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Abstract

I intend to discuss Aquinas’ natural law argument for justifying
environmental ethics, by referring to the consideration of natural law
as the participation of the eternal law. Before we examine views on
what constitutes this participation of the eternal law, understood as an
active and passive participation, we need to examine views on what
environmental ethics strive for. In general, environmental ethics aims
to argue the value of natural beings and moral attitude toward nature.
The consideration of the passive participation of the eternal law both
in human and natural beings is useful for justifying not only the value
of natural beings but also the community of being between humans
and the rest of nature. The consideration of the active participation of
the eternal law in human beings serves to argue the moral responsi-
bility for non-rational beings.
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1 the aim of environmental ethics

Environmental ethics emerged as a philosophical subdiscipline around the
1970s as a re�ection about the necessity to change the values related to the
environment.1 At �rst, di�erent environmental ethics focused on identify-
ing the causes of ecological disasters and lack of environmental awareness:
a disenchantment of nature (neo-Marxist perspective on ecological ethics),2
the logic of male domination (feminist ethics),3 a lack of social conscience
(social ecology),4 and the deontologist and consequentialist approach (virtue
ethics).5 Some authors such as White (1967) stated that the Judeo-Christian
tradition provided an anthropocentric view, which has led to despotic con-
trol of nature. Another author, Passmore (1974) criticized this position, ar-
guing that Christian thought provides rather a conception of human being
as administrator of the Creator’s work, which makes him responsible and
respectful of nature.

At present, environmental ethics also focuses on the following issues:
biodiversity, the place of irrational beings in ethical theories (animal libera-
tion, if irrational nature is susceptible to rights and representation in court,
the protection of species, etc.), ecosystem health, environmental justice and
poverty issues. In short, these issues require not just philosophical, but an
interdisciplinary study because of the social and political factors involved.6

In general, environmental ethics make a claim against ‘traditional’ an-
thropocentrism and the most radical ones distrust the moral superiority of
human beings in relation to the other species on the planet. Concretely, en-
vironmental ethics are concerned with arguments to justify assigning in-
trinsic value to the environment itself. If nonhuman living organisms have
value in themselves, moral agents have a duty to protect them and prevent
damage against them. If they have instead a merely instrumental value then,
for example, the abuse of animals is not bad in itself. As Kant states, cruelty
to animals is indirectly bad, since our duties towards animals are merely
indirect duties to humanity. Therefore, cruelty to animals is bad because it
is inhuman and damages humanity.7 These statements are controversial for
the majority of contemporary environmental ethics’ approaches. We will
confront them below when discussing one of Aquinas’ remarks.

With other basis than Kantian thought, but with similar conclusions,
some authors suggest an enlightened anthropocentrism instead of
traditional anthropocentrism, arguing that moral duties toward the
environment emerge from direct duties to people who live there. This
pragmatic approach provides the basis for public policy development and
solutions to environmental degradation. For this reason, their supporters
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allege this anthropocentrism is su�cient and even more e�ective in
ecological measures than radical ecological approaches in discussing
theoretically the intrinsic value of the nonhuman environment.8

The di�erent approaches to environmental ethics can be divided in two
groups. The �rst group are the human-centered approaches that are di-
vided into two types. One type considers environmental care as an element
of human welfare not only of current, but also of future generations, e.g.
enlightened anthropocentric approaches, environmental pragmatism. The
other type of anthropocentric approaches do not focus on human welfare,
but on human perfection: environmental care is considered as an aspect of
the culture, knowledge, education or even virtue of the individual, e.g. virtue
oriented approaches to environmental ethics.9

The second group are the non-anthropocentric approaches that argue in
this way: if anthropocentrism has been the cause of environmental destruc-
tion, then the solution is a non-anthropocentric position in environmental
issues. Non-anthropocentric approaches focus on nonhuman natural beings,
alleging they have value in themselves, e.g. deep ecology, ecofeminism and
new animism.

Non-anthropocentric approaches are more interesting for the present
discussion, because they intend to argue the ontological relationship with
the nonhuman natural environment; in general, a relationship of equality.
Concretely, Arne Naess, a defender of deep ecology from the 1970s, stands up
for a relational approach and a principle of equality among all beings of the
biosphere (biospheric egalitarianism). All beings have value in themselves,
regardless of their usefulness to others. All natural beings have the right to
life and development. Inspired by the metaphysics of Spinoza, Naess’ deep
ecology rejects individualistic atomism based on the assumption that each
being, as an individual, has a separate essence.10

According to Naess, individualistic atomism leads to the radical separa-
tion of human beings from the rest of nature, favoring sel�shness not only
with respect to other human beings, but also with regard to other natural
beings. The relational approach suggests rather that the identity of a being
is constituted in its relations with other beings in the world, especially living
things. Moreover, Naess and his supporters state the possibility of widening
the boundaries of the self beyond the body and consciousness: my ecological
Self. Thus, respect and care for my Self implies respect and care for the nat-
ural environment that is part of me. The completion of the Self involves the
individual human being’s reconnection with the environment. Naess argues
that a close relationship to nature produces a deep satisfaction, and in fact,
contributes to our quality of life.11
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Apart from the pantheistic philosophical assumptions of Naess’s pro-
posal there are other criticisms. Some feminist ethicists criticize the exten-
sion of self postulated by Naess, since the idea of nature as part of oneself
might also justify the continuous exploitation of the nature. They state that
this argument is another form of colonialism, unable to give to nature what
is due as an other independent of human interests.12 Another criticism to
Naess’ proposal points out the lack of impact in practice of the principle of
equality of the entire biosphere. Other authors have accused deep ecology
of being an elitist movement, since the experiences of contact with nature
mentioned by them are reserved for a high socioeconomic status, and shows
an excessive concern for preserving natural areas without considering the
needs of the local population.13

These criticisms were e�ective and elicited a more modest rethinking
of deep ecology, then called ecosophy. In the 1980s the egalitarianism of the
biosphere was reduced to a less radical principle: both the life of human
and non-human beings have value in itself. Naess argued that deep ecology
would cease to be a speci�c doctrine to be transformed into a platform or line
of thought with eight points, which could be accepted by people of di�erent
faiths and cultures.14

Ecological concern in general and the development of non-anthropo-
centric ethics is partly justi�ed by human behavior in relation to the envi-
ronment. It is undeniable that so much despotic human domination of nature
through technology has brought humans to cease perceiving themselves as
part of nature. Accordingly, the reaction of radical environmental move-
ments is somewhat understandable. But the philosophical basis of their ap-
proaches often does not correspond to the reality of being, and consequently
the practices or actions they promote are unfair and excessive.15

Nonetheless the ontological approach of non-anthropocentric
ethics suggest interesting questions such as: what is the basis of such
metaphysical bond of human existence with nature? Are all beings equally
valuable? The type of ethical demands depends on how one answers these
questions.

I suggest that Aquinas’ understanding of natural law as the participa-
tion of eternal law in human and natural beings is useful to answer those
questions placing the right philosophical basis of environmental ethics.
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2 the participation of the eternal law in human and
natural beings

Though Aquinas dedicated the whole questio 94 of Summa Theologiae I-II to
natural law, the main text of his notion of natural law as the participation
of eternal law is in Summa Theologiae I-II, questio 91, which discusses the
various kinds of law, concretely in article 2, while asking if there is a natural
law:

«since all things subject to Divine providence are ruled and measured by
the eternal law, as was stated above (Article 1); it is evident that all things
partake somewhat of the eternal law, in so far as, namely, from its being
imprinted on them, they derive their respective inclinations to their proper
acts and ends. Now among all others, the rational creature is subject to
Divine providence in the most excellent way, in so far as it partakes of
a share of providence, by being provident both for itself and for others.
Wherefore it has a share of the Eternal Reason, whereby it has a natural
inclination to its proper act and end: and this participation of the eternal
law in the rational creature is called the natural law» (I-II:91:2).16

The understanding of Aquinas’ natural law as the participation of the
eternal law invites and illuminates re�ection on the relationship between
humans and nature, posing clear metaphysical assumptions. Principally, all
beings, human and non human, are governed by the eternal law, as origi-
nated from the same divine source.

According to Aquinas, law is an ordinance of every being to an end (I-
II:90:1). Therefore, the way of all beings ruled by the eternal law is through-
out their respective natural inclinations to given acts and ends. By having
this ordination to their proper ends, human beings are related to the rest of
nature under the common category of created beings. As such, each being is
intrinsically ordered to perform what is due to its nature, subject to a law we
have not given ourselves. This is the passive participation of the eternal law
both in human and non-human beings, which advocates for a metaphysical
union — even equality — of all natural beings.

To understand what does it mean being intrinsically ordered to given
acts and ends, it is necessary to refer to the natural inclinations explained
by Aquinas:

«Because in man there is �rst of all an inclination to good in accordance
with the nature which he has in common with all substances: inasmuch as
every substance seeks the preservation of its own being, according to its

FORUM Volume 3 (2017) 299–312 303

http://forum-phil.pusc.it/volume/3-2017


pia valenzuela

nature: and by reason of this inclination, whatever is a means of preserv-
ing human life, and of warding o� its obstacles, belongs to the natural law.
Secondly, there is in man an inclination to things that pertain to him more
specially, according to that nature which he has in common with other ani-
mals: and in virtue of this inclination, those things are said to belong to the
natural law, “which nature has taught to all animals” [Pandect. Just. I, tit.
i], such as sexual intercourse, education of o�spring and so forth. Thirdly,
there is in man an inclination to good, according to the nature of his rea-
son, which nature is proper to him: thus man has a natural inclination to
know the truth about God, and to live in society: and in this respect, what-
ever pertains to this inclination belongs to the natural law; for instance,
to shun ignorance, to avoid o�ending those among whom one has to live,
and other such things regarding the above inclination» (I-II:94:2).

There are three groups of inclinations: the inclination to
life-preservation, to life generation and to the rational life. All of these are
present in human beings. It is interesting for this discussion to focus not
only on the rational inclination of human beings, but also on the other two
groups of inclinations. As said, both the �rst group, which refers to the
preservation of life and the second group, which refer to the speci�c
aspects of sensory-animal life, are present in humans as well. Human
beings share with all beings, from the simplest ones, the tendency to
self-preservation avoiding anything that threatens their lives. At the
level of sensory life, human beings share with other animals all sensory
tendencies such as memory knowledge, sexual intercourse and education
of o�spring.

The sharing of natural inclinations tell us �rst that human beings are
also natural beings, a part of nature, and have the same tendencies as other
beings. Second, these inclinations are given in our nature of living beings,
that we cannot change or delete them, because they are inherent in our
way of being. Third, the tendencies aim for some goods, the ends of each
inclination are good for our development as such beings. Accordingly we
share with every being in a passive way, as something given to us, the more
basic inclinations, because we are under the same eternal law.

This being true, it is no less true that every being is under the eternal
law but according to their speci�c nature. In other words, the participation
of the eternal law involves not only a certain metaphysical union of all be-
ings, but also their speci�city, and therefore a di�erent way of participation
of the eternal law. For this reason along with the consideration of natural
inclinations in general, we should consider also the speci�c inclination to
rational life:
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«Even irrational animals partake in their own way of the Eternal Reason,
just as the rational creature does. But because the rational creature par-
takes thereof in an intellectual and rational manner, therefore the partici-
pation of the eternal law in the rational creature is properly called a law,
since a law is something pertaining to reason, as stated above (I-II:90:1).
Irrational creatures, however, do not partake thereof in a rational manner,
wherefore there is no participation of the eternal law in them, except by
way of similitude» (I-II:91:2 ad 3).

The quote refers to the particular way in which rational beings partic-
ipate of the eternal law. Along with the passive participation of the eternal
law in all beings mentioned above, there is a rational, and hence active, par-
ticipation of the eternal law that is speci�c to humans. Rationality and free-
dom as human-speci�c capabilities make a di�erence in sharing inclinations
with non-rational beings. Natural inclinations such as the inclination to life
or sexual reproduction that, from a material standpoint, human beings share
with other animals are, from a formal standpoint, radically di�erent incli-
nations, because human beings can grasp intellectually the ends of these
inclinations, and integrate them into a conduct guided by virtue.17 In other
words, rational beings can understand the sense of their tendencies and pur-
sue their ends in a rational way, therefore not instinctively but freely.

These remarks do not contest my argument about the appropriateness
of Aquinas’ natural law approach for justifying environmental ethics, but
support it. Precisely because «the rational creature is subject to Divine prov-
idence in the most excellent way, in so far as it partakes of a share of prov-
idence», human beings are «provident both for itself and for others» (I-
II:91:2), meaning by others not only humans but also natural beings, the
whole nature, animate and inanimate beings.

Consequently, since humans participate rationally and thus actively in
the eternal law they are able to provide for themselves and for others (to
legislate). At the same time, like the rest of nature, they also participate pas-
sively in that law (as legislated).18 Therefore, human beings cannot forget
themselves as a part of nature, and accordingly they must associate the des-
tiny of nature to their own destiny.19

But in virtue of what can human beings be provident for natural beings?
By virtue of their rationality, human beings are aware of the direction to
the ends inherent not only to their nature but also to the nature of other
beings. Since the rest of the natural beings tend to their ends not consciously,
then human beings can grasp intellectually the proper ends to which natural
beings tend, and eventually can help their development.

At this point, it is necessary to explain the use of nature underlying
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Aquinas’ approach to natural law. It is not the modern concept of nature as
the physical and limited to functionality. In contrast, it is the notion of na-
ture as dynamic internal principle of operation borrowed from Aristotle.20

Accordingly, nature means the principle of development and the speci�c ac-
tivity of a being tending to its proper ends. That is to say, a way of being
that has an inclination, a meaning, that expresses an intelligibility and an
implicit rationality.21 In other words, nature refers to the essence of a being
as an internal principle of motion, which guides the individual toward its
realization.

Based on Aristotle, Aquinas advocates a natural teleology, as we can ob-
serve in the remarks mentioned above: «from its being imprinted on them,
they derive their respective inclinations to their proper acts and ends» (I-
II:91:2). The ends are already inscribed in the nature of the beings and mark
the direction of their development as such beings. This teleology, being nat-
ural, is original in the sense that it is already given in the constitution of
every being, it exists in our nature. According to Aristotle, every living sub-
stance is in itself the end of its own process of tendencies, and through its
being, participates in the divine.22 Hence, humans and nonhuman beings are
in themselves the end of their own process of inclinations, and this shows
precisely their participation in the eternal law.

It is easy to see that the human being’s active and passive participation
of the eternal law has to be approached together for justifying any kind
of environmental ethical demands. Therefore the anthropological approach
(based on the active participation of the eternal law), that pivots on the con-
sideration of reason, emphasizing the distinctiveness of human beings and
the rest of nature needs to be complemented with the ecological approach
that is based on the passive participation and emphasizes the community of
nature between human beings and non-human beings.23

Environmental ethics based on these approaches would not need to op-
pose human beings with natural beings. This could avoid contradictory con-
clusions such as human beings are something completely separate from na-
ture or that they are one species more.24 Unlike these approaches, an anthro-
pological approach complemented with an ecological approach can help in
understanding an inclusive concept of nature — that does not override spe-
ci�c di�erences of being — with the consideration of an environmental com-
munity where moral agents — human beings — accept the responsibility for
non rational beings.

By an inclusive concept of nature I mean the notion of nature as a whole
– in a comprehensive sense. In this regard, it is interesting Heidegger’s crit-
icism on the reduction of the modern concept of nature and his proposal to
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recover the greek concept of nature (physis) that originally meant heaven
and earth, stone and plant, animal and human, human history, understood
as the work of the gods, and �nally, the gods themselves. This requires con-
sidering nature not as a separated sphere — and therefore not used for its
indiscriminate exploitation — of the existence of humans and even more the
manifestation of the divine. This quest for unity, this holism gives meaning
to the di�erences of being.25

Turning now to the criticisms mentioned above attributed to a Judeo-
Christian view about favoring a despotic control of nature, it seems that they
lack basis. In fact, those criticisms often focus on the passage from Genesis
wherein God commands man to dominate the earth. But dominion does not
mean a despotic control of nature.26 Dominion means rather rational gov-
ernment, because only a rational being is able to rule and provide for others.
The action of providing for other beings means to take care, to look after it,
as stated explicitly in Genesis 2, 15: «The Lord God then took the man and
settled him in the garden of Eden, to cultivate and care for it». Providing for
the rest of nature, human beings are like God, since they partake of God’s
gentle and provident reason toward all created beings. That means that our
care for things should respect God’s providential plan for them. In order to
understand how God cares for things, leading them to their perfection, we
must �rst understand the ends to which God has ordered things, as «the ul-
timate perfection of anything whatsoever is in the attainment of its end».27

Therefore, human beings have the responsibility to advance the knowledge
of natural sciences for a better understanding of natural dynamisms and
legislation dealing with the environment.

However, this does not mean that the protection of the environment is
only a scienti�c or technical question; it is also and above all an ethical issue,
as Saint John Paul II stated. In his words, «all have a moral duty to care for
the environment, not only for their own good but also for the good of future
generations », pointing out that human being should be in relation to nature
an intelligent and noble master and guardian instead of a heedless exploiter
and destroyer. Accordingly, environmental care «implies that life must be
handled with care, including animal life and all of animate and inanimate
nature».28 In this regard, Benedict XVI has explained that «the book of na-
ture is one and indivisible», and it follows that «the deterioration of nature
is closely connected to the culture which shapes human coexistence».29

These quotations show that from the very begining and increasingly in
the contemporary world, Christian tradition has provided an anthropocen-
tric view respectful of the environment, calling all citizens of the planet to
remember their original nature as creatures according to Aquinas’ remarks
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about the common participation of the eternal law.30

Aquinas’ remarks clarify also some discussions in environmental ethics
dealing with the intrinsic or instrumental value of non-rational natural be-
ings. Aquinas’ statements concerning God’s providential care of creatures
are in harmony with what he maintains concerning God’s love of crea-
tures. He explains that some creatures are loved for themselves and also
as a means, and others are only loved for themselves, and not as a means.
Accordingly, Aquinas distinguishes three possible situations: one can love
something solely as a means (e.g., an 8-track tape), or solely for its own sake
(namely, a human being), or both for its own sake and as ameans (e.g., health).
His statements indicate that he places non-rational creatures in the third cat-
egory.31 Therefore, non-rational beings are to be cared both for their own
sake and as a means. To recall, Kant’s statements about the value of non-
rational beings, as noted above, di�ers from Aquinas’ conclusion. Kant states
rather that non-rational beings have a merely instrumental value, hence
they are to be cared only as means.

From Aquinas’ perspective, the privileged position of humans — as ra-
tional beings loved for their own sake — within nature is rather a call to
greater responsibility for its care,32 respecting the teleology of beings, as
noted. In fact, any type of help we provide to a natural being is possible
because this being is directed by itself to some end, although perhaps some-
times it is too weak to attain it. This may be the reason for ecological actions
of care or some interventions necessary for the conservation or the balance
of some ecosystem, like for example to prevent species from going extinct.
In any case, any action is always possible, because it is based on the natural
tendency, i.e. the natural dynamism that impels the development.

As a �nal remark, I should have answered the questions posed above
about the basis of the metaphysical bond of human existence with nature
and the (equal) value of all beings. As noted, the answers to those questions
need to be based on the right anthropocentric and ecological view. In this
sense, the speci�c di�erentiation of human being plus the common meta-
physical origin of all natural beings — the human being included — (the
anthropological and ecological approach together) reveal the plausibility of
justifying an environmental ethics based on the participation of the eternal
law. This implies to consider the natural teleology underlying Aquinas’ ap-
proach to natural law as well as a comprehensive view of nature as a whole.
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