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A CRITIQUE OF CALLICOTT’S BIOSOCIAL MORAL THEORY 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Callicott‘s claim to have unified environmentalism and animal liberation should be rejected by 

holists and liberationists. By making relations of intimacy necessary for moral considerability, 

Callicott excludes from the moral community nonhuman animals unable to engage in intimate 

relations due to the circumstances of their confinement. By failing to afford moral protection to 

animals in factory farms and research laboratories, Callicott‘s biosocial moral theory falls short 

of meeting a basic moral demand of liberationists. Moreover, were Callicott to include factory 

farm and research animals inside the moral community by affording them universal or non-

communitarian rights, his theory would fall foul of environmentalists who seek to promote 

ecosystem stability and integrity via therapeutic hunting. If factory farm and research animals 

can have rights irrespective of their particular circumstances, then so can freeroaming animals 

from overabundant and exotic species. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In ―Animal Liberation and Environmental Ethics: Back Together Again‖ J. Baird Callicott 

(1992) claims to have successfully unified a holistic environmental ethic with an individualistic 

animal liberation ethic.
 1

 In what follows I argue that Callicott‘s claim should be rejected, 

particularly by liberationists who oppose factory farming and animal research, but also by holists 

who seek to promote ecosystem stability.  The failure of Callicott‘s theory can be traced to his 

strictly Humean account of moral sentiments as the basis for moral community membership.
 
On 

a strict Humean view, it is a necessary condition for moral sympathy to have ‗intimate relations‘ 

with the one to whom sympathy is directed.
2
 The implication is that if the limits of the moral 

community are set by the scope of intimate relations, then individuals out of reach of sympathy, 

such as nonhuman animals in factory farms (Waldau 1998, 162) and research laboratories, are 

not morally considerable. Any attempt to amend Callicott‘s account by allowing for theoretical 

considerations to be a sufficient basis for moral sympathy will likely render his theory 

unacceptable to ecological holists. This is because if intimate relations are not necessary for 
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moral community membership, and instead theoretical considerations are sufficient, then 

Callicott cannot withhold moral community membership (and by corollary moral entitlements) to 

freeroaming nonhuman animals. The implication of this is that the therapeutic hunting of 

individuals from overabundant and exotic species in order to promote ecosystem stability and 

integrity could be, in many instances, seriously wrong.
3
  

 

ORIGINS OF CALLICOTT’S THEORY 

 

The biosocial moral theory is an amalgam of Midgley‘s theory of the ―mixed‖ community and 

Leopold‘s theory of the ―biotic‖ community (Midgley 1983, 112-124; Leopold 1966). Consistent 

with Midgley, Callicott argues that human beings and domestic animals should be considered as 

members of a distinct moral community in virtue of sharing relations of intimacy fostered by a 

range of moral sentiments, most notably sympathy but also love, compassion, and trust (1992, 

252). In contrast, Callicott argues freeroaming animals should be considered as outside the scope 

of the moral concepts and principles that guide conduct in the mixed community, because they 

do not feature in intimate relations with human beings. Drawing upon Leopold, Callicott argues 

freeroaming animals and nonsentient nature occupy a distinct organizational realm with a ―logic‖ 

entirely different to that that governs human and domestic animal interactions. For Callicott, if 

we are to talk about morality at all in respect of natural areas, it is the workings of ecological and 

evolutionary processes that should play the role of morality (Sapontsis 1987, 266). He writes:  

 

Mary Midgley‘s suggested animal welfare ethic and Aldo Leopold‘s seminal 

environmental ethic…share a common, fundamental Humean understanding of ethics as 

grounded in altruistic feelings. And they share a common ethical bridge between the 

human and nonhuman domains in the concept of community- Midgley‘s ―mixed 

community‖ and Leopold‘s ―biotic community.‖ Combining the two conceptions of a 

metahuman moral community we have the basis of a unified animal-environmental 

ethical theory (Callicott 1992, 254). 

 

Callicott‘s demarcation along these lines is concomitant of his acceptance of Midgley‘s general 

thesis: morality is an unavoidable dynamic of interactions between human and nonhuman 
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animals. According to Midgley, sociability disposes both kinds of animals towards relations of 

intimacy or ―fellowship‖ (Midgley 1987, 112-114).
3
 Callicott, however, seizes upon Midgley‘s 

emphasis on sociability and relations of intimacy, and uses it to drive a wedge between 

entitlements owed to domestic species and any we may owe to freeroaming animals. For 

Callicott, if ethics is founded upon feelings and relations of intimacy, we cannot have obligations 

to freeroaming animals because we do not interact with them to any great extent. On his view, 

we have obligations to the domestic species with whom we enjoy reciprocal emotional 

relationships, but the nature and scope of these obligations is also regulated by how these 

relations transpire in reality. He is adamant that to attribute a level of moral considerability to 

animals that is not commensurate with the depth and extent of our ―subtly shaded‖ relations with 

them, is to grant them more than their due (Callicott 1992, 256). It is clear that Callicott is 

committed to a hierarchy of moral standing which is measured by the depth of our attachments to 

each other, and other animals, when he says: 

 

Pets are….surrogate family members and merit treatment not owed either to less 

intimately related animals, for example to barnyard animals, or, for that matter, to less 

intimately related human beings (Callicott 1992, 256). 

 

Implicit in such reasoning is the communitarian principle that the entitlements owed to members 

of a community ought to be gleaned from community attachments and relations. For such a 

principle to have normative significance, Callicott must presuppose that the relations themselves 

have some inherent moral legitimacy. Without such a presupposition, he would be in no position 

to claim that the descriptive dimension of his theory is also the normative. It is obvious from the 

following that, on Callicott‘s view, how things are is also how things should be:   

 

How we ought and ought not to treat one another (including animals) is determined, 

according to the logic of the biosocial moral theory, by the nature and organisation of 

communities (Callicott 1992, 255). 
4
 

 

For Callicott, the descriptive processes of the mixed and biotic communities are legitimate bases 

for deriving moral entitlements in virtue of having a common origin in Darwinian evolutionary 
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theory. The normativity of the evolutionary and ecological processes of the biotic community 

coat-tails on the Humean ethical theory predicated on feelings, and the Darwinian account of the 

origin of moral sentiments. Callicott reasons: given that Darwin (and Hume) has got it right in 

respect of the mixed community, then Darwin must also be right vis-à-vis the biotic community. 

Thus, for Callicott, the evolutionary and ecological description of the biotic community is the 

strongest candidate for an ethical code for guiding our dealings with natural things. He says: 

 

Domestic animals are members of the mixed community and ought to enjoy, therefore, 

all the rights and privileges, whatever they may turn out to be, attendant upon that 

membership. Wild animals are by definition, not members of the mixed community and 

therefore should not lie on the same spectrum of graded moral standing as family 

members, neighbours, fellow citizens, fellow human beings, pets, and other domestic 

animals. 

 

Wild animals….. are members of the biotic community. The structure of the biotic 

community is described by ecology. The duties and obligations of a biotic community 

ethic or land ethic, as Leopold called it, may, accordingly, be derived from an ecological 

description of nature - just as our duties and obligations to members of the mixed 

community can be derived from a description of the mixed community ( Callicott 1992, 

257). 

 

 

COMMUNITARIAN VERSUS UNIVERSAL RIGHTS 

 

Callicott identifies the source for the moral entitlements owed to all individuals as the 

community in which they belong. This would suggest that he is committed to a form of cultural 

relativism or communitarianism, according to which rights possession and conceptions of 

morality are a function of community membership. The implication of such a view is that 

individuals do not possess any universal or non-communitarian entitlements over and above, or 

in addition to, those grounded in membership of their particular community. The rationale of 

universal rights is that individuals qualify for them in virtue of possessing some intrinsic 
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property, or cluster of properties, deemed to have normative significance independent of any 

cultural context (Almond 1990).  But, there is scope for thinking that Callicott‘s theory allows 

for individuals to have universal entitlements independently of their community derived rights. 

After all, it may be true that individuals have entitlements that derive from community 

membership but such entitlements may not be the only ones they possess. Callicott writes: 

 

The acknowledgment of a holistic environmental ethic does not entail that we abrogate 

our familiar moral obligations to family members, to fellow citizens, to all mankind, nor 

to fellow members of the mixed community, that is, to domesticate animals (Callicott 

1992, 259). 

 

What is instructive about this passage is that Callicott believes our obligations to human beings 

extend beyond our immediate token of the mixed community. This is clear given that, in the 

passage above, Callicott accepts we have obligations to all human beings. We could not have 

obligations to all humankind if we were required to respect only the fellow members of our 

particular communities. Accordingly, there are grounds for thinking we should not read the term 

―familiar‖ in the passage above, as Callicott referring to obligations associated with this or that 

particular mixed community.
5
 Instead, we should understand Callicott to be referring to 

obligations to members of the mixed community considered in the broader sense of all the 

disparate and spatially distinct mixed community tokens bundled together, like a federation, or, 

as he describes it, a series of ―nested communities each which has a different structure and 

therefore different moral requirements (1992, 256).‖ Thus, so called ―familiar‖ obligations are 

analogous to universal moral entitlements insofar as they exist in addition to, or over and above, 

particular mixed community entitlements.  

 

If this is the correct way to interpret Callicott‘s theory, there would seem to be no logical 

obstacle to the attribution of universal moral entitlements to freeroaming animals. If Callicott 

admits universal entitlements over and above those derived from a particular community, then 

there is scope for universal obligations to freeroaming animals that may override the ethical 

prescriptions we glean from the descriptive sources of the biotic community. After all, just as the 

mixed community is a federation of many distinct communities, the biotic community is a 
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collection of distinct ecosystems, each with its own internal ―logic‖ determined by trophic levels, 

predator prey ratios, energy flows, etc. But, Callicott would no doubt recoil from the attribution 

of universal entitlements to freeroaming animals. This is because it would entail that even if 

freeroaming species violate the ―moral rules‖ of their particular communities by transgressing 

the ecological limits of the ecosystem, they would still be eligible for universal entitlements, 

given that they remain members of the federation of biotic communities. Even if such 

entitlements are not utility-trumping deontological rights, they could still be an impediment to 

individuals being killed in therapeutic hunting.
6
 A utilitarian calculus applied at the federation 

level, may well favour sparing individuals that are overabundant or exotic in a particular biotic 

community, if doing so promotes the overall stability and integrity of the federation of biotic 

communities.
7
 

 

 

INTIMATE RELATIONS, FACTORY FARMS, AND RESEARCH LABS 

 

The notion that Callicott‘s theory sanctions the attribution of universal entitlements to 

freeroaming animals is given support we when examine the moral status of factory farm and 

research animals in his account. Consider the following passage: 

 

Domestic animals are members of the mixed community and ought to enjoy, therefore, 

all the rights and privileges, whatever they may turn out to be, attendant upon that 

membership (Callicott 1992, 257 my emphasis). 

  

The implication of the above is that Callicott thinks the entitlements owed to animals are by no 

means set in stone and may vary according to circumstances related to their community 

membership. So much is clear when he says, ―whatever they may turn out to be, attendant upon 

that membership (Callicott 1992, 257).‖ However, making moral entitlements conditional upon 

the circumstances of one‘s community membership raises the prospect that some animals may 

have little or no entitlements at all if their circumstances license such a lowly status. We can 

imagine a community, not too remote from our own, in which some individuals are kept locked 

away indoors or in remote areas, making it impossible for them to be the proper objects of 
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sympathy. Moreover, keeping such individuals physically separate from the community may not 

be the only way to prevent them becoming involved in the intimate relations that, on Callicott‘s 

view, engender entitlements. It is plausible to suggest that the demonization of some species of 

animals, and the unfavorable stereotypical depiction of them in the media, could also render 

them incapable of being the proper objects of sympathy (see Adams 1990; Elazanowski 1998).  

 

Callicott might object at this point, and argue that the animals kept out of sight of the general 

community do enjoy relations of intimacy with the few people they have dealings with, such as 

farmers, veterinarians, researchers, departmental inspectors, or even the occasional liberationist. 

These relationships, he might argue, would satisfy the relations of intimacy criterion and be 

sufficient to admit factory farm and research animals into the moral community. But, such an 

objection demonstrates a failure to understand what is involved in relations of intimacy, at least 

insofar as Midgley describes them, and it is Midgley‘s theory that Callicott claims to be 

appropriating. For Midgley, a relation of intimacy is characterized by the human being; calling 

the animal by name, treating it as an individual, appreciating its varying moods and reactions, 

mourning over its death, and personally cherishing it as a member of the household (Midgley 

1983, 113-14). It is true that there may be rare occasions when a factory farmer or researcher has 

a favorite animal with which they enter into such relations, but these would be exceptionally rare 

cases. The nature of factory farming is such that it is impossible for a farmer to enter into such 

intimate relations with their animals. How could a broiler hen, battery egg, or intensive pig 

farmer, who is responsible for many hundreds (if not thousands) of animals in a single shed, treat 

each animal as an individual, and personally cherish it as a member of the household?
 
 People in 

such a position struggle to ensure that the animals are free of contagious disease!
 8

  

 

The scope for intimate relations in the research laboratory is similarly narrow. Although the 

researcher may not be dealing with so many animals, and the nature of her research may require 

her to monitor the welfare of the animals closely, would we really conclude she treats her 

experimental subjects as she would members of her family?  If she really felt for her subjects the 

way the average person feels for family members, could she infect them with debilitating, 

painful, or terminal diseases? Damage their otherwise healthy brains? Burn their skin? 

Deliberately subject them to stress, or inject them with toxic substances? Even if there were 
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cases in which we could say that somebody genuinely cared for an animal, in spite of using it as 

a means for ends not its own, the relationship would not satisfy Midgley‘s criterion, because 

relations of intimacy are not characterized by spasmodic episodes of cruelty and kindness 

(Midgley 1983, 114).  

 

The problem for Callicott is that if entitlements are derived from community structures and 

organizations, then he is in no position to claim that the treatment of individuals in factory farms 

and research laboratories is in anyway problematic. But this just renders impotent the claim that 

he has, in some substantive way, adopted part of an animal liberation position. No philosopher 

could plausibly claim to be adopting an animal liberation position without accommodating the 

interests of factory farm and research animals (Sapontsis 1998, 161). The only way for Callicott 

to avoid condoning circumstances in which the most basic interests of some individuals can be 

overridden, and thus to do justice to his claim to be securing a reconciliation of animal liberation 

with ecological holism, is to allow for the attribution of universal entitlements to such animals. 

Indeed, without the notion of basic universal entitlements, he is no position to make the negative 

judgment of factory farming that he does (Callicott 1992, 255). 

 

Another way Callicott might object is by claiming that a kind of universal moral entitlement is 

consistent with the community structure of the mixed community, but not with structure of the 

biotic community. This is because the two communities are structurally and logically distinct. On 

this view, there would be no logical inconsistency in claiming that humans and domestic animals 

have universal entitlements that buffer them against cultural excesses, but freeroaming animals 

do not have comparable entitlements ring-fencing their vital interests. But, given that Callicott 

bases moral considerability upon community membership grounded in sympathy, there are no 

grounds for claiming that the two communities are logically distinct. If we can have obligations 

to all human beings, factory farm, and research animals, irrespective of whether we are 

physically acquainted with them, but simply because such animals are the sorts of creatures that 

people like us can feel sympathy for, then we can also have such obligations to freeroaming 

animals. Not restricting the application of moral sympathy to those we have intimate dealings 

with is consistent with everyday practice (Fisher 1992, 230). My feelings of sympathy for a 

freeroaming animal I have had no dealings with, are not significantly less than any feelings I 
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have for a domestic dog across town. Indeed, the sympathy I feel for a freeroaming animal may 

be greater, given that its life is likely to be one of hardship in comparison to the domestic animal.  

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Callicott was right to stress the Midgley thesis: Throughout history humans and other animals 

have lived in close proximity, and the character traits of both species enabled relations of 

intimacy. If, as Midgley and Callicott believe, moral considerability turns upon intimate relations 

then clearly nonhuman animals are morally considerable. But, Callicott overlooks the fact that 

times have changed and, with the exception of pets, many animals, particularly factory farm and 

research animals, are now kept ―out of sight out of mind,‖ which means that the scope for 

interactions that enable relations of intimacy has been drastically reduced. In light of this, 

Callicott must find some other basis for sympathy other than intimate relations or physical 

acquaintance, such as theoretical considerations,
 9

 or else deny even the most basic entitlements 

to factory farm and research animals. He appears to have no in principle opposition to the 

attribution to Homo sapiens of universal or noncommunitarian entitlements, given that he claims 

we have moral obligations to all human beings. But, if Callicott breaks with a strict Humean 

account and allows for sympathy to have a theoretical grounding, then there is no logical 

obstacle to having sympathy with freeroaming animals. Such an outcome, however, would 

collapse his distinction between the mixed and biotic communities, and demonstrate that moral 

entitlements are not derived solely from evolutionary or ecological considerations. 

 

 

NOTES 

 

1. A holistic environmental ethic is one in which actions are adjudged right or wrong on the 

basis of their consequences for ecosystem stability and integrity. An individualistic 

animal liberation ethic judges actions, according to utilitarians, on the basis of their 

consequences for the preferences of all sentient beings concerned (Singer 1999, 275) and, 
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according to deontologists, on whether the actions conform to an ethic of respect for the 

sentient beings concerned (Everett 2001, 54). 

2. An intimate relations or physical acquaintance account of moral sympathy is distinct 

from a theory-based account. (See Feiser 1993, 171-180; Hume 1978, 472; Fisher, 1992, 

227-248). There is a debate in Hume studies about whether Hume himself was committed 

to an intimate relations view. Some commentators such as Wallace (2002) insist ―the 

general point of view‖ is Hume‘s way of attributing sympathy to those whom we are not 

intimately acquainted (see also Rawls, 1999, 162).   

3. A thorough explication of the issue of therapeutic hunting is beyond the scope of this 

paper. Suffice to say, however, while some consequentialist liberationists such as Singer 

(1999) and Varner (2003, 107) may be prepared to allow therapeutic hunting when the 

practice brings about an overall increase in preference satisfaction for all the sentient 

beings in a given ecosystem, a deontological liberationist such as Regan (1983) could 

only accept the practice if it was in the best interests of the individuals concerned—so 

much would restrict it to cases in which the targeted animals were suffering. In my view, 

for deontological liberationists, permissible therapeutic hunting is, in effect, an instance 

of preference-respecting euthanasia (see Regan 1983, 113-14).   

4. For her part, Midgley (1983, 120) did not make a sharp distinction between obligations to 

domestic as opposed to freeroaming animals. For Midgley, our natural disposition for 

sympathy with other sentient beings was not conditional upon having relations of 

intimacy with them. Indeed, Midgley saw no obstacle with altruism being a basis for an 

environmental ethic that incorporates nonsentient nature. Her point was to stress the 

absurdity, and injustice, of denying that intimate relations between human and non-

human animals existed at all. (See also Midgley 2004, 166-172; Fisher 1998, 331-332). 

5. See also quote from Callicott cited in Varner (1998, 12). 

6. I am indebted to Gary Varner for bringing to my attention that Callicott could endorse a 

schema of universal entitlements without being committed to rights in the utility-

trumping deontological sense. 

7. This argument is informed by Hettinger (2003, 427-440) who argues that a concern to 

avoid global species homogenization justifies killing exotics even though they may have 

adapted or ―naturalized‖ in a particular ecosystem.  
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8. See Mench (1998, 101-105). 

9. For a discussion of the bases of moral sympathy see Holton and Langton, (1999, 209-

232). 
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