustain them and the material entities that comprise these systems, such as rivers, 
mountains, and air. To respect something in the sense described here involves being attentive to its 
wellbeing, and consequently only things that have a wellbeing can be objects of respect in this form. As 
others have shown, all living things have a wellbeing, or conditions that conduce to a flourishing life for 
them.30 And while inanimate objects such as rivers and mountains have no wellbeing of their own, they 
may be constitutive parts of ecosystems that do have a wellbeing. Ecosystems, like living beings, can 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), xiv; and William A. Shutkin, The Land that Could Be: 
Environmentalism and Democracy in the Twenty-First Century (Cambridge: MIT, 2001).  
24  Cronon, 81. 
25  Purdy, After Nature; McKibben, The End of Nature, 50. 
26  As McKibben puts it, “Nature’s independence is its meaning; without it there is nothing but us.” 
McKibben, The End of Nature, 50. 
27  McKibben, The End of Nature, 71. 
28  McKibben, The End of Nature, 76. Vogel echoes this sentiment, saying, “the world is nothing beyond us.” 
Vogel, Thinking Like a Mall, 238. 
29  Ecosystems depend on the fact that different things are continuously affected by one another without being 
thereby subsumed or dissolved.  
30  On this point, see Paul Taylor, Respect for Nature: A Theory of Environmental Ethics (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1986), 44-5, 63-70; and Schlosberg, Defining Environmental Justice, 137. 



 11 

thrive or perish. The conditions that conduce to their flourishing as dynamic sites of integrated life forms 
constitute their wellbeing. Life forms and ecosystems evolve, and the conditions of their flourishing 
sometimes change over time. Nature is not static. Hence the wellbeing of non-persons, like that of 
persons, is never fixed once and for all. This is one reason why respect for nature is not reducible to 
conservation. In respecting non-persons we aim not to reify a particular life form or ecosystem in its 
current state but to be aware of and responsive to the present and potentially changing conditions of its 
flourishing.  
 
 Given nature’s diversity, conflicts are endemic. Above all, respect for non-persons may put 
pressure on human interests. For example, does the principle of respect require us to protect the wellbeing 
of deadly bacteria and viruses? Respect is a principle for regulating human life in relation to others, 
meaning that human life is a condition of its possibility. Consequently, respect cannot require action that 
would systematically undermine the survival of our species. So just as the principle of respect for persons 
allows for acts of self-defense, respect for non-persons is compatible with efforts to protect ourselves 
from pests and predators. Two caveats are in order here, however. First, we should acknowledge the 
distinction between mere inconvenience and substantial threats to our wellbeing. Flies are in most cases a 
nuisance; the ebola virus is a substantial threat. The boundary between a nuisance and a threat may shift 
in response to changing circumstances, as when flies are known to transmit a deadly disease and so 
become more than an irritation. Respect for non-persons requires us to make honest and informed 
assessments in such matters. Social, economic, and political factors also may be relevant here. For 
example, are insects that reduce crop yields a threat or a nuisance? If the reduced yields threaten the 
viability of the human food supply or generate social disorder and political instability, they will count as a 
threat. If they simply cut the profit margins of large agribusiness firms, they are better classified as a 
nuisance. These distinctions are bound to be subject to contestation, and we will need to look beyond the 
principle of respect for non-persons to resolve disputes when they arise. Its role is to stimulate the 
discussion, to prevent us from treating any inconvenience that may be imposed on us by other things as a 
justification for thoughtlessly eradicating them. The second caveat is that even when we have good reason 
to consider something a substantial threat, we should be careful in how we manage the threat and cautious 
in seeking its complete destruction. Things that are threats to us may be important food sources for other 
animals, or otherwise contribute to the health of ecosystems. And the effort to eradicate a pest may well 
pose risks to other living things, as when the indiscriminate use of pesticides contributes to the collapse of 
bee colonies, thus undermining the pollination needed for the cultivation of various foods. Our ecological 
knowledge is in its infancy; we should always assume that there is more to the picture than we can 
presently see, and act accordingly. Respect for non-persons does not preclude the defense of basic human 
interests, then. What it rules out is the unreflective destruction of other beings and things in reaction to the 
inconveniences that life in a biotic community inevitably imposes on all its members. Respect asks us 
instead to take a long and broad view of the things we experience as pests and predators, and to be 
sensitive and cautious in how we react. 
 
 Even a long and broad view will have its limits. Respecting non-persons means including them in 
our sphere of ethical concern and, as we shall see, incorporating this concern into our political decision-
making in various ways. It does not mean extending the same protections to everything under the sun, 
however. Different beings and things have different capacities and different conditions of flourishing. 
Respect must be sensitive to this diversity. Then too, some species and ecosystems are more central to the 
flourishing of life on earth than others, and we have reason to prioritize their wellbeing over that of more 
marginal things in cases of conflict. Aldo Leopold’s description of land as “a fountain of energy flowing 
through a circuit of soils, plants, and animals” reminds us just how much life depends on “the 
microscopic flora and fauna of the soil.”31 These tiny beings determine the land’s fertility, the “ability of 
soil to receive, store, and release energy” into the food chains that sustain other species and broader 
                                                        
31  Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac (New York: Ballantine Books, 1966), 253, 191. 
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ecosystems.32 In one sense, Leopold’s point is an obvious one. Every schoolchild knows about food 
chains and the pyramid of life, in which “each successive layer depends on those below it for food and 
often for other services, and each in turn furnishes food and services to those above.”33 Yet in another 
sense Leopold’s insight is deeply radical because it presses us to rethink – even to invert – the 
conventional valuations that accompany the metaphor of the pyramid. We are accustomed to locate 
ethical value and political standing only at the peak of the pyramid, primarily in the human species and 
secondarily perhaps among the “higher” animals that most resemble us. The further down the pyramid 
one goes, we think, the less respect is owed. Is there anything worse than calling a man a worm, or telling 
him that his name is dirt? On Leopold’s view, by contrast, there is an important sense in which the lowest 
matters most. It is owed the greatest respect and care because it is the source of so much life.34 Respect 
for non-persons entails a similar logic in terms of giving us reason to prioritize the parts of the earth on 
which many other beings and things depend, at least within the bounds of the preservation of our species, 
which is a condition of respect.35   
 

                                                        
32  Leopold, A Sand County Almanac, 254. 
33  Leopold, A Sand County Almanac, 252.  
34  True, Leopold sometimes makes reference to what he calls “our superiority over the beasts” (A Sand 
County Almanac, 117, 119). Yet the superiority he references here is found in human beings’ distinctive ability “to 
mourn the death of another” species even when it does not threaten our own lives – in effect to respect non-persons 
as ends in themselves. This ability involves complex capacities not shared by most other species, as far as we now 
know, but the “superior” functions it entails do not imply moral superiority. On the contrary, Leopold insists that 
“men are only fellow-voyagers with other creatures in the odyssey of evolution” (117). Although human beings may 
sit at the top of the pyramid, the peak no longer means moral preeminence. His “land ethic” changes “the role of 
Homo sapiens from conqueror [and most valuable part] of the land-community to plain member and citizen of it. It 
implies respect for his fellow-members, and also respect for the community as such” (240).   
  
35  Still, it would be a mistake to assume that respect for non-persons requires perfect species-impartiality, as 
some have argued. Taylor, for example, insists that respecting nature commits us to a “principle of species-
impartiality” that implies “every species counts as having the same value” (Respect for Nature, 157, 155). This 
means that one must “look at members of nonhuman species as one looks at members of one’s own species” (45). In 
fact, insofar as we see other species “as we see ourselves,” we must be “ready to place the same value on their 
existence as we do on our own” (128) for “none makes a greater claim on our sympathy than another” (179). 
Taylor’s effort to disrupt the conventional hierarchy in which only human beings count is welcome, but the demand 
for perfect impartiality is too strong. For one thing, in treating all things as having “the same value,” this view 
undercuts our ability to recognize morally significant distinctions among nature’s different parts, including the 
special value of the parts on which many other things depend. Respect for non-persons means that all things count, 
but it need not imply that they all count in the same ways, or that we must place “the same value” on every form of 
existence. Our obligation, vis a vis respect for non-persons, is never to treat others merely as the means to our own 
ends. But this obligation is compatible with a good deal of differentiation in the value of things. Moreover, insofar 
as the principle of species-impartiality requires us to value the existence of other species as much as we value our 
own existence, it asks too much of us psychologically. Species-impartiality in this form is not viable as a 
generalizable principle of human action because it would impede the practices of self-defense that promote the 
survival of human individuals and the species. Taylor denies that species-impartiality is in conflict with self-defense 
on the grounds that “to defend oneself against another in no way implies one’s greater inherent worth” (266-7). 
Although this reasoning makes sense at the level of metaethics, it runs into trouble at the level of individual ethical 
life. If as a practical matter we do care about smallpox as much as we care about ourselves and other human beings, 
on what basis could we be motivated to defend ourselves by eradicating it? If perfect species impartiality is not 
possible, however, it is also not necessary. Although your life may not matter to me as much as my own life does, I 
may still be quite capable of understanding that it would be wrong for me to exploit or destroy you. There is indeed 
a sense in which respect for non-persons requires a certain kind of impartiality on our part, namely in recognizing 
that we are not the only things on earth that count morally and politically. But the demanding form of species-
impartiality required by Taylor goes too far. It asks more than we can deliver and more than is needed.   
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 Nature is a constitutive component of our built environment and the countless artifacts that 
comprise it, so one might reasonably wonder whether the principle of respect for non-persons applies to 
this environment too. Along these lines, Steven Vogel has pressed for “an environmentalism of the built 
environment” that dissolves the distinction between human artifacts and the non-human world.36 As he 
points out, many of the ostensibly natural resources that we use to make things reflect the prior influence 
of human beings, as in the managed forestries that produce wood for building.37 By the same token, what 
we conventionally think of as distinctively human labor actually involves all sorts of more-than-human 
processes:  

I could not hammer without the force of gravity, not to speak of the metabolic processes 
taking place within my muscles and my brain. As the nail goes deeper into the wood, the 
chemical structure of the former encounters the biological structure of the latter in a way 
that produces complex reactions on each side.38  

In view of the inevitably hybrid character of all environments – natural and built – it makes no sense, 
Vogel thinks, to insist on respect for one but not the other. In a play on Leopold’s famous essay, 
“Thinking Like a Mountain,” Vogel challenges us to “think like a mall,” specifically like the City Center 
Mall in Columbus, Ohio that was summarily demolished when it became unprofitable in 2010. Malls – 
and cars and handbags and toasters – deserve respect as much as mountains do, on Vogel’s view. Instead, 
“we are thoughtless about our artifacts … We use them, and use them up, and then we discard or destroy 
them without a second thought.”39 And because these objects comprise the actual spaces we inhabit in the 
form of our immediate environment, to respect and protect them is to practice a kind of 
environmentalism, albeit of a non-biotic variety.  
 
 Vogel has a point. Artifacts are an admixture of human labor with non-human forces and things. 
To treat them in the wasteful, destructive ways that we so often do fails to respect both the persons and 
the non-persons embodied in them. We should respect our built environment far more than we currently 
do. More respect would mean less waste and less consumption, which would be good for nature, and it 
likely would mean that the things we use and inhabit on a daily basis would be of higher quality and 
better maintained, which would be good for us. But the respect we owe to the built environment is 
derivative of the respect we owe to persons and to nature. Malls and cars and handbags do not have a 
wellbeing of their own in any but a metaphorical sense; they do not have lives that can go better or worse 
for them. What is more, they are brought into the world by human labor for the express purpose of human 
use, in contrast to trees and bears and mountains, which are not by nature for us.40 What can go better or 
worse, in view of how artifacts are treated, is the human lives they are created to serve, and the lives of 
the non-human beings and things that are harvested to make them. Consequently, while the principle of 
respect for non-persons gives us reason to treat the built environment with greater care, it does not apply 
in the same direct way to artifacts as it does to non-human beings and ecosystems.   
 
 Vogel’s effort to elicit respect for the built environment is meant to counter what he sees as a 
danger of ecological ethics and political theory, the danger of believing that “there is something beyond 
us or above us to whose dictates we must submit unquestioningly.”41 His worry is that respect for nature, 
conceived as the more-than-human, will have the effect of subjugating human beings to an authority that 
eludes their control. In one way this concern is misguided. It is true that respect for nature is sometimes 
                                                        
36  Vogel, Thinking Like a Mall, 4. 
37  Vogel, Thinking Like a Mall, 43. 
38  Vogel, Thinking Like a Mall,  113. 
39  Vogel, Thinking Like a Mall, 163.  
40  The fact that the particular uses to which things are actually put often exceeds the intentions of their makers 
is neither here nor there. The general fact of their coming to be for human purposes distinguishes them from the non-
human beings and things that we normally call nature.  
41  Vogel, Thinking Like a Mall, 238.  
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understood to be a moral principle derived from nature itself, thus casting nature as a source of moral 
authority, but there are other ways to understand the principle of respect, as we have seen. Nature is not 
itself a source of ethical norms; it can inform us but it cannot guide us, and it has no authority over us. As 
long as we remember this, respect for nature need not pose the kind of danger Vogel envisions. Moreover, 
Vogel is wrong to equate the idea of non-human nature as something that is “beyond us” with the notion 
of a moral authority that stands “above us.” Within the human community, after all, there is an important 
sense in which each of us is “beyond” the other – as in different from and irreducible to – and yet this 
distance is compatible with both moral egalitarianism and democratic politics. To be “beyond” is not 
necessarily to be “above.” To insist on nature’s otherness and to respect it as an end in itself need not 
imply that we must be subordinate to it.  
 
 Still, respect for non-persons as a political ethos does set limits on us. It means that we are not the 
only things on earth that matter, we are not the only ones whose wellbeing counts. The dismantling of our 
despotism over nature will involve real constraints on what we are able to do. A reluctance to relinquish 
human control haunts Vogel’s narrative, much as it haunts our society. He acknowledges that perfect 
control is not actually available to us.42 Yet in the end, his insistence that “the world is nothing beyond 
us” betrays a desperate grasping for just such control. If the world is nothing beyond us, there can be 
nothing – and no reason – to limit us. This is precisely the sensibility that sustains our despotism over 
nature and entraps us within our own practices of domination. To interrupt this destructive dynamic, we 
need a new sensibility, one in which we acknowledge respect for non-persons as a principle that is 
authoritative for us. We need to internalize respect for non-persons as a part of our shared political ethos 
in much the way that democratic citizens internalize the ideal of respect for one another.  

 
III. Respect as political practice  

 
 Respect for non-persons is partly a political ethos but if it is to ameliorate our despotic use of 
nature it must also come to be embodied in our political institutions as well. As John Dryzek puts it, “the 
non-human world has a much greater claim upon us and our institutions and practices” than we have 
previously understood, and it is incumbent on us now to create political institutions in which “the Earth 
system itself becomes recognized as a key player.”43 A full elaboration of these changes must wait for 
another day, but we can sketch some possibilities here. One way to institutionalize respect for nature is to 
find ways of representing the wellbeing of non-human beings and things in public decision-making. 
Mechanisms such as political trusteeship, for instance, could enable a designated individual or group to 
speak on behalf of some part of nature – farm animals, say, or a polluted waterway, or a wild species 
whose habitat is threatened by human development.44 We can imagine this kind of inclusive deliberative 
process happening in many different institutional contexts, from the very local to the transnational, with 
participants and proxies ranging from individual human beings and local waterways to states, local civic 
associations, international NGO’s and political agencies, and global corporations.45 
                                                        
42  Vogel, Thinking Like a Mall, 166-7. 
43  Dryzek, , “Institutions for the Anthropocene: Governance in a Changing Earth System,” British Journal of 
Political Science, First View Article/January 2016, 4, 7. 
44  See Eckersley’s discussion of political trusteeship for non-human nature in The Green State: Rethinking 
Democracy and Sovereignty (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2004), 114. Because of the dangers of misrepresentation, it is 
crucial for the deliberative system to be flexible enough to correct itself in light of new or revised information. 
Along these lines, John Dryzek’s notion of ecosystemic reflexivity in deliberative decision-making is helpful. See 
Dryzek, “Institutions for the Anthropocene,” esp. 7-9 and 13-17. 
45  For examples of how non-human beings and things have been represented in local decision-making in some 
American municipalities, see William Shutkin, The Land that Could Be: Environmental Democracy in the 21rst 
Century (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2001). See also Schlosberg’s discussion of the Forest Ecosystem Restoration 
Analysis project in Arizona, which offers a model for how diverse human interests and the interests of nonhuman 
nature can be incorporated into deliberative public decision-making. Schlosberg, Defining Environmental Justice, 
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 Faithful representation of the wellbeing of non-persons poses obvious challenges. We have no 
shared language with most of the non-human world, and no common consciousness, which not only 
impedes the communication of needs but makes it impossible for nature to object when we make 
mistakes. Moreover, our knowledge of nature is limited enough that often it is not even clear what would 
count as an acceptable representation of its wellbeing. In view of these difficulties, efforts at 
representation are always vulnerable to being bungled – or worse, coopted for human purposes.46 Still, the 
challenges are sometimes overblown. As David Schlosberg points out, phenomena such as “climate 
change, species extinction, droughts, mad cows and flu-ridden birds” give us a great deal of information 
about the condition and needs of other species and ecosystems.47 More generally, we could not make use 
of non-human beings and things in the many ways that we do make use of them if we did not understand 
something about the conditions of their wellbeing.48 With effort, we could know more. And even 
imperfect representation would be a significant advance over the status quo, assuming that we build a 
measure of reflexivity into our institutions so they can be responsive to new information as it arises. The 
objective is to “listen to the signals emanating from nature with the same sort of respect we accord 
communication emanating from human subjects, and as requiring equally careful interpretation.”49 
Scientific research is key here, but other forms of ecological knowledge are also valuable, including those 
found among indigenous groups, small-scale farmers, and others who live in close communion with the 
land. These plural sources can provide information about the earth that helps us represent it faithfully, and 
they all need to have a place in public deliberation.50 
 
 Another way to institutionalize respect for non-persons is through regimes of animal and earth 
rights that parallel contemporary human rights regimes. The German constitution, for example, includes 
provisions for animal rights intended to “protect the life and wellbeing of animals as fellow creatures.” 
Ecuador’s 2008 constitution includes broader protections for “the rights of nature” as a whole. 
Specifically, Article 71 establishes that “nature … has the right to exist, persist, maintain and regenerate 
its vital cycles, structure, functions and its processes in evolution.” It holds that “every person, people, 
community or nationality, will be able to demand the recognitions of rights for nature before the public 
organisms,” and it charges the state with motivating “natural and juridical persons as well as collectives to 
protect nature” and to “promote respect towards all the elements that form an ecosystem.” Article 72 also 
provides nature with “the right to restoration” from environmental damage, and Article 73 requires the 
state to apply “restriction measures in all the activities that can lead to the extinction of species, the 
destruction of the ecosystems or the permanent alteration of the natural cycles.” Bolivia’s 2010 “Law of 
the Rights of Mother Earth” establishes similar protections. Earth rights are bound to be subject to 
contestation and to difficulties of enforcement. They resemble human rights in this sense. Yet like human 
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making nature “speak” in ways that actually assert their own interests. Vogel, Thinking Like a Mall, 189-90. 
47  Schlosberg, Defining Environmental Justice, 192.  
48  Kimberly K. Smith, Governing Animals (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), xvi. 
49  Schlosberg, Defining Environmental Justice, 191. See also Dryzek, “Political and Ecological 
Communication,” Environmental Politics 4(4): 13-30 and Deliberative Democracy and Beyond: Liberals, Critics, 
Contestation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). On the importance of listening as a crucial component of 
democratic deliberation, see Susan Bickford, The Dissonance of Democracy: Listening, Conflict, and Citizenship 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996).  
50  Schlosberg, Defining Environmental Justice, 196. On the role of indigenous knowledge in political 
decision-making about the environment, see Schlosberg, Defining Environmental Justice, 198. Cocks also argues for 
the importance of indigenous perspectives in deliberation about ecological matters, not only for the information they 
convey but also for the values they impart, which often fruitfully challenge dominant Western assumptions (On 
Sovereignty and Other Political Delusions [London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014], 75-6 and 65). 
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rights, they are mechanisms for the limitation of political power that interrupt domination and help 
prevent despotism. They also can play a transformative role in political culture by articulating new public 
values and aspirations. Much as the ideal of human rights has catalyzed political activism and cultural 
change on behalf of women, workers, and stateless persons in many places around the world, for example, 
so earth rights have the potential to generate change in the direction of ecological emancipation.  
 
 Another way to institutionalize respect for non-persons is to enhance access to information about 
our effects on the earth through public education and right-to-know laws, and through greater 
transparency in agricultural and industrial practices as well as in political decision-making. For example, 
the economy of personal carbon emissions is something every schoolchild should be taught and 
something every adult should be fluent in. What is the carbon cost of your daily commute, or the 
imported strawberries you had for breakfast, or your flight to Florida for spring break? What is the 
specific emissions budget that each of us as an individual should aim for? According to a recent article in 
The New York Times, one round-trip flight between New York and Los Angeles consumes the total 
annual carbon budget for an individual American.51 How many people know this? How many industries 
are happy for us to know so little? Similarly, many of us are ignorant about the environmental impact and 
the cruelty involved in factory-farmed meat production. Some of this ignorance is willful, but much of it 
results from the opacity of production practices, which the meat industry tenaciously protects. We need 
more transparency. The press should have free access to these industries, and it should regularly publicize 
their practices. We need to know what we are actually doing when we buy the dollar burger at 
McDonalds or the cheap chicken McNuggets. Moreover, because money from these industries so heavily 
influences politics, often invisibly, we need a good deal more transparency in public decision-making too. 
 
 Cultivating respect for non-persons is bound to be challenging, but there is no reason to assume 
that the challenges are insurmountable. Think of the dramatic reduction in smoking rates achieved in the 
US over the last generation, or the sea change in the country’s orientation to gay people. Both resulted 
from a combination of information dissemination, legal action, new legislation, and deliberate efforts to 
reshape public attitudes. Some of these efforts were carried out by the state while others were pursued 
through non-state-based cultural forms (movies, television, music), through activism, and through 
personal interactions. In cultivating respect for non-persons we can make use of a similar range of 
resources and techniques. Central to this effort must be new narratives that disrupt our assumption that 
human beings stand outside and above nature. We also need to resist our tendency to monetize 
everything. As much as we are captivated by the many allures of capitalism, its relentless evisceration of 
the more-than-monetary diminishes the quality of our collective life and subjugates all of us to the forces 
that generate the money that (we think) means everything. Cultivating respect for non-persons must go 
hand in hand with developing an appreciation for “what money can’t buy,” to invoke the title of a recent 
book on the subject.52 The seeds of this appreciation are already present among us, in churches and 
synagogues and mosques and meditation halls, in artists’ collectives and community libraries and 
university seminar rooms, and in the relationships we have with our families, friends, and the landscapes 
we call home. Respect for non-persons, which puts us in a more-than-merely instrumental relationship to 
the earth, can build on this appreciation – and also help strengthen it. 
   
 By setting limits on the power that people can exercise over nature, respect for non-persons also 
protects us from ourselves. As members of the ecosystem, we suffer the effects of our own excesses. This 
is true in terms of the human health and cultural costs that follow from environmentally destructive 
practices, but it also bears on our ability to live ethically as individuals and to help shape the terms of our 
own political coexistence. As we have seen, our despotism over nature is inscribed so deeply at the level 
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Giroux, 2013). 



 17 

of politics, society, economy, and culture that it constrains everything we do. Short of going off the grid 
entirely – producing all one’s own energy, growing all one’s own food and medicine, making all one’s 
own clothes and tools from self-produced materials, and more or less withdrawing from modern society – 
short of that, one is hamstrung if one wants to live a life that is just and ecologically sustainable. Even 
those who manage to go off the grid are not protected from the impact of our despotism over nature, for 
they may find their well-water polluted by fracking in the next county or their crops infected with GMOs 
from a neighboring field, not to mention the ubiquitous effects of climate change. There is no viable way 
out for us as individuals. The violation of freedom that this entrapment entails is compounded by the 
forced complicity in which we find ourselves contributing to practices we have reason to abhor. The 
problem is not simply that our choice set is constrained, so to speak; it is also that the paths available to us 
prevent us from doing what right requires. Even more, our forced complicity makes us players in our own 
exploitation. The more we deplete the non-human world that is the basis of our wellbeing, the more we 
enrich and empower the people who profit most from our consumption. We are cogs in a machine that has 
winners and losers even if it has no masters.  
 
 Although there may be no way out of these dynamics for us as individuals, together we have a 
chance. The power and outsized political influence that environmentally damaging industries have in 
shaping our lives is directly proportional to the desires they satisfy – our desires. We can begin to limit 
their power over us by collectively practicing respect for non-persons, which means reorienting our 
desires relative to nature’s needs, and waking up to the ways that our wellbeing is integrated with the 
wellbeing of earth’s non-human parts. But respect for non-persons means more than simply reorienting 
our personal desires. Respect must come to be established concretely in our political practices and 
institutions so that our power over nature is effectively constrained, meaning that we are actually required 
to attend to its wellbeing along with our own. By institutionalizing respect in this way we mitigate the 
structural factors that allow forces such as global capitalism and large states to entrap us in their 
unsustainable practices. We enlarge the scope of our own capacity for collective self-determination, and 
we make new ways of life possible for ourselves and for future generations. Respect for nature opens the 
door to an earthly politics of freedom.  
 

In practicing respect for non-persons, we must be mindful of the different subject positions we 
inhabit and the attenuations of agency they may imply. To ask the poor and the disenfranchised to 
practice respect in the same ways as the rich and powerful is not only unfair but blind to the realities of 
their often compromised agency. Where people find themselves trapped in poverty with the only available 
jobs requiring them to engage in harmful resource extraction, for instance, and when the only food and 
clothing they can afford to buy are produced through practices that torture animals and poison the earth, 
we need to treat their accountability as part of a larger whole. It is important for individuals, however they 
are positioned, to be accountable for their contributions to harm, but we must acknowledge that the 
contributions of individuals are often links in a much longer causal chain. The ability of persons to 
change their behavior frequently depends on the creation of new structural frameworks for action. This 
has implications for the accountability of individual agents within particular societies, given their 
distinctive dynamics of inequality, but it also applies at the global level. The world’s developed countries 
bear a special responsibility for leading the way in ecological emancipation.53 This means not only 
practicing respect for non-persons themselves but also promoting the social, economic, and political 
conditions that enable those in other countries to practice respect as well – for example, by helping to pay 
for green technologies that would enable poor countries to pursue development in genuinely sustainable 
ways. Ecological emancipation includes the emancipation of human beings because we are part of the 
earth’s ecosystem and also because we cannot achieve the liberation of nature without also liberating 
human beings from forces that oppress and dominate.  
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Conclusions  
 
 Ecological emancipation will require widespread, transformative collective action. This action 
must target both individual desires and large-scale structural forces. The structural forces that despoil the 
earth frequently affect poor and marginalized people in especially harmful ways, as the environmental 
justice movement has helped us see. Ultimately, however, the unlimited exercise of human will in the 
form of despotism over nature entraps the human species as a whole. Respect for non-persons promises a 
new freedom for all of us. Emancipation – of human and other creatures, of the earth itself – is possible, 
but it will require a new political ethos, new political institutions, new laws and public policies, and in the 
end new ways of being human. Emancipation is a radical project because of all that it asks us to change, 
including the basic structure of the power we exercise over nature. It is also, ineluctably, a political 
project because the only way for us to proceed effectively is together.  

 
 


