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Abstract This chapter is a first attempt to consider ways in which anthropogenic climate 
change may reduce the wildness of wild animals, and explores ethical and value concerns 
such a reduction might raise. The chapter begins by outlining key impacts a warming climate 
may have on animal lives. Then it explores different meanings of “wildness” in the context of 
wild animals, concluding that climate change might reduce both “constitutive” and “self-
willed” animal wildness—forms of wildness that many people value. Ethical responses to 
these potential value losses are shaped by whether a deontological or consequentialist 
approach to wildness value is adopted. The chapter suggests that consequentialists about 
wildness value have a range of positive policy options, because they can pursue the creation 
of new, future animal wildness. Deontologists about wildness value have fewer options, 
because their focus is on not compromising existing animal wildness, even when doing so 
would create more wildness in the future.  
 
 
1 Introduction  
 
One central element of the claim that the Earth has now entered the Anthropocene is that 
human influence on Earth has become all-pervasive. This influence is most obviously and 
globally manifested in anthropogenic climate change. As is widely accepted, climate change 
will have significant impacts on human individuals and societies. But it will also lead to 
major changes in Earth’s ecology—involving individual organisms, populations, species and 
ecosystems. In particular, anthropogenic climate change will have substantial impacts on wild 
animals; indeed, many impacts are already being detected. The prospect that such impacts 
will expand and intensify is a source of deep concern to many conservation organizations. A 
UK report jointly compiled by the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, Natural England 
and the Worldwide Fund for Nature-UK, published in 2012 [p.132] discussed the 
“devastating impacts of unchecked climate change on nature”. The report includes a claim by 
the biologist Chris Thomas (Watts et al. 2012, 24) that “If the global temperature rises by 4C, 
we will end up being reviled as the generation that failed to act, that let nature die, even when 
we knew broadly what would happen”. There seems to be both something right and 
something wrong about this claim. Whatever the outcome of 4C of climate change might be, 
it’s highly unlikely that it would result in a dead nature (though it’s not clear exactly what’s 
meant by “nature” here). All the evidence suggests that while 4C of warming would certainly 
result in some deaths and extinctions, it would also result in new lives. What’s more likely 
than a dead nature is a very different nature from the one that would have existed without 4C 
of climate change. Indeed, this different nature will be one of the hallmarks of the 
Anthropocene.  
 
To say that a climate-changed nature would be different, not dead, however, is not to deny 
other parts of Thomas’ claim. Perhaps causing or allowing the effects of anthropogenic 
climate change—even if climate change isn’t deadly to nature— should still be regarded as a 
moral offence, even one worthy of a kind of moral revulsion, as he suggests. This, though, 



raises questions about who is supposed to have morally offended against whom or what, in 
what way, and how serious this moral offence should be thought to be.  
 
While there’s much debate about the ethical issues raised by the impacts of climate change on 
human beings, there’s relatively little that explores ethical questions raised by the impacts of 
climate change on the non-human world directly (though see Palmer 2011; Nolt 2011). 
Because climate change is anthropogenic, rather than a natural phenomenon (discussed 
below), its impacts on the non-human world seem to be open to ethical scrutiny; but because 
these impacts are so wide-ranging, such ethical questions are, of necessity, highly varied. In 
addition, what questions it’s thought important to ask will depend on what is thought to 
matter about the non-human world: for instance, sentient or living individuals, species, 
ecosystems, biodiversity, states of flourishing—and so on. In this chapter, I will discuss just 
one ethical concern raised by the impacts of climate change on the non-human world: its 
impact on wild animals, and, specifically, on the wildness of wild animals. I’ll begin with a 
brief explanation of some key terms and background assumptions, and provide a short 
overview of some of the likely effects of climate change on wild animals. I’ll then introduce 
wildness as a value concern in the context of wild animals and climate change, outlining 
some of the different things wildness might mean, and considering whether the impacts of 
climate change should concern us because wild animals will become less wild, and wildness 
in animals is a value we should try to protect. In the first part of this paper, I’ll be concerned 
with the direct impacts of climate change itself on wild animals— not with the potential 
impacts of climate policy on wild animals. I will, however, consider the impacts of some 
policy responses to climate change on animal wildness towards the end of the paper, where 
I’ll consider how such policy responses will vary, based not only on what’s valued about 
animal wildness, but also on which ethical theory is adopted.  
 
2 Key Terms and Assumptions [p.133] 
 
To set the context for this chapter, I will begin with some clarifications and by explaining 
some assumptions. (a) When talking about “wild animals” here, I’m primarily referring to 
sentient animals. However, since the focus is on wildness value, rather than on issues such as 
suffering or death, much of what is said here could equally apply to animals that lack 
sentience. (b) The idea of wildness is much contested. Part of the purpose of this paper is to 
explore different ideas of what wildness might mean in the context of “wild animals”; no 
particular meaning is assumed at the outset. (c) The starting point for an argument that there’s 
something morally problematic about climate change is first that humans are causally 
responsible for it, and second that (some or all) humans are morally responsible for its 
effects. I will just assume causal responsibility here. Establishing moral responsibility is 
much more complex, in particular because many of the anthropogenic greenhouse gases 
(GHGs) now in the atmosphere were emitted by individuals who did not know of their 
possible effects. For simplicity’s sake, I’ll accept Nolt’s (2011) argument that to have moral 
responsibility for a harm, we must be able (a) to cause or to prevent the harm, (b) to 
recognize it as morally significant, (c) to anticipate it with some reliability, and (d) to act in 
less harmful or more beneficial ways. Although human GHG emissions did not always meet 
these four conditions (so long-dead individuals are not individually morally responsible) 
some existing people do now meet these four conditions. However, many of those currently 
living in poverty produce few emissions, and could not survive without the emissions they do 
produce, giving them few real alternatives in terms of (d)—that is, acting in less harmful 
ways. This suggests that not everyone now alive meets these conditions; so there’s clearly 
uneven moral responsibility for climate change between individuals and between nations. 



However, given the subject of this chapter, important as they are, the details of this uneven 
distribution don’t need to be resolved here.  
 
3 Likely Effects of Climate Change on Wild Animals  
The extent to which climate will change, and the effects of climate change on animal habitats, 
is highly uncertain. In particular, we don’t know: (a) What levels of future global GHG 
emissions there will be, and on what timescale; (b) The effects of particular emission levels 
on climate; [p.134] (c) The effects of changes of climate on different ecosystems, and 
whether we are close to particular ecosystem or biospheric thresholds or tipping points 
(Barnosky et al. 2012); (d) How changes in climate will interact with other anthropogenic 
environmental impacts such as deforestation and habitat fragmentation; (e) The effects of 
ecosystem changes on different species, and on individual species members.  
 
Despite these difficulties, I’ll briefly outline some significant impacts that climate change is 
likely to have on wild animals (in some cases, these effects are already occurring). While 
these studies have limitations (for instance, many focus only on North America, Europe and 
Russia: see Parmesan 2006), this is a fairly conservative account, one that most ecologists 
and climate scientists accept.  
 
3.1 Changing Temperature and Precipitation  
In many places, the climate is likely to become hotter; in particular, minimum temperatures at 
night and in winter will rise. Different species (and populations within species) are variably 
susceptible to changing temperatures, since they have physiological differences (Bernardo et 
al. 2007). Some animal species will expand their ranges. Others will shift their range by 
moving towards the poles or upwards in elevation; for instance, red fox populations in 
Canada have been advancing north, while Arctic fox populations have been retreating 
(Walther et al. 2002). As Parmesan and Yohe (2003) note: ‘On average, the spatial 
distributions of a substantial set of studied species over different taxa has shifted 6.1 km. per 
decade towards the poles or 6.1 m in elevation per decade.’ Success in range shifts, though, 
depends on the absence of physical barriers to migration (for instance, roads and cities, rivers, 
oceans and mountain ranges); on suitable soil types; and on the presence of appropriate food 
species together with the absence of deadly predator species or more successful competitors. 
For some species, an inability to move as temperature rises has already resulted in range 
contraction (Bernardo and Spotila 2006); this has been particularly true of polar species and 
montane amphibians. Alongside general temperature changes, more extreme weather events 
are predicted: more heat waves are ‘virtually certain’ and the frequency of heavy 
precipitation is ‘likely’ to increase (IPCC 2014). There may be changes in monsoon patterns, 
though there is little consensus about what form these changes will take (idem.). These shifts 
have a number of ecological implications, including changing fire regimes and the 
distribution of parasites, viruses and other diseases. For example, 80 % of yellow-eyed 
penguin chicks died of diphtheria in 2004 as virus carriers proliferated in wetter springs and 
summers (Root and Goldsmith 2010).  
 
3.2 Changes in Phenology and Migration [p.135] 
Climate change is already impacting on the timing of seasonal activities (phenology). In 
many locations, spring activities already occur earlier, reproductive seasons end earlier, and 
there are some records of later onset of autumnal events (Hawkes et al. 2007). Seasonal 
changes may also affect different species located in the same place differently. One effect of 
this is that the reproductive cycles of predators and prey become asynchronous (Parmesan 
2006). In the UK, for instance, newts are reproducing earlier, but frogs are not. So frog 



embryos and larvae are more exposed to newt predation than they were before (Walther et al. 
2002). Relatedly, climate change will significantly impact on wild animal migration. 
Migrating species are particularly vulnerable to habitat changes, such as wetland loss, from 
sea level rise. Climate induced changes in summer or winter habitats, or in stopping places 
along migration routes and flyways, can have significant impacts on migrants. Warmer 
winters may reduce migration distances [for instance, studies already suggest that increasing 
numbers of rufous hummingbirds are establishing resident US populations as far as 400 km 
from the Gulf Coast, rather than migrating to Mexico (Parmesan 2006; Howell 2003)]. 
Longer springs and summers may also allow migrants to arrive earlier and spend longer in 
their breeding area, giving earlier occupation of breeding sites and the possibility of more 
broods.  
 
3.3 Changes in the Oceans  
Climate change will have significant effects on oceans; some effects are already being 
recorded. The upper ocean is warming (Gleckler et al. 2012), potentially affecting 
populations of invertebrates such as krill, which are critical food sources for seabirds, 
penguins, seals and whales (Atkinson et al. 2004). Changes in upper ocean temperature may 
change the ranges of various species, in particular oceanic mammals. Studies indicate, for 
instance, that off north-west Scotland, the range of common dolphins (a warmer water 
species) has expanded, and the range of white-beaked dolphins (a colder water species) has 
contracted (MacLeod et al. 2005). Decline in Arctic sea ice will significantly impact on the 
abundance of some Arctic vertebrate populations adapted to living on sea ice for significant 
portions of the year, including walruses, seals and polar bears. Years where there is low sea 
ice correlate with low body condition and low ovulation rates in female ringed seals, for 
instance (Kovacs et al. 2011); while polar bears in the Beaufort Sea have reduced body size 
and reduced adult survivorship. Conversely, there’s evidence that populations of some 
whales—such as bowhead whales—are expanding or shifting range further north into areas 
that are now ice-free as warming occurs (idem.). Rising sea levels due to thermal expansion 
and ice melt will impact on sea marshes, potentially transforming them into shallow open 
waters. Sea level rises may also turn freshwater wetlands saline, as in Kakadu National Park 
in Australia, where [p.136] freshwater-dependent species such as magpie geese, barramundi 
and freshwater turtles are already being displaced in some locations by saltwater intrusion 
(Commonwealth of Australia 2010).  
 
This brief overview indicates some of the principal ways in which climate change will impact 
the lives of wild animals. Hopefully, then, it provides a useful backdrop for thinking about 
the values at stake in such changes, and what matters ethically about them.  
 
4 Values and Ethical Theories  
Wild animals can be valuable in many different ways. Some values concern states that matter 
to the animals themselves. Other values relate to capacities, properties or relations that 
(some) animals have, even though the animals themselves are not normally subjectively 
aware of them. Concerns about climate change causing wild animal suffering, or killing wild 
animals prematurely, mostly fall into the first category. Suffering and death are (dis) values 
that, broadly speaking, matter to animals themselves (even if some animals may not 
consciously value their own continuing lives). But other kinds of concerns about climate 
impacts on wild animals concern properties or relations of which animals are subjectively 
unaware. One of these is wildness, on which I will focus here. Animals themselves can have 
no conception of their own wildness, however wildness is understood; and loss of their own 
or others’ wildness is not something that animals themselves directly regret. But many people 



value the wildness of wild animals, and would regard any reduction in animal wildness 
caused by climate change as a loss of value in the world. So two key questions here are 
whether climate change is likely to reduce, or to compromise, the wildness of wild animals; 
and if so, whether we should be ethically concerned about it. Answering these questions, 
though, is far from straightforward. First, a number of different interpretations of “wild” in 
the context of “wild animals” exist and may be relevant here. I will return to this in the next 
section. Second, even people working with the same idea of wildness, and who value it 
equally, might argue for different actions or policies if they adopt different approaches to 
ethical theory. Ethical theory, essentially, guides what we do with our values—and here 
approaches can diverge. Given constraints of space, I will just focus on two approaches to 
ethical theory here.  
 
Standardly, one principal difference between ethical theories is captured in the distinction 
between utilitarian and deontological rights theory. So, for instance (in admittedly simplistic 
terms) a classical utilitarian aims to maximize happiness net of pain. In contrast, a 
deontological rights theorist aims to prevent the violation of rights, and this trumps 
maximizing happiness. Even where a value is shared, these different theories entail very 
different approaches as to what we should do with our values. So, for instance, both a 
utilitarian and a rights theorist may prioritize the value of happiness. But a classical utilitarian 
will aim to maximize happiness, while [p.137] a rights theorist will respect and protect 
individuals’ rights to pursue happiness— very different approaches that will often produce 
different outcomes. This kind of distinction is relevant for this paper, but we can’t use exactly 
these terms in the context of wildness. First, wildness is not straightforwardly the kind of 
value that utilitarians have traditionally aimed to maximize. And second, more significantly, 
it’s difficult to claim that there are rights in the context of wildness— that for instance, 
animals have the “right to be wild”. (It may be possible to argue for some version of this 
view, but I’m not going to do it here.) Better labels for the two views I’m considering here 
are just “consequentialist” and “deontological” about wildness value, though admittedly these 
terms are rather vague. A consequentialist approach, as I’m using it here, is one that 
understands wildness value as something we should try to promote or to maximize. On this 
view, the goal with respect to wildness value is to get more of it; and (for instance) it’s 
permissible or even required to sacrifice some wildness in one place if by doing so we can get 
much more wildness elsewhere or in the future. A deontological approach to wildness value, 
as I’m using it here, aims to respect and protect what wildness there is, and to prevent its 
reduction or loss. On this view, it is not permissible to sacrifice wildness in one place in order 
to increase wildness elsewhere or in the future. Wildness is a value we have a duty to protect, 
not a duty to maximize. While consequentialists and deontologists about wildness value will 
agree on what we should do in the context of climate change in some cases, there will be 
significant disagreements in others. I’ll consider these disagreements in Sect. 8 later in the 
chapter. 
 
 5 The Meaning of Wildness  
 
In order to think about the effects of climate change on wild animals, we need to have some 
sense of what’s meant by “wild animals”. But we talk about “wild animals” in rather different 
ways. For instance: wildness here might refer to dispositional wildness, that is, to animals 
that are not tame, where by “tameness” we mean individual animals’ lack of fear or 
aggression towards humans. Wildness might refer to constitutive wildness, where by 
wildness we mean animals that belong to undomesticated species. But since domestication 
can be differently interpreted, this sense of wildness is complicated. Wildness might refer to 



something more like resource independence—where individual animals don’t require humans 
to meet their needs, and can flourish independently. Or wildness could refer to something 
more like self-willed wildness, where individual animals are essentially free from human-
originating or human-imposed constraints or controls to, as it were, “do their own thing”. 
Recently, Vogel suggested an interpretation of wildness as the ‘operation of forces in an 
object or organism that operate unpredictably and beyond the grasp of any human actor’ 
(Vogel 2015, 112). Wildness in Vogel’s sense, then, can be found in the built and cultivated 
environment, not just [p.138] in the wilderness; a house cat as well as a snow leopard can be 
wild in terms of unpredictability. Given so many disparate interpretations of wild animal 
wildness (and this is by no means a definitive list) an animal can clearly be wild in one sense 
and not in another.  
 
In addition, not only do we use wildness in so many different ways, but in all these senses, 
wildness comes in degrees. For instance, animals can be more or less tame, more or less 
domesticated, more or less self-willed. Wildness, however interpreted, describes a scalar 
relationship between humans and animals: the wilder an animal is, the further it is, in one of 
these senses, from integration into or control by human actors and human society. So concern 
about the impact of climate change on the wildness of wild animals is not generally one about 
complete loss of animal wildness, but rather one about a loss of some degree of wildness.  
 
For the sake of clarity in this chapter, I’m going to put aside some of these interpretations of 
wildness, and narrow down the meanings I do discuss. The intention is not to dismiss other 
meanings, but rather to make this paper more manageable in scope. So, I won’t further 
discuss dispositional wildness, wildness as resource independence, and Vogel’s sense of 
wildness as unpredictability. It seems unlikely that climate change—while it may impact on 
animals’ dispositions—is directly going to make wild animals tamer (though some of our 
policies could do this). So, it will have no impact on dispositional wildness. It also seems 
unlikely that climate change will generally make animals less resource-independent (though 
there could be a few instances of this, and again, some of our policies in response to climate 
change could increase animals’ dependence on humans). And in Vogel’s understanding of 
wildness as the elusive unpredictability of things, climate change is itself a form of wildness 
(Vogel 2015, 104). After all, no-one intended climate change to happen; and while in a broad 
sense we may be able to predict some features of a climate-changed world, in terms of 
anything more fine-grained, climate change is clearly elusively unpredictable, including with 
respect to its impacts on particular animals and animal populations. In Vogel’s sense, climate 
change is not likely to be wildness-reducing; it might even be argued to be wildness-
increasing! In any case, its loss is not likely to be a concern in the context of this paper. This 
leaves two senses of wildness to consider more closely here: constitutive wildness in terms of 
animal domestication, and self-willed wildness.  
 
5.1 Constitutive Wildness  
 
Constitutive wildness lies at the one end of a spectrum with domestication at the other. 
However, since domestication may be interpreted in many ways, there are multiple versions 
of this spectrum (See Swart in this Volume; see also Cassidy 2007). Most (but not all) 
definitions of domestication agree that something about the genetic adaptation of animal 
populations or species in relation to people is important. But beyond this, different features 
and purposes are taken to characterize domestication.  
 



[p.139] One possible interpretation of domestication refers to species or populations 
‘intentionally controlled by humans with respect to breeding, in particular deliberate, 
selective breeding’ (Palmer 2010, 66) This picks out human breeding practices, especially 
selective breeding as key to defining domestication. However, this definition raises 
difficulties. It suggests that just the process of breeding control, especially selective breeding 
control, constitutes domestication. On this view, captive breeding programs for wild 
reintroduction, for instance, actually domesticate animals. So does back-breeding animals to 
create versions of now extinct wild breeds, such as breeding Heck cattle for rewilding 
projects (Swart in this volume). And this definition may raise historical difficulties, too, by 
suggesting that domestication didn’t begin until people deliberately bred animals. This 
conflicts with accounts of domestication that maintain some species, at least, partly 
domesticated themselves before people started breeding them. Alternative definitions of 
constitutive wildness take domestication to refer to animals’ adaptation to live alongside 
people, not to whether they have been selectively bred or not. But even here definitions have 
importantly different emphases. Are house mice and squirrels—the kinds of animals 
Donaldson and Kymlicka (2011) call ‘liminal’—domesticated animals? They have, after all, 
become adapted to live alongside humans, even though they are widely regarded as pests. On 
some views, they should be considered domesticated, just because of this adaptation to 
people. But other views maintain that to be domesticated, the ways animals are adapted to 
live alongside humans must be for human use or purpose. So, the adaptation of dog breeds to 
human houses is domestication, since dogs have a human uses and purposes; but the 
adaptation of mice to human houses doesn’t count as domestication—since mice, after all, are 
the opposite of useful.  
 
Constitutive wildness, then, can refer to (at least!) three different things: (a) not being 
selectively bred, (b) not being adapted to live alongside humans, or (c) not being adapted for 
human use or purpose. Zoo animals, for instance, might be domesticated in terms of (a) but 
not (b) or (c). Happily, for the purposes of this paper, there’s no need to argue that one of 
these is the “correct” view of constitutive wildness. We can think about how climate change 
might affect constitutive wildness in all these senses.  
 
5.2 Self-willed Wildness  
The idea of “self-willed” wildness is rather vague, though it has become increasingly widely 
used of land, ecosystems, animals, and even people (Foreman n.d.; Monbiot 2013). It is 
possible, though, to isolate an interesting meaning for “self-willed” wild animals. Monbiot 
(2013) describes self-willedness as where organisms and systems are ‘governed not by 
human management but by their own processes’ (Monbiot 2013, italics mine). This doesn’t 
seem to require “agency” in any conscious sense, but rather refers to things changing and 
developing independently of human control. However, in the case of animals, self-willed 
wildness [p.140] can be related to an idea of animal agency—specifically animal agency in 
the context of freedom from human constraints. More specifically, for an animal to be self-
willed is for it to be free from human or “civilizational” constraints in expressing or fulfilling 
essential capacities, behaviors (often species-specific ones) and, in species where this applies, 
purposes and desires. So, for instance, wolves hunt and live in family groups; being free to do 
this is part of what it is to live as a wolf. Wolves in zoos that are unable to hunt and don’t live 
in family groups aren’t able to express these essential capacities and behaviors, and to that 
extent aren’t wild in a self-willed way; their behavioral options are limited. For animals to 
express their self-willed wildness, people need to ‘stand back… rather than be in control’ 
(Browning and Gorst 2013, 273). This sense of “wild animal” refers to human-originating 
constraints on animals’ behaviors and capacities, whether or not humans intend to be 



constraining in what they do. So, for instance, suppose a housing estate is constructed in an 
area that was formerly uncultivated, the habitat of self-willed wild animals, doing their own 
thing unconstrained by people. After the development, some of those wild animals may be 
able to continue to live in that area, but they are now constrained, and their options are 
limited. For instance, they can no longer move around freely, and access places that they 
were once free to enter. Such constraints were likely not intended by those people who built 
the housing estate—they were probably not even considered. But nonetheless, the 
construction has made animals less wild in a self-willed way because humans have limited 
their capacities, behaviors or fulfillment of their desires.  
 
6 Climate Change and Animal Wildness  
 
Now that I’ve outlined senses of wildness as constitutive and as self-willed, let’s consider 
what they might mean in the context of climate change.  
 
6.1 Climate Change and Constitutive Wildness  
In the previous section, I identified three senses of constitutive wildness: (a) not being 
selectively bred, (b) not being adapted to live alongside humans, and (c) not being adapted 
for human use or purposes. Is climate change likely to reduce wild animal wildness in any of 
these ways? First reflections suggest not. Certainly, climate change may influence which 
animals survive to breed, which animals mate with which, and therefore which genetic 
individuals come into existence. However, humans don’t intend these impacts, so they don’t 
constitute human selective breeding. The genetic changes that climate change may bring 
about also does not better fit animals to live alongside humans, nor to be used by them. So at 
first sight [p.141] it looks as though, at least in terms of meanings (a)–(c) of constitutive 
wildness, climate change won’t have an impact at all.  
 
However, this doesn’t deal with all the possibilities here. Suppose particular populations of a 
shrew species are threatened by climate change. These shrew populations are rather 
specialized, and can only function well in a narrow temperature range and moisture regime, 
which is being altered to become warmer and wetter by climate change. Nearby, there’s a 
small population of feral cats. These cats do well in the warmer, wetter climate, and their 
growing population is partly fueled by feasting on members of the threatened shrew 
population (though the shrews would still be threatened, if less quickly, by climate change 
alone). So, the wild shrew population is declining, and the feral cat population is growing, 
both partly because of climate change. And since cats are more domesticated than wild 
shrews (in all three senses of domestication) climate change might seem as though it is, in 
this case, helping to precipitate a decline in wildness. This case picks up on several 
ambiguities in my discussion so far. First, it shows that “loss of constitutive wildness” could 
mean different things. The most obvious meaning would be that a formerly wild population 
becomes increasingly domesticated [in one or more of senses (a)–(c)]. But it could also mean 
that a constitutively wild population dwindles, and a different, more domesticated population 
of another species replaces it. So, even though climate change is not acting directly as a 
domesticating force, it could have the more indirect effect of reducing or eliminating 
constitutively wilder populations, and opening up space for the expansion of more 
domesticated populations. Second, this case also picks up on a kind of ambiguity about what 
makes an animal count as domesticated. One possibility is that we call all feral cats 
domesticated because they belong to a species that’s domesticated (domestic cats are 
domesticated in all senses: they were deliberately and selectively bred, they are adapted to 
live alongside people, and adapted for human purposes). But the domesticated nature of feral 



cats, in some cases at least, might be questioned. After all, many individual feral cats, or 
populations of feral cats, have not been deliberately or selectively bred; some of them don’t 
live alongside people (for instance, the feral cats in Australia’s outback) and it might be 
argued that they are not adapted to human purposes (at least, if the main purpose for a 
domestic cat is to be a family pet, or even a household mouser). And it seems implausible to 
argue that, in principle, ‘all descendants of a domesticated species are domesticated.’ We 
don’t maintain that ‘all descendants of a wild species are wild’; since wild species are, after 
all, the origin of domesticated species and populations. So, it would be odd to insist that the 
reverse could not be the case. It seems more reasonable to suggest that feral cats retain some 
elements of domestication, in terms of being descendants of selectively bred cats adapted for 
human purposes, and often living close to people (to different degrees). So, let’s assume the 
feral cats in this case remain somewhat domesticated. Then if climate change causes the 
expansion of feral cat populations and the contraction of constitutively wild shrew 
populations, then climate change is contributing to a reduction of constitutive wildness.  
 
[p.142] Climate change might also have the effect that particular places lose constitutively 
wild animal populations, so that they just contain fewer wild animals altogether. Suppose, as 
is likely, that warming at altitude means a reduction in American pika populations on 
mountains in Colorado, and the harsh mountain environment is not subsequently successfully 
colonized by any other animal species. Then there just would be fewer wild animals in 
existence, on Coloradan mountains at least. This seems to be another way in which climate 
change might mean there are fewer constitutively wild animals in existence. However, we 
also have to consider other climate effects here: while some places may, as it were, “empty 
out,” of wild animals it’s likely that other places will “fill up”. Where vegetation replaces ice, 
for instance, habitats that support more wild animals are likely to be created. So: while it’s at 
least possible that there may be fewer constitutively wild animals in total, over time, because 
of climate change [I’ll take “time”, in contrast to Nolt (2011), to mean the next couple of 
thousand years, rather than long evolutionary time] it’s also at least possible that numbers of 
wild animals will remain roughly the same, or even increase—although they will be 
differently distributed both across species and across places. On some views, as I’ll discuss 
later, the existence of new constitutively wild populations in one place wouldn’t compensate 
for their loss in another. But in terms of total numbers of constitutively wild animals, it’s very 
difficult to say what effect climate change might have. So, overall, this is a confusing picture; 
it’s difficult to judge the effect of climate change on animals’ constitutive wildness. Climate 
change itself is not directly a domesticating force. But it may—indeed, this is likely—have 
indirect effects that lead to the contraction of constitutively wild populations and the 
expansion of more domesticated ones. And it’s also possible that climate change could 
reduce the number of constitutively wild animals in some places; equally, however, it may 
lead to expansion of their populations in other places.  
 
6.2 Climate Change and Self-willed Wildness  
In Sect. 5.2, I described self-willed wildness as concerning animals’ freedom from human 
constraints in expressing their natural behavior or other capacities. Since climate change is 
anthropogenic, if climate change does constrain animals that were previously wild in a self-
willed sense, then it does reduce their wildness. But is climate change likely to be 
constraining in this way?  
 
For many animals, it will be. Climate change will constrain some animals’ behavior by, for 
example, making finding food and water more difficult, or requiring them to spend more time 
sheltering from the heat. The increased physiological stresses that these changes create, along 



with susceptibility to new diseases, will restrict some animals’ capacities; climate change will 
therefore reduce their self-willed wildness.  
 
In the case of constitutive wildness, while climate change might reduce the numbers of wild 
animals in some places, there was at least the possibility of [p.143] expanded numbers in 
other places. However, self-willed wildness will, in contrast, very rarely be increased by 
climate change. To explain this, let’s consider an example: the wild red foxes that have 
already benefited from a warming climate. In the past, the foxes were constrained by the 
natural climate. They had to spend significant amounts of energy keeping warm, prey was 
difficult to locate, roaming behavior was limited by heavy snowfall, and significant numbers 
died each year. But nonetheless: because these constraints were not of human origin, the 
foxes were fully wild in a self-willed sense. Now these constraints have receded, due to 
climate change. The foxes can do more, hunt more, and move around more freely. But this 
does not make them wilder in a self-willed sense, because the relevant definition of wild here 
is “being governed not by human management but by their own processes”. And while they 
were previously constrained by various natural forces, these foxes were never governed by 
human management. So while they are now better off because of climate change, it has not 
made them wilder by freeing them from human constraints. Indeed, it might be argued that 
even though these foxes now have more behavioral freedoms they are actually less wild, 
since the climate-changed conditions might be understood as a form of anthropogenic 
management. However, since loss of wildness is interpreted here in terms of anthropogenic 
constraints rather than just anthropogenic effects, climate change doesn’t reduce wildness in 
such cases either; it is neutral.  
 
There will, though, be cases where climate policy in response to climate change increases 
animals’ self-willed wildness. Suppose in response to climate change a human community 
stages a “managed retreat” along a coastline, abandoning roads and buildings and moving 
back from the shore. Animals previously constrained by human development along this 
coastline now find these constraints lifted, as traffic disappears, fencing is removed and 
human presence diminishes. In this case, climate change does indirectly, through human 
policies, increase self-willed wildness, because it has the effect of reducing anthropogenic 
constraints on animals. But such effects will more usually be manifest more through climate 
policy than through climate change itself.  
 
In this section, then, I’ve suggested that the impacts of climate change on wildness will 
depend on how wildness is interpreted. In terms of constitutive wildness, climate change is 
not directly a domesticating force, though it may mean an expansion of domesticated animal 
populations in some places. In terms of self-willed wildness, where climate change constrains 
animals’ behaviors, it will reduce wildness. So, some loss of wild animal wildness on account 
of climate change is likely to occur.  
 
7 The Value of Lost Wildness  
Should we, then, be concerned about this loss of wild animal wildness that climate change is 
likely to bring? Is this a loss of something valuable that we should regret?  
 
[p.144] Thinking first about constitutive wildness: certainly, many people do value animals’ 
constitutive wildness, because they value human-independent “natural” processes (Preston 
2012); and “natural” genetic inheritance is one such process. Deliberate human animal 
breeding on this view, in particular selective breeding for human purposes, is an intrusion of 
human intentional structure into the process of genetic transmission. The genes that constitute 



feral cats, for example, bear the hallmark of human intention, even if this hallmark becomes 
fainter over generations. In comparison, constitutively wild shrews have no such genetic 
history of human intention. If human-independent processes are what’s being valued, then 
feral cats carry less value, in this regard at least, than wild shrews.  
 
That human-independent genetic transmission is widely valued isn’t, of course, an argument 
for its value. However, it seems reasonable to follow Sandler (2012) in accepting that if many 
people have a deep, strong and stable subjective value for something, this provides at least a 
prima facie reason for protecting it (since it subjectively matters to people). Moving beyond 
this recognition of existing value to actually formulating and defending arguments that 
constitutive wildness is valuable is more difficult. Most arguments that defend the value of 
any kind of wildness, including constitutive wildness, cluster around the idea that we should 
‘acknowledge[s] that limits to human mastery and domination of the world are imperative’ 
(Hettinger and Throop 1999, 13). This kind of explanation would apply here, inasmuch as the 
anthropogenic origin of genetic transmission and/or the adaptation of animals such as cats for 
human purposes can be construed as examples of human mastery; while, in contrast, the 
continuing wildness of the shrews can be valued as an absence of such mastery. Of course, 
this idea that wildness should be valued as a limit to human mastery and domination is 
certainly open to objection. But developing a full defense of this view moves beyond the 
scope of this paper; for my purposes here, I’ll just accept that the constitutive wildness lost in 
cases like the shrews and feral cats is valuable.  
 
Now let’s consider cases where climate change constrains animals’ self-willed wildness by 
constraining their natural behavior. The most obvious concern about this loss of wildness 
arises from concerns that such constraints impinge on animals’ welfare. But animal welfare 
can be interpreted in different senses; and constraints on self-willed wildness are more 
directly relevant to some senses than others. Welfare may be understood in terms of animals’ 
positive and negative subjective experiences, and/or in terms of their satisfied or frustrated 
preferences; and/or in a perfectionist sense, in terms of their ability to carry out natural 
behaviors, often in a species-specific way (Appleby and Sandøe 2002). Obviously, self-
willed wildness is close in meaning to this perfectionist sense of animal welfare, though with 
the specific sense that the animal behaviors concerned aren’t constrained by humans. (If, say, 
some animals were trapped by a rock-fall that prevented them from carrying out natural 
behaviors, there would be a decline in their welfare in a perfectionist sense, but not in their 
self-willed wildness, since these behavioral constraints [p.145] wouldn’t have a human 
origin.) If animal welfare matters ethically in a perfectionist sense, then a loss of self-willed 
wildness in this sense must matter too.  
 
It’s certainly contested whether we should value animal welfare in this sense. Much work on 
animal welfare argues that what matters is how animals subjectively experience the world, 
not whether they are free to perform natural behaviors. If animals’ natural behaviors are 
constrained, but this constraint doesn’t negatively impact on how the animals concerned 
actually feel, then these constraints don’t matter (for example, Duncan 1996). On this view, 
we shouldn’t worry about the effects on self-willed animal wildness caused by climate 
change, because nothing valuable has been lost. This doesn’t, of course, mean that behavioral 
constraints aren’t indirectly important, because such constraints may cause suffering and 
other negative experiences for the animals concerned. But then the value at stake here would 
be the animals’ negative subjective experiences, not the loss of the self-willed wildness in 
itself. But while there are difficulties in maintaining a solely perfectionist account of animal 
welfare, again for the sake of argument, let’s assume that there is loss of value when animals’ 



self-willed wildness is diminished. So, this allows us to conclude: climate change is likely to 
reduce animals’ wildness value, at least in terms of constitutive and self-willed wildness. 
What, then, should be done about it?  
 
8 Responses to the Loss of Wildness Value in Animals  
One immediate response here, for those who value constitutive and self-willed wildness, 
would be to argue for reductions in GHG emissions so that valuable wildness is not lost in the 
first place. But given that we’re already committed to some degree of climate change, even 
were such an argument likely to have an effect and emissions to fall, value losses would still 
occur. So we still need to think about other ways of reducing, preventing, or making up for 
such value losses. And one key factor here, as outlined in Sect. 4, concerns what approach to 
ethical theory is adopted. There I outlined two possible kinds of theoretical responses: a 
broadly consequentialist, and a broadly deontological approach to wildness value. The 
consequentialist understands wildness value as something we should try to promote or 
maximize, and accepts that it’s permissible or even required to sacrifice wildness in one place 
or time if by doing so we can get much more wildness elsewhere or in the future. A 
deontological approach to wildness value on the other hand, respects and protects what 
wildness there is, and attempts to prevent its reduction or loss; on this view, it’s not 
permissible to sacrifice wildness in one place or time in order to increase wildness elsewhere 
or in the future.  
 
[p.146] 8.1 Response to the Loss of Constitutive Value from Climate Change  
How might these two positions work out in terms of constitutive animal wildness, given the 
context of climate change? Let’s start with the consequentialist approach. The first thing to 
note—although this is not exactly a response—is that, from a consequentialist perspective, 
wildness lost in one place could be substituted by increased wildness in another, a process we 
noted earlier. So, if climate change led to the vegetating of former Arctic ice-fields, and these 
provided a habitat that supported more constitutively wild animals, constitutive wildness in 
the former ice-fields could substitute for constitutive wildness lost elsewhere, say in the 
Coloradan mountain tops. While we have little information as to how this “wildness sum” 
could work out, it’s at least important to lay this possibility on the table. And this also 
suggests that, in terms of policy, rewilding projects could help. If land not currently occupied 
by constitutively wild animals were set aside as new wild animal habitat, this may lead to 
more constitutively wild animals coming into existence, and thus an increase in wildness in 
the world. While this would not prevent a consequentialist trying to minimize loss of 
wildness, such gains elsewhere would be relevant to the overall total of wildness value in 
existence.  
 
What about cases where one less wild population replaces a wilder population— for instance, 
where feral cats replace wild shrews? In predation cases, where climate change gives a feral 
population an enhanced opportunity to prey on members of wilder species, the obvious 
response would be to try to prevent the feral population from advancing into wilder territory. 
Whether and how this is carried out, though, would depend on how constitutive wildness 
weighed against other values (such as minimizing feral animal suffering). However, 
attempting to prevent such situations would not be effective in a simple replacement case, 
where one wilder species is struggling and becoming scarce in the context of climate change, 
and the feral species is merely taking advantage of unoccupied habitat. In this case, allowing 
the feral species to expand might actually increase wildness (if the alternative is no animals 
of any kind) rather than diminishing it. In this case there seems no reason to do anything, 



unless it’s likely that other constitutively wilder species would expand into the area if the 
feral species were kept out of it.  
 
Other possible policy responses for constitutive wildness-valuing consequentialists turn 
around how domestication is defined. If intentional breeding counts as domestication—my 
definition (a)—then (for instance) captive breeding of threatened shrews would not help to 
increase constitutive wildness, since projects involving breeding wild animals would 
undermine the very value that they were trying to create. On this understanding of 
domestication, the best way of maximizing constitutive wildness would be just by protecting 
populations that manifest it. However, if domestication is interpreted as just being adapted to 
live alongside humans, or as adaptation for human use—my definitions (b) and (c)—captive 
breeding for wild reintroduction wouldn’t undermine constitutive wildness. From this 
perspective, captive breeding could be an effective way of maximizing [p.147] constitutive 
wildness, especially if the animals bred were released in new, even rewilded, habitats in 
which they would do better (as long as they didn’t threaten other wild animals already living 
there).  
 
Someone who adopted a deontological approach to constitutive wildness value would, 
however, be unpersuaded by the idea that wildness generated in one place or in the future 
could substitute for wildness lost elsewhere and in the present. For instance, a Coloradan 
hiker who values American pika for their constitutive wildness is unlikely to be persuaded 
that this particular loss of wildness is more than compensated for by an increase in the 
number of constitutively wild red foxes thousands of miles away. What matters from a 
deontological perspective is to protect the wildness value carried by particular wild animals 
that currently exist, rather than to maximize the amount of wildness value in the world over 
time.  
 
In practice, though, there would be some coincidence in policy responses with value 
consequentialists. For instance, both approaches would try to prevent constitutively wild 
animals, struggling on account of climate change, from becoming prey to feral and 
domesticated animals whose flourishing climate change has promoted. But, in general, 
deontological policies would promote the protection of existing value, rather than the 
generation of new value. As an example, suppose that there are resources available to protect 
an endangered wild species, but there are two possible ways of spending these resources: 
either to captive-breed from members of the struggling population, or to initiate protection of 
the existing population, for instance by providing shelters from heat, provision of water in 
drought, and so on, instead of captive breeding. Studies predict that, over time, a selective 
captive breeding program would produce more constitutive wildness [interpreted in sense (b) 
or (c)] but at the expense of the lives (and the wildness value) of some members of the 
existing population, either because these individuals die in the course of the captive breeding 
project, or because they would have survived had their lives been protected by shelters, water 
etc. Consequentialists would opt for the breeding project, as it could be expected to maximize 
wildness over time. But from a deontological perspective, what would matter would be 
protecting the valuable animals that actually exist, not maximizing the amount of constitutive 
wildness in the world. So, the provision of shade, water and so on would be the preferred 
policy.  
 
8.2 Response to the Loss of Self-willed Wildness from Climate Change  
Let’s move to the second kind of value loss: constraints on animals’ ability to perform certain 
natural behaviors and to express their “self-willed wildness” on account of climate change. A 



consequentialist will seek to minimize such constraints, and to maximize animals’ ability to 
perform natural behaviors in the face of climate change. This clearly mandates interventionist 
policies, since such policies [p.148] could be wildness-restoring over time. These policies 
could include provisioning (where, overall, this increases rather than reduces, the 
performance of animals’ natural behaviors); assisted migration (moving animals to live in 
environments where they are less constrained) facilitated adaptation (genetically modifying 
animals to be less constrained by climate impacts while continuing to live in the same 
location) and so on. Even though some of these practices, such as facilitated adaptation, may 
in the short term result in the loss of individual animals’ self-willed wildness (for instance, by 
confining animals for selective breeding purposes) over time (after these initial confined 
generations had successfully reproduced and been released) such practices could be expected 
to maximize self-willed wildness.  
 
From a deontological perspective, the concern here is that constraints on animals’ natural 
behavior, on their self-willed wildness, harms them (given a perfectionist account of welfare). 
So, the goal would be to stop the harm, and (perhaps) to offer compensation to those beings 
that have been harmed. Given that the source of the harm is climate change, however, 
stopping the harm is difficult to do directly. So, responses entail finding other ways of lifting 
constraints on the natural behaviors of wild animals.  
 
However, many of the approaches available to consequentialists seem unavailable to 
deontologists, because they involve imposing further restrictions on the self-willed wildness 
of some animals in order to increase it for other animals later. Assisted migration, for 
instance, may involve significant constraints on the first generation moved. They would be 
captured, confined, potentially used in breeding programs, transported, and released into an 
alien environment. This wouldn’t be permitted from a deontological perspective that valued 
self-willed wildness, since such constraints harm animals’ welfare; it is not permissible to 
cause poor welfare to individual animals now, in order to create more animals in the future 
whose welfare is better. It’s worth pointing out that the argument here isn’t that deontologists 
about wildness value don’t care about the wildness of future animal generations. But on this 
view, it’s just not permissible to sacrifice one existing animal’s self-willed wildness in order 
to bring about more wildness value in the future. It’s the wildness of the existing individual 
animal that matters, not the state of affairs in the world where there’s more wildness. This is 
like a human case where a deontologist about human rights would not find it acceptable to 
violate someone’s right to live now, in order to maximize the protection of other people’s 
rights to live in the future. This approach means, however, that for a deontologist about 
wildness value there are fewer options to respond to climate induced constraints on animals’ 
self-willed wildness than are available to a consequentialist.  
 
9 Conclusion  
This chapter has attempted to think through a little discussed issue: what values are at stake, 
and how to respond ethically, to possible climate-induced loss of wild animal wildness in the 
Anthropocene. I considered in what ways wild animals [p.149] might become less wild in the 
context of climate change, and concluded that a reduction in constitutive wildness (in some 
senses) and a reduction in “self-willed wildness,” (interpreted as human-originating 
constraints on natural behaviors) were both possible outcomes of climate change. Although I 
did not offer a detailed defense of these forms of wildness value (in fact I’m somewhat 
skeptical that there are good reasons to value them), since people do value these forms of 
wildness, exploring them further, and thinking about how to reduce their loss, seems 
important. Consequentialists about wildness value turn out to have more, and more wide-



ranging, policy options to respond to climate-induced loss of wildness than deontologists 
about wildness value. Consequentialists can focus on pursuing the creation of wildness as 
well as the protection of existing wildness, including the creation of new wild animals (even 
at the expense of the losing wildness in some existing animals). For deontologists, the focus 
must be on a value-protecting response; but success in achieving this is particularly difficult, 
given the pervasive impacts of climate change. There is, of course, much more to be said 
about wildness value, animals and climate change; this is merely a first attempt to work 
through some basic ideas.  
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