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A B S T R A C T   

Addressing the global extent of the current biodiversity crisis requires engaging with the existence of multiple 
equally legitimate values, but also with diverse ethical perspectives underpinning conceptions of right and wrong 
actions. However, western monist positions have mostly explicitly or implicitly directed conservation strategies 
by defining the space of legitimate arguments, overlooking solutions that do not fit neatly the chosen approaches. 
As ignoring diverse ethical positions leads to injustices and reduces the potential of conserving biodiversity, there 
is a need to recognise and navigate the ethical landscape. Ethical pluralism may provide opportunities to do so. 
However, the ethical underpinnings of pluralism have not been fully considered in biodiversity conservation. In 
this article, we elaborate the meaning, importance and limits of ethical pluralism while highlighting opportu-
nities and challenges that the position may entail in biodiversity conservation science and practice. We argue that 
ethical pluralism allows recognising not only the existence of incommensurable plural values, but also that moral 
conflicts should embrace intra and inter-cultural criticism and the legitimacy of agonism and dissent, as opposed 
to monistic and relativistic approaches. We conclude by discussing how grounding ethical pluralism in envi-
ronmental justice and environmental pragmatism may contribute to navigating the ethical landscape in biodi-
versity conservation. Particularly, we highlight opportunities to: i) promote (non-anthropocentrically 
understood) recognition and environmental justice in biodiversity conservation and, ii) move beyond theoretical 
debates seeking the single best ethical theory and focus on ethical diversity as a common source of possible 
solutions.   

1. Introduction 

Humanity is currently facing an unprecedented global biodiversity 
crisis that threatens food, water and health security and the continuation 
of many nature's contributions to people, compromising human well- 
being and the existence of numerous non-human species (Díaz et al., 
2019). The extent of the crisis requires identifying ambitious biodiver-
sity conservation goals and actions that would contribute to addressing 
other key challenges (e.g. climate change, social equity) and aim at 
achieving a good quality of life for all (Díaz et al., 2020). By targeting 
these challenges, biodiversity conservation is an inherently value-laden, 
mission-oriented discipline and practice (Elliott, 2020; Soulé, 1985). 
However, conservation actions can be conceived and implemented 

around diverse concerns, such as nature's intrinsic value, the rights of 
indigenous peoples, poverty alleviation, or the economic value of “bio-
logical resources” (Robinson, 2011). Therefore, the existence of multiple 
legitimate, sometimes conflicting, values and ethical positions in 
dispute, challenges the design and implementation of biodiversity pol-
icies, particularly in situations where there are high stakes and there is 
the need to make urgent decisions under uncertain social-ecological 
conditions (Colloff et al., 2017). 

Collective action for conservation often leads to value-related con-
flicts both within any given culture and even more so in multicultural 
societies and intercultural cooperation (O’Neill et al., 2007). Value 
conflicts between different stakeholders become morally problematic 
when the values of one group (such as conservation scientists) lead to 
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decisions and actions that represent the violation of moral obligations or 
claims of another group (such as the local community at the conserva-
tion site). Value conflicts may arise, for example, around land allocation 
issues, including creating protected areas for biodiversity or allocating 
areas for commodity production implying extractive uses and unequal 
distribution of benefits and burdens (Martinez-Alier, 2021). Conflicts 
become particularly difficult when adhering to any of the choices, or 
routes of action, implies overriding or violating some other important 
values, or when actors embrace very distinct views regarding how the 
conflict should be resolved. Overlooking these conflicts, or attempting to 
conserve biodiversity from unilateral perspectives (e.g. militarisation of 
conservation to tackle wildlife poaching and trafficking), can lead to 
unintended consequences, such as exacerbating injustices, even esca-
lated violence (Duffy et al., 2019; Martin et al., 2020). On the other 
hand, although sometimes challenging, engaging with the multi-faceted 
complexity in conservation policy-making processes facilitates meeting 
socio-economic and ecological goals in the long term (e.g. Cetas and 
Yasué, 2016). To do this, biodiversity conservation requires engaging 
not only with a plurality of values but also with the existence of diverse 
ethical perspectives underpinning conceptions of right and wrong 
actions. 

Biodiversity conservation ethics addresses normative questions of 
what should be conserved, how, and why, guiding actions and decisions 
over values and their potential conflict (Baard, 2022). Ethics as a phil-
osophical discipline involves “systematizing, defending, and recom-
mending concepts of right and wrong behaviour” (Fieser, 2021) and 
considers broadly questions around how we should (or should not) act, 
and what obligations we have, with relation to other beings (Hinman, 
2007). By ethical reasoning, we refer more broadly also to non-academic 
approaches to ethical questions that are internal to humanity. Ethical 
reasoning influences economic, political, and other societal decisions 
that ultimately cause biodiversity loss by triggering its main drivers: 
land-use change, climate change, and over-exploitation. Ethical 
reasoning also influences people's perceptions of problems, of relevant 
factors in resolving them, and the disposition to promote and comply 
with policies and regulations to tackle them (Sandler, 2009). Thus, 
engaging with ethical reasoning is crucial as it shapes human actions and 
is influential to both biodiversity decline and its conservation. 

Ethical positions may sometimes stand on a plurality of equally 
valuable reasoning and principles that are irreducible to one another. 
However, most of the research, public debate and policy-making on the 
global biodiversity crisis have explicitly or implicitly followed the main 
western normative positions, either deontology, where right actions are 
those conforming to certain rules or duties, or utilitarianism, where right 
actions are those that maximise the greatest good to the greatest number 
(Shafer-Landau, 2019). These positions may narrow the space of legiti-
mate arguments and focus points regarding the right conservation 
strategies without giving equal regard to solutions that do not fit neatly 
the chosen approach. While the ongoing discussion manifests various, 
sometimes conflicting, ethical positions (Batavia and Nelson, 2017; 
Dickman et al., 2015; Ghasemi, 2021; Kopnina et al., 2018), other 
western and non-western ethical approaches are mostly underrepre-
sented. Examples of the ethical approaches that have received less 
attention or that have been oversimplified in the mainstream conser-
vation discourse include among other: hinduism, buen vivir, ubuntu, 
nyikina ethics, buddhism, ethics of care, virtue ethics and confucianism 
(see respectively e.g., Gairola, 2020; Gudynas, 2011; Mabele et al., 
2022; Milgin et al., 2020; Paterson, 2006; Raghuram, 2016; Sandler, 
2009; Thomas-Walters et al., 2020). Calls for inclusivity in biodiversity 
conservation that overlook crucial dimensions of justice (e.g. recogni-
tion, equity) risk to suppresses marginal views by constructing a global, 
yet ethically non-inclusive, conservation agenda (Matulis and Moyer, 
2017; Trisos et al., 2021). Marginalising diverse, sometimes conflicting, 
ethical perspectives is both unjust and reduces the potential of conser-
vation actions to have a long-term positive impact on humans and non- 
humans (Martin et al., 2016; Matulis and Moyer, 2017). 

The concept of pluralism generally refers to the view that there is a 
coexisting diversity of fundamental ethical principles, entities, processes 
or perspectives (e.g., concepts, worldviews, values, politics), which 
might be neither reduced to one another nor to some other ultimate one 
(Shafer-Landau, 2019). In the last decade, there has been a growing 
attention towards pluralistic approaches to increase the recognition of 
diversity when addressing some key challenges in conservation and 
sustainability sciences. These include pluralistic approaches to knowl-
edge co-creation, post-development alternatives, perspectives on 
biodiversity conservation and decision-making (see, e.g., Caniglia et al., 
2021; Kothari et al., 2019; Pascual et al., 2021; Robinson, 2011, 
respectively). For example, plural valuation of biodiversity allows to 
better capture and describe the diversity of values assigned to biodi-
versity by different stakeholders, including intrinsic (i.e., the value of 
nature for nature's own sake), instrumental (i.e., the value of nature as 
provider of benefits to satisfy human needs and interests), and relational 
values (i.e., the principles and virtues emerging from human-nature 
relations) (Zafra-Calvo et al., 2020). However, calls for pluralism in 
conservation science have not sufficiently addressed the ethical mean-
ings and underpinnings of pluralism to engage with the broad diversity 
of interests, values, and moral views in biodiversity conservation. For 
example, while plural valuation addresses important descriptive ques-
tions recognising multiple values ascribed to biodiversity, it does not 
necessarily engage with normative questions, such as how humans 
should behave towards biodiversity. In addition, focusing on people's 
values, knowledge and livelihoods as primarily concerned with nature 
may lead to overlooking broader social-ecological complexity influ-
encing human-nature relations (Cortés-Capano et al., 2020; Fabinyi 
et al., 2014) and the long-term viability of biodiversity conservation 
interventions at different scales. 

In this article, we aim to advance understanding of pluralism in 
biodiversity conservation ethics. In particular, we elaborate the mean-
ing, importance and limits of ethical pluralism in order to integrate 
philosophical soundness into the discussions, while highlighting op-
portunities and challenges that the position may entail in biodiversity 
conservation science and practice. Ethical pluralism is a theoretical 
position within ethics which maintains that there is more than one ul-
timate fundamental moral theory for resolving what is right and wrong 
(Hinman, 2007). While ethical pluralism has been extensively devel-
oped and discussed in other fields, the position has generally been 
overlooked in conservation science. We first differentiate between 
different types of pluralism (i.e. plural valuation, plural values and 
ethical pluralism) to make sense of it and then describe the importance 
of embracing ethical pluralism in conflicts emerging from conservation 
decision-making, as opposed to monistic or relativistic approaches, and 
exemplify contexts where pluralism is particularly important. We then 
discuss how grounding ethical pluralism in environmental justice and 
environmental pragmatism in ethics may contribute to navigating the 
ethical landscape in biodiversity conservation. Particularly, we high-
light opportunities to: i) promote recognition and justice in biodiversity 
conservation and, ii) move beyond theoretical debates seeking the single 
best ethical theory and focus on ethical diversity as a common source of 
possible solutions. Finally, we highlight opportunities and challenges of 
ethical pluralism in complex political arenas for collective action and 
policymaking (usually involving different stakeholders, with different 
interests, legitimacy and power). In this sense, we discuss the role of just 
deliberation processes and agonistic pluralism to help address some of 
the ethical-political challenges in biodiversity conservation. 

2. Values in ethical monism, relativism, and pluralism 

Different disciplines have produced a variety of theoretical concep-
tualizations of the meaning of values shaping and constraining our un-
derstanding of the world and influencing societal norms (Rawluk et al., 
2019). Generally, values range in various continua between individual, 
shared, and social values; intrinsic, instrumental and relational values; 
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economic values; environmental and human values; and held and 
assigned values (Dietz et al., 2005; Kenter et al., 2015). Values can be 
contextual (situation-specific) or shared (transcendental) conceptions of 
what is good and desirable and guide action preferences and the eval-
uation of behaviour, people, and events (Kenter et al., 2015). While 
value monism conceives that other values can be reducible to one ulti-
mate one (e.g., pleasure or happiness), at least when it comes to morally 
relevant values, value pluralism recognises that there are a number of 
distinct values, such as autonomy, knowledge, justice, equality, beauty, 
which cannot be reduced to one ultimate value (O’Neill et al., 2007) or 
set in a fixed ranking. Value pluralism does not prevent upholding a 
view that for the sake of practical governance, different values can be 
compared and traded-off by translating them to a single scale of valu-
ation (e.g. economic value). Nevertheless, pluralist views often maintain 
that reducing plural values to a single exchange rate measure would be 
narrow in scope and thus inappropriate (e.g. monetary valuation of 
nature). Therefore, there is a need for further engaging with how 
different values are prioritised according to different ethical positions 
when biodiversity conservation is planned or practised (Rawluk et al., 
2019). 

Worldwide, both ethics as a discipline and different cultures manifest 
a diversity of approaches to moral reasoning, represented by various 
theories regarding what makes an action right/good or wrong/bad when 
interacting with other humans and non-humans (Sandler, 2009). Parties 
from different cultures, with diverse identities, power, and values may 
therefore hold not only different values but also different ethical posi-
tions with divergent goals. While conflicts between values and alterna-
tive actions might also emerge within unitary ethical views, the diversity 
of value propositions and competing moral principles will increase the 
likelihood of moral and value conflicts (Chapman et al., 2019; Ellis et al., 
2019). Some of these conflicts can be ethical dilemmas: situations where 
there are multiple conflicting demands or relevant moral values, none of 
which overrules the other, and none of the action options is good in all 
respects (McConnell, 2018). For example, debates around wildlife trade 
regulations (e.g., banning or legalising trade in wildlife) might be driven 
by different and sometimes conflicting ethical positions, emerging from 
diverse contexts along supply chains. This may include a deontologist 
position opposing to e.g. wildlife farming because it violates a duty to 
treat animals in a certain way, while a consequentialist position may be 

supporting it with the argument that it will reduce harvesting on wild 
populations (Coals et al., 2019). Notably, they both claim contributions 
to biodiversity conservation, but also violate some of the moral values or 
obligations important for the other position. These and other conflicts 
that emerge from conservation policies and actions can be conceived 
with a monistic, a relativistic or a pluralist ethical view (Fig. 1). 

Ethical monism conceives that one moral theory is generally appli-
cable everywhere and most appropriate for resolving what is morally 
right, including the resolving of conflicting claims by different actors 
(Fig. 1). Ethical monism can support both value monism and value 
pluralism. Ethical monism with value monism takes that all valuations 
are reducible to a single ultimate value, e.g. well-being, dignity, or 
utility (e.g. blanket restrictions to trade wildlife or increasing militari-
zation to stop poaching of threatened species). Ethical monism can also 
acknowledge the existence of plural legitimate values or goods (Fig. 1), 
which could, however, potentially lead to ethical dilemmas according to 
the same principle/norm. While it is possible to consider only those 
positions monist that provide a clear ordering of principles so that di-
lemmas can always be resolved without a doubt, other approaches may 
consider that a monist position can also lead to unresolvable dilemmas. 
Trying to identify a single moral theory is generally applicable every-
where, as in ethical monism, may lead to the debate on which ethical 
theory is the best one to resolve ethical dilemmas. For example, act 
utilitarianism posits that morally relevant questions (e.g. biodiversity 
conservation related questions and conflicts) should be resolved by 
comparing the consequences of different alternative ways of action with 
a predetermined standard single or multiple value. A rights-based 
deontological approach, in turn, posits that all ethical questions 
should be addressed as questions of rights (or entitlements) and corre-
sponding duties. Notably, there are ethical questions where different 
theories anyway lead to suggesting similar resolutions albeit for 
different reasons (e.g. Norton, 1994). In this sense, among the 
commonly suggested entitlements are those that create obligations of 
justice to secure the conditions of humans for a worthwhile human life. 
One might also propose that there are conservation related duties to 
non-human nature. These can include duties to sentient beings, living 
beings, or threatened species (see, e.g., Nussbaum, 2006; Rolston, 1985; 
Wienhues, 2020, respectively). 

While different monist ethical positions might agree on the 

Fig. 1. Ethical monism, relativism and pluralism relative to values in biodiversity conservation. The stars are examples of different existing values. Value monism 
and pluralism refer to the set of values that influences moral action, including desirable good(s) and/or undesirable bad(s). The precise function of moral value(s) 
depends on the ethical theory considered. The boxes about ethical positions summarize the key points of the relationship between values and ethical monism, 
pluralism and relativism. 
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appropriateness of resolutions (e.g. conserving certain species) although 
for different reasons, both value and moral monism can lead to different 
problems due to their reductionist and stunting implications. Societies 
organized around narrow hegemonic purposes (e.g. as Sparta was for 
war) will allow only a fraction of their inhabitants to live their lives in a 
manner consistent with their flourishing (Galston, 1999). The rest will 
be pinched and stunted to some degree, and some ways of life will be 
ruled out altogether (e.g. no Socrates in Sparta). In biodiversity con-
servation, stunting can happen if the proposed or enacted measures 
restrict the lives of certain communities or peoples in ways that are 
relevant to their way of living well. Thus, conservation actions grounded 
in monistic frameworks restrict the scope of relevant values and ethical 
principles. Those conservation practices that follow predetermined and 
often externally imposed action-guiding rules risk generating exclusions 
or other implications that conflict unjustly with the moral views and the 
flourishing of the affected communities (Brush, 2020; Chapman et al., 
2019; Schlosberg, 1999). The failure to recognise cultural diversity and 
therefore the imposition of conservation models (e.g., protected areas 
excluding local people) may give rise to serious disagreement and un-
intended, undesirable consequences (e.g., incompliance, social conflict 
and injustices) for human well-being and biodiversity (Kashwan et al., 
2021). This can follow either from monism but also from the approaches 
that acknowledge many values yet try to make them commensurable via 
a ‘proxy value’, using monetary valuation as a common measure of 
comparison between competing values and objectives (e.g. biodiversity, 
landscape, cultural meanings, scientific values (O’Neill et al., 2007). 

Ethical relativism takes the other extreme compared to monism. It 
acknowledges the existence of multiple and legitimate ethical positions, 
which are valid and applicable only for particular places and societies at 
a given time, and for cultures enacting them, without recognising any 
universal standards for moral judgment (Hinman, 2007; Shafer-Landau, 
2019). Relativism thus recognises that all normative perspectives pre-
sent in any community are equally valid (Fig. 1). For example, actions 
related to wildlife trade, such as blanket trade bans or wildlife farming 
initiatives, can be judged as right or wrong only according to the sub-
jective views of the very communities affected. The lack of any common 
standards for judging the appropriateness of conservation actions that 
have consequences for humans and non-humans hinders the achieve-
ment of cross-cultural agreements beyond specific social groups or cul-
tures. In this sense, the moral acceptability of wildlife trade (e.g., 
consumption of threatened species for food, or how anti-poaching ac-
tivities are implemented) would be left to community-specific percep-
tions, even if wildlife trade increases a species risk of extinction and/or 
provides transmission mechanisms for the emergence of global pan-
demics. While pragmatic agreements can be reached on simple matters 
where the similar resolution is in the self-interest of any community, it is 
very hard to get any normative stand on complex problems, such as 
climate change or biodiversity loss, with moral relativism. In addition, 
relativism might justify social oppressions and subjugation when they 
are rooted in cultural traditions (e.g., the oppression or marginalization 
of women or of people with certain physical characteristics). Therefore, 
relativism is both instrumentally and ethically inadequate to address 
issues that would require engagement and deliberation for biodiversity 
actions involving heterogeneous societies and cultures at regional and 
global levels. 

Ethical pluralism implies a different stance from ethical monism and 
relativism (Fig. 1). Contrary to ethical monism that aims at finding one 
ultimate high-level theory (often employing only one moral principle) 
for resolving normative questions, moral pluralism posits that diverse 
moral theoretical approaches might be correct (Hinman, 2007; O’Neill 
et al., 2007). This might give rise to diverging moral obligations and 
guidelines which can be equally legitimate and simultaneously theo-
retically defensible. Therefore, according to ethical pluralism, it is 
impossible to unify different theoretical approaches into a single theory 
or to point out ‘the ultimate moral theory’. In the conservation context, 
moral pluralism recognises the existence of diverse legitimate ethical 

principles to guide conservation policies and actions in different con-
texts and administrative scales (from local to global). In the context of 
wildlife trade, for example, the identification of conservation actions 
aimed at reducing harvesting pressure on threatened species should 
consider the plurality of fundamental ethical principles and underlying 
values in the contexts of implementation. In this sense, trade bans may 
well work in certain contexts but fail in other where they clash with the 
fundamental ethical values or principles of local stakeholders (e.g. the 
autonomy of local people to make a living of their choice). However, 
ethical pluralism does not mean moral relativism, where all normative 
stances are equally legitimate and true in the communities upholding 
them (Berlin, 1990). Ethical pluralism recognises that conflicts should 
embrace intra- and inter-cultural criticism of practices, institutions, and 
traditions and calls for the definition of some criteria or sets of values 
that any justifiable ethical approach would accept. Therefore, moral 
theories and arguments are still exposed to critical evaluation, and 
insufficiently or inappropriately justified moral arguments are rejected 
(Hourdequin, 2015). In this sense, pluralism goes beyond recognising 
the empirical reality of difference (e.g. there might be multiple legiti-
mate right ways to conserve biodiversity), to understanding that some 
differences will never come together and, therefore we should be open to 
differences while making connections across them through engagement 
(James, 1977). 

3. Navigating the ethical landscape: opportunities from ethical 
pluralism 

Navigating the ethical landscape in the context of the global biodi-
versity crisis is challenging. Conflicts between different values and 
ethical principles are possible within any system of moral beliefs and the 
need for ethical pluralism does not imply that it would facilitate 
agreement over highly contested conservation related questions, such as 
identifying just and effective actions to regulate the wildlife trade. 
However, unexpected problems may emerge when implementing con-
servation actions if pluralism is systematically neglected. In particular, 
this includes i) the neglection of a plural valuation of nature, or the 
multiple ways in which people assign values to the non-human world 
and to human-nature relations; ii) the failure to acknowledge a plurality 
of values (e.g. individual, shared, and social) involved in the case of 
value conflicts around conservation issues; and iii) the lack of 
acknowledgement of the plurality of ethical approaches, relevant to the 
context and stakeholders involved. Together with value pluralism and 
plural valuation of nature, embracing ethical pluralism encourages 
biodiversity conservation to explicitly engage with normative questions 
which are intrinsic to the discipline. 

We propose that ethical pluralism in the context of biodiversity 
conservation should be conceived as multiple open processes that ought 
to be navigated with the common goal of conserving biodiversity in a 
just way, following general principles and engaging with contextual 
dimensions without predefining a single path or endpoint. To do this, we 
argue that such position should be at least grounded in insights from 
environmental justice and from environmental pragmatism in ethics. 
From an environmental justice perspective, ensuring recognition and 
inclusiveness through a human needs and capabilities approach can 
provide a basis for addressing ethical pluralism by providing criteria for 
justifying or rejecting the competing claims (with the criteria that the 
competing claims must not create patterns of oppression or aggravated 
injustices). From an environmental pragmatism perspective, identifying 
converging principles across ethical positions while making space for 
agonism and dissent in just deliberation processes can provide a basis for 
practical applications of ethical pluralism. 

The most prominent approaches to environmental justice emphasise 
the importance of recognising socio-cultural differences, improving the 
consideration of marginalised groups and the relationships between the 
state of the environment and human vulnerability (e.g., Coolsaet, 2021; 
Schlosberg, 2007). Hence, justice in biodiversity conservation 
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necessitates recognition as respect for difference and openness to the 
plurality of positions (Martin et al., 2016; Pascual et al., 2021). Recog-
nising and working with multiple ethical perspectives and knowledge 
systems can both foster justice and broaden the epistemic and value base 
for better informed, and thus more effective, decision-making (Caniglia 
et al., 2021; Kadykalo et al., 2021; Turnhout et al., 2020). For example, 
this should extend beyond knowledge integration to fully recognising 
indigenous ethical positions, sovereignty and self-determination 
regarding their worldviews, knowledge and rights to land (Latulippe 
and Klenk, 2020). In addition, although conservation policies should 
prioritise local people as key decision-makers, they also need to take into 
account the power and role of ‘outside’ actors (e.g. transnational cor-
porations) influencing the local context (Büscher and Fletcher, 2019). 

Incorporating aspects of recognition centred on addressing needs and 
capabilities and respecting the socio-cultural differences (in, for 
example, the valuation of nature) of individuals and communities 
(Martin et al., 2016; Nussbaum, 2011; Schlosberg, 2013) would provide 
opportunities to embrace ethical pluralism while avoiding moral rela-
tivism regarding subjective accounts of well-being. A human needs 
perspective recognises that there are certain universal, non-relative and 
non-substitutable needs (i.e. physical and mental health, relationships 
and participation, autonomy), encompassing a range of capabilities, or 
dimensions of well-being (Brand-Correa and Steinberger, 2017). How-
ever, in line with pluralism, the ways in which these universal needs are 
satisfied are plural and shaped by culture, values and ethics (Max-Neef, 
1991). Adequately disentangling the diversity of ways in which the 
satisfaction of needs influences possibly conflicting perceptions around 
a conservation issue and around conservation actions is crucial for 
identifying legitimate spaces for solutions. This requires different 
stakeholders involved in the issue to critically reflect on the different 
perceptions around who is involved (e.g., species, ecosystems, local 
people, private companies, public institutions, power relations and 
structures), where does it happen (e.g. places, histories, context), and 
how does it happen (e.g., goals, processes, markets, knowledge, prac-
tices, feedbacks). A more comprehensive understanding of these crucial 
dimensions provides a basis to deliberate around normative questions 
related to who, where, and how should conservation actions be imple-
mented to adequately address the issue and advance towards just social- 
ecological goals. In addition, a capabilities and needs-based approach to 
ethical pluralism could contribute to recognising non-humans, expand-
ing moral consideration beyond anthropocentric perspectives (Kor-
tetmäki, 2018; Schlosberg, 2013; Taylor et al., 2020). A needs-based 
approach to well-being has also been proposed as a promising way to 
overcome anthropocentric orientations in the prominent well-being and 
sustainability discourses and bridge divergent worldviews to collaborate 
towards the shared goal of well-being (Kortetmäki et al., 2021). 

In line with insights from environmental pragmatism (Katz and 
Light, 2013), embracing ethical pluralism to address the multi-faceted 
complexity of the biodiversity crisis provides opportunities to broaden 
the space for many practical solutions emerging from value and ethical 
diversity (Robinson, 2011). This requires moving beyond theoretical 
debates seeking the single best ethical theory and focus efforts on 
identifying principles expressing shared values compatible with 
different ethical positions, without necessarily committing to any single 
foundational ethical theory (Arras, 2002; Lecaros Urzúa and López 
Gaete, 2018). We suggest that conserving biodiversity should constitute 
such a shared value that can be agreed upon by any reasonable ethical 
position, even if they do that for different reasons. The identified prin-
ciples should be used to assist conservation decision-making in partic-
ular contexts (e.g. the rightness of creating a new protected area and the 
moral permissibility of limiting certain human activities in the area) and 
should be continuously refined based on the analysis and application on 
these concrete cases (Arras, 2002). 

As an example of the required approach, bioethics has established a 
set of mid-level principles grounded in shared values of human dignity 
and inherent worth. The proposed principles aim to be agreed across 

different ethical-theoretical standpoints and include: i) respect for au-
tonomy (the value of self-direction regarding one's life and choices); ii) 
beneficence (the value of enhancing the welfare of others); iii) non- 
maleficence (the value of avoiding imposing harm on others); and iv) 
justice as treating equals equally (the value of according each person her 
due) (Beauchamp and Childress, 2019; Flynn, 2021). Importantly from a 
pluralist perspective, a stronger emphasis on solidarity has been pro-
posed from an African perspective as a more fundamental principle than 
autonomy (Fayemi, 2021). In addition, other set of principles frame-
works have been proposed focusing on animal ethics (Fraser, 2012) and 
practical environmental ethics (Lecaros Urzúa and López Gaete, 2018). 
These point us towards an important remark that would, admittedly, 
require more detailed scrutiny for the full argument: the status of non- 
human nature in the pluralist framework. As noted above, humans are 
assumed to have dignity and inherent value that also sets the limits to 
what kinds of ethical approaches can be embraced within pluralism (e.g. 
not a chauvinist or a socially oppressive approach). Likewise, we sug-
gest, taking the biodiversity conservation goals seriously requires step-
ping beyond moral anthropocentrism (e.g., Kortetmäki, 2018; 
Schlosberg, 2013; Taylor et al., 2020). 

From an ethico-political perspective, ethical pluralism can provide 
opportunities to identify aspects of agreements on the need for certain 
conservation actions despite disagreements at the ethical theoretical 
level (e.g. about the intrinsic value of nature) (Norton, 1994). However, 
a narrow focus on consensus-seeking processes, without allowing for 
legitimate disagreement, might conceal power imbalances among 
stakeholders and favour a single framing of problems, potentially hin-
dering pluralism (Berg and Lidskog, 2018; Díaz-Reviriego et al., 2019). 
In addition, it is important to notice that simply increasing participation 
is not necessarily a silver bullet for legitimate and effective biodiversity 
policy-making (Hurlbert and Gupta, 2015). Reciprocal recognition is 
crucial for justice in processes that involve actors with unequal power 
and participatory capacities (Martin et al., 2016). Special attention 
needs to be paid on how to design just deliberation processes (e.g. ac-
counting for power, legitimacy, interests, Reed et al., 2018). In this 
sense, pluralism requires a recognitive commitment to the disagreement 
that emerges from difference (Brush, 2020; Schlosberg, 1999). In prac-
tice, this requires creating and/or supporting the political conditions for 
agonistic pluralism where dissent and contestation can thrive as 
important aspects of public life and democracy (Matulis and Moyer, 
2017; Mouffe, 1999; Schlosberg, 1999). Agonistic pluralism considers 
opponents not as enemies but as adversaries whose existence is legiti-
mate (Mouffe, 1999). In the context of biodiversity conservation, some 
conflicts might lack single satisfactory solutions yet compromises be-
tween adversary parties are possible based on shared mid-level princi-
ples, including those of democracy and recognition. 

4. Conclusion 

Different strategies have been implemented worldwide to help tackle 
the biodiversity crisis (e.g., the Convention of Biological Diversity [CBD: 
https://www.cbd.int/]) alongside meeting the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals [https://sdgs.un.org/goals]). However, the main global 
trajectories have not changed in this respect (Biermann et al., 2022; Díaz 
et al., 2019). In fact, none of the 20 Aichi targets for biodiversity, set in 
2010, have been fully reached and only six have been partially achieved 
(Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity, 2020). As new 
global biodiversity policies, such as the post-2020 Global Biodiversity 
Framework (Convention on Biological Diversity, 2020), are now being 
developed internationally, it is crucial to rethink how to develop more 
effective strategies. A question may arise: can and should there be global 
conservation ethics? 

In this article we argue that, instead of searching for universal “sil-
ver-bullet” solutions to biodiversity loss and for unified standards for 
settling all conflicts, both justice and long-term effectiveness in con-
servation necessitate embracing ethical pluralism. In addition, the 

G. Cortés-Capano et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

https://www.cbd.int/
https://sdgs.un.org/goals


Biological Conservation 275 (2022) 109759

6

recognition of plural, sometimes incommensurable values, ethical 
principles and knowledge systems is necessary for fostering justice. 
Recognition, as respect for different valuations and worldviews and 
their connections with various biodiversity-influencing practices pro-
vides opportunities to co-learn from and improve the existing practices 
and sustainable human-nature relations. A pluralist vision does not 
prevent from finding common conceptual ground, by sharing under-
standing of global biodiversity crisis and the need for conservation ac-
tions considering both humans and non-humans, across different 
cultures. This kind of common conceptual ground could, in our view, 
create the basis for developing global conservation ethics, without 
assuming its details to be the same across the different contexts and 
times. 

The global conservation movement is divided on the ultimate reason 
of why and how we should conserve biodiversity (Büscher et al., 2017; 
Sandbrook et al., 2019). While its underpinning rationalities are 
evolving over time (Mace, 2014), divergent and opposite positions may 
arise when operational decisions should be made in policy-making 
involving a variety of stakeholders. Ignoring the ethical perspectives 
of stakeholders, including conservation science researchers, may lead to 
the proposal and implementation of illegitimate and ineffective policies 
(Martin et al., 2016; Meinard, 2017). Pluralism provides opportunities 
for accounting for ethical positions, integrating diverse people-people 
relations (e.g., institutions, power dynamics, social justice) with 
people-nature relations to widen the debate around conservation ac-
tions, ethics and well-being (Betley et al., 2022; Meinard, 2017). How-
ever, global sustainability and biodiversity conservation policies have 
been mostly formulated from morally anthropocentric perspectives 
(Moon and Pérez-Hämmerle, 2022; Washington et al., 2021). Designing 
and implementing a set of plural policies conceived beyond a single- 
species focus (e.g., beyond people-nature dualisms), is crucial to over-
come anthropocentrism and to recognise the value of biodiversity for the 
sake of non-human nature itself, not only for the sake of human well- 
being and prosperity (Kortetmäki et al., 2021). This can also be seen 
as to promote a more sustainable integration of some of the concerns of 
social and ecological justice (Kopnina and Washington, 2020). Prom-
ising examples proving ground for ethical pluralism are emerging, such 
as the biocultural (Hanspach et al., 2020; Rozzi, 2013), convivial 
(Büscher and Fletcher, 2019; Massarella et al., 2021) and relational 
approaches to conservation (Himes and Muraca, 2018; West et al., 
2020). These approaches are being co-produced, adopted and debated 
by diverse stakeholder groups (e.g. academics, social movements, poli-
cymakers) to increasingly represent, interpret and shape human and 
non-human dimensions in complex social–ecological systems. 
Grounding ethical pluralism on insights from environmental justice and 
environmental pragmatism would help to identify ways in which we 
might live with other humans and non-humans in a diverse world. 
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