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Abstract. Earlier publications about the main directions of the environmental movement have been 

incomplete. Some papers discussed the relationships between nature conservation and animal 

advocacy, but they either disregarded environmentalism, or treated it as a synonym of nature 

conservation. This latter is a conceptual error since it does not take into account the different primary 

objectives, distinct historical roots and dissimilar ethical standards of nature conservation and 

environmentalism. Although a few publications did recognise the difference between nature 

conservation and environmentalism, these papers failed to include animal advocacy into their analyses. 

Consequently, a comprehensive overview of all three directions of the environmental movement is still 

lacking. In this article we argue that the environmental movement has three main directions: (1) nature 

conservation, (2) environmentalism and (3) animal advocacy. We analyse their main objectives, 

historical roots and ethical standards, and we scrutinise their relationships to one another. 

Distinguishing the three main directions will ease the use of clear ethical arguments supporting specific 

decisions. By clarifying the relationships among the main branches, our conceptual scheme will help to 

find allies and solve conflicts in applied conservation, animal advocacy and environmentalism. If the 

three directions join forces, there will be some reason for optimism. 

Keywords: nature conservation, environmentalism, animal advocacy, environmental history, 

environmental ethics 

Introduction 

It is a commonplace that, in an environmental sense, we are at a critical point in 

history (e.g. Vitousek et al., 1997; Williams and Crutzen, 2013). Given the various 

types of destructions we face and the enormous diversity of people who want to be part 

of the solution, it is no wonder that considerable differences exist among the different 

groups of the environmental movement. Differences range from minor variances in 

emphasis to desperate combats. A total harmony may be unrealistic and undesirable, but 
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a clear and accurate definition of the main directions may contribute to the identification 

of powerful ethical arguments, reveal the causes of conflicts and help solve them, and 

result in a better co-operation. 

As public environmental awareness has been rapidly increasing since the middle of 

the twentieth century, the environmental movement has also become more and more 

diverse. At the same time, it has become increasingly obvious that the environmental 

movement is not a solid block, but it consists of considerably different branches. 

However, there have been relatively few attempts to analyse the main directions and 

their characteristics, let alone their relationships. 

As disagreements between conservation biologists and animal advocates came to 

light (with a debate occasionally resulting in strong exaggerations and 

misinterpretations on both sides; e.g. Callicott, 1980; Regan, 1983; Sagoff, 1984), 

considerable attention was paid to define these two directions. (We see that there is a 

fundamental difference within animal advocacy, namely between animal welfare and 

animal rights, but for the purposes of the present article, there is no need to treat them 

separately.) As a result, scientists and philosophers have regularly restricted their 

attention to only two branches of the environmental movement: animal advocacy and 

nature conservation (e.g. Callicott, 1988; Ehrenfeld, 1991; Midgley, 1992; Jamieson, 

1998; Perry and Perry, 2008; Paquet and Darimont, 2010; Keulartz, 2015). The first 

problem with the above distinction is that it does not give the full picture: 

environmentalism is either totally disregarded, or it is merged with nature conservation. 

The lack of distinction between nature conservation and environmentalism is a general 

phenomenon (e.g. Western, 1989; Norton, 2000; Switzer, 2003; DesJardins, 2006; 

McShane, 2007; O’Neill et al., 2008), the cause of which probably lies in the fact that 

the words ‘nature’ and ‘environment’ are used as synonyms. Fusing nature conservation 

and environmentalism is a conceptual error, which does not take into account their 

different primary objectives, distinct historical roots and dissimilar ethical standards. 

The second problem is that the conclusions concerning the relationships between 

conservation and animal advocacy were highly variable, from total irreconcilability (e.g. 

Saggoff, 1984) (Fig. 1a) to compatibility (e.g. Jamieson, 1998) (Fig. 1b). 

There are extremely few publications that distinguish between nature conservation 

and environmentalism, recognising their different primary purposes (Margóczi, 1998; 

Heiland, 1999; Foreman, 2006; Gallé, 2013), or the different purposes plus the distinct 

historical traditions (Noss, 1999; Hunter and Gibbs, 2007). Unfortunately, the 

relationships between the two directions have never been explored in detail, although 

some publications noted that they are overlapping (e.g. Margóczi, 1998). In addition, 

none of the above publications regard animal advocacy as belonging to the 

environmental movement (Fig. 1c), which is unfortunate, to say the least. 

Although Foreman (1991) clearly differentiated among the three main directions (i.e. 

nature conservation, environmentalism, animal advocacy), this was only in a brief 

footnote, without further considerations or analyses. The idea has not gotten much 

scientific attention nor has it been elucidated in detail. 

In sum, a careful examination of the main aims, ethical principles and historical roots 

of the three directions within the environmental movement is still lacking. Also, their 

complex relationships have never been examined thoroughly, which may have far-

reaching theoretical and practical consequences. 

In this article we argue that it is convenient and useful to distinguish between nature 

conservation and environmentalism, for several reasons. First, environmentalism is 
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usually concerned about human welfare and human environment, which does not apply 

to conservation (Noss, 1999; Foreman, 2006; Hunter and Gibbs, 2007). Second, as a 

consequence of the above distinction, the ethical foundations differ considerably, 

environmentalism having a more human-centered focus, while conservation being non-

anthropocentric (Margóczi, 1998). Third, the two branches have a rather different 

history: nature conservation has its roots in the nineteenth century activity of 

distinguished American writers and naturalists such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry 

David Thoreau and John Muir, whereas environmentalism emerged in the second half 

of the twentieth century, marked by notable figures such as Rachel Carson, Barry 

Commoner and Denis Hayes (cf. Strong, 1988; Switzer, 2003; Hunter and Gibbs, 2007). 

 

 

Figure 1. Relationships among the main directions of the environmental movement. (a) 

Concepts exploring nature conservation and animal advocacy, regarding them as 

irreconcilable, (b) Concepts exploring nature conservation and animal advocacy, realising 

their compatible and overlapping character, (c) Concepts exploring nature conservation and 

environmentalism, regarding them as overlapping, (d) Our conceptual scheme exploring all 

three directions with considerable overlaps. NC: nature conservation, AA: animal advocacy 

(animal rights/welfare activism), E: environmentalism. 

 

 

The conceptual scheme to be described in the present paper was built on the 

embryonic outlines of the three-way solution of Foreman (1991). Thus, unlike the 

overwhelming majority of the earlier publications, we suggest that three main directions 

should be recognised within the environmental movement: (1) nature conservation, (2) 

environmentalism, and (3) animal advocacy. We make an attempt to identify the 

primary aims of the three branches. We also give a basic insight into how different their 

historical backgrounds are. In addition, we try to identify the ethical principles 

underlying the three main directions. Our further goal is to clarify their relationships to 

one another. In doing so, we give some examples how a better co-operation of the three 

directions may be possible. 
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We think that our clarification and the resulting conceptual scheme have the potential 

to contribute to a better usage of well-founded ethical arguments in applied nature 

conservation, environmentalism, and animal advocacy. Furthermore, areas of overlaps 

(where the aims of two or three directions converge) can be identified, which can help 

to find allies for particular environmental measures or actions. In other cases, our 

scheme may reveal the reasons underlying specific conflicts, and may help solve them. 

We hope our present work will contribute to an increased efficiency of the 

environmental movement.  

The main directions and their historical roots 

Nature conservation is often defined as an activity that aims to conserve species, 

natural communities, ecosystems and ecological processes (e.g. Soulé and Wilcox, 

1980; Ehrlich and Ehrlich, 1981; Soulé, 1985, 1986; Primack, 1993, 2004; Begon et al., 

1996; Gaston, 1998; Mascia et al., 2003; Borgerhoff Mulder and Coppolillo, 2005; 

Meffe et al., 2006). The primary focus of nature conservation is biodiversity; it intends 

to prevent or minimise unwanted loss in the diversity of life at several levels (e.g. 

genetic diversity of populations, species diversity, habitat diversity). It is important to 

emphasise that nature conservation does not necessarily intend to reach the highest 

possible biodiversity (it would be nonsense to plant invasive species into a species-poor 

habitat to increase its diversity). Instead, it seeks to maintain an appropriate level of 

diversity. In sum, nature conservation focuses on species, communities, and it does not 

engage in the welfare of individuals (Soulé, 1985). 

The focus of nature conservation on natural and near-natural habitats, processes and 

diversity is understandable if one considers the beginnings of modern conservation. Till 

the nineteenth century, at least in the Western world, nature (or wilderness) was 

considered worthless, hostile and undesirable, something that had to be destroyed, 

tamed and exploited (Cronon, 1996; Herrmann, 2007). Among the first ones who 

recognised the aesthetic and spiritual values of nature was Emerson (1836). His 

followers, most notably Thoreau (1854) and Muir (1912) were fascinated by the 

wilderness, and took every opportunity to observe its beauties. For them, wilderness 

areas were sacred places. Their influence culminated in the work of Leopold (1949), 

who is rightly considered the father of nature conservation. 

As for environmentalism, first we have to determine whose environment we want to 

protect. It has been recognised that there is no such thing as a common environment, 

which would be the same for every living being. Instead, there are at least as many 

environments as there are organisms (Juhász-Nagy, 1984, 1986; Bartholomew, 1987; 

Heiland, 1999; O’Neill et al., 2008). It seems clear that the primary aim of 

environmentalism is to optimise the environmental parameters of the human species 

(Margóczi, 1998; Heiland, 1999; Noss, 1999). The primary interest of 

environmentalism is not wilderness, nor ecosystems, nor diversity, but human 

environment. Preventing smog formation, reducing soil contamination, providing safe 

drinking water, protecting the ozone layer, lessening soil erosion, and so on, are all 

human-centered actions (although they are clearly beneficial for a variety of other 

organisms as well). Even combatting global climate change, one of today’s main focal 

points in environmentalism, is mainly interested in the future of the human species, 

although we do not deny that concerns do exist for other species and natural 

communities as well. 
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Environmentalism is considerably younger than nature conservation. The start of 

modern environmentalism is marked by the now legendary book of Carson (1962). 

Even though the horrible effects of pesticides on birds and other living creatures 

were a central issue, considerable attention was paid to the negative influences on 

human health and human environment. Other classics during this initial period of 

environmentalism also focused primarily on energy issues, air pollution, soil 

contamination, human overpopulation and climate change, while biodiversity was 

discussed as a marginal topic, or was not discussed at all (e.g.  Boulding, 1966; 

Hardin, 1968; Meadows et al., 1972; Schumacher, 1973; Hayes, 1977; Gore, 1992). 

Thus, the focus clearly differs from that of the nineteenth century conservation (see 

also Wildes, 1995). 

Animal advocacy is interested in the rights and/or well-being of individual animals. 

It does not focus on species but on individual organisms who have interests, welfare or 

a quality of life (Ehrenfeld, 1991). It aims to cease or lessen animal mortality and 

suffering evoked by humans. 

Of the three directions discussed in this paper, animal advocacy has the longest 

tradition, dating back to at least the eighteenth century, with one of the most prominent 

forerunners being utilitarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham (Guither, 1998; Beers, 2006). 

In the nineteenth century the movement spread primarily in the UK and the US 

(Guither, 1998), and it gained new momentum in the twentieth century, with the 

publication of three landmark books in animal advocacy (Ryder, 1975; Singer, 1975; 

Regan, 1983). 

Ethical foundations 

If the three main directions of the environmental movement are recognised, the 

corresponding ethical bases should also be identified. 

As noted by Soulé (1985), conservation biology tends to be holistic. It seems clear 

that so does conservation activity. Thus, nature conservation focuses on biological 

levels above individuals. In an ideal case, nature conservation is not human-centered 

(Soulé, 1985; Barry and Oelschlaeger, 1996). Correspondingly, the underlying ethical 

principle must be holistic and non-anthropocentric. The statement of Leopold (1949) 

may serve as a useful guiding principle: ‘A thing is right when it tends to preserve the 

integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends 

otherwise.’ This is an ecocentric ethic, as it focuses neither on humans nor on the 

welfare of individual organisms, but on whole ecological systems. Although other 

targets of nature conservation (species, processes, etc.) are not mentioned in this short 

normative claim, it is obvious that these are necessary for the integrity, stability and 

beauty of a community. Similar arguments emphasizing the non-instrumental (intrinsic) 

value of nature had appeared earlier (e.g. Muir, 1912), but Leopold’s (1949) effect on 

current conservation ethics proved to be the greatest. In fact, according to Callicott 

(1990), a correct interpretation of Leopold’s (1949) famous maxim is able to guide our 

current conservation activities. 

One may argue that nature conservation is, to some extent, anthropocentric. In fact, 

some researchers differentiate between ‘resource conservation’ and ‘preservation’ (e.g. 

Callicott, 1990; Hunter and Gibbs, 2007). The distinction is rooted in the nineteenth 

century history of the movement, when ‘resource conservation’ placed an emphasis on 

an optimal use of natural resources for the benefit of present and future human 
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generations, while ‘preservation’ favoured setting aside large natural areas where any 

major human activity should be prevented (Wildes, 1995; Wellock, 2007). Nowadays, 

both subfields are placed under the umbrella of conservation (Noss, 1999), but it is easy 

to recognise the human-centered view of the first approach. However, as pointed out by 

Madhusudan and Shankar Raman (2003) and Kareiva (2014), the two concepts are 

additive rather than mutually exclusive. Even though some conservation stakeholders 

place more emphasis on anthropocentric reasons for protecting nature, research has 

shown that most if not all of them share some fundamental ecocentric values (Berry et 

al., 2016). Scientists and practitioners have recognised that to gain public support for 

conservation efforts, we have to emphasise nature’s goods and services for humans (e.g. 

Norton, 1991; Odenbaugh, 2003; see also Reyers et al., 2010; Lele et al., 2013). 

Nevertheless, the primary and most important reason to protect nature, at least for most 

conservationists, is nature itself (cf. Ehrenfeld, 1976; Ehrlich and Ehrlich, 1981; Soulé, 

1985; Barry and Oelschlaeger, 1996; Foreman, 2006; McShane, 2007). Even 

conservationists who usually emphasise instrumental values may well prove ecocentric. 

Consider, for example, the statement of Kareiva (2014): ‘I would prefer a world in 

which everyone believes that saving nature for nature’s sake is simply the right thing to 

do and a moral imperative.’ This is clearly an ecocentric view, even though he is 

regarded as rather anthropocentric (Hunter et al., 2014). The recognition of the benefits 

of nature for humans does not annul conservationists’ thinking about the non-

instrumental value of nature (Ehrenfeld, 1976). In addition, anthropocentric reasons for 

conservation efforts may have serious limits, while ecocentrism may be a more robust 

ethical foundation for nature conservation (Ehrenfeld, 1976; Callicott, 2002; Deliège 

and Neuteleers, 2015). Strongly related to this topic is the debate concerning the 

ecosystem services approach, especially the economic valuation of ecosystem services 

(e.g. Ridder, 2008; Norgaard, 2010; Gómez-Baggethun and Ruiz-Pérez, 2011; Salles, 

2011; Costanza et al., 2014). In sum, we firmly believe that, at heart, nature 

conservation should be ecocentric. In contrast, disciplines and management activities 

with an exclusively anthropocentric base, focusing solely on the sustainable human use 

of resources (such as wildlife management or forestry) may be termed resource 

management or resourcism, but they should not be confused with nature conservation 

(Noss, 1999; Foreman, 2006). 

As discussed above, environmentalism is primarily focused on humans. Therefore, it 

is reasonable to think that the underlying ethical principle is human-centered, i.e. 

anthropocentric. However, it is important to emphasise that this anthropocentrism is not 

equal to the conventionally accepted meaning of anthropocentrism. Anthropocentrism 

usually states that only humans have intrinsic value (or at least they have the largest 

intrinsic value), or that only humans are morally considerable (cf. Callicott, 2006; 

DesJardins, 2006; Nolt, 2015). We think that most environmentalists would strongly 

object to such a statement. Instead, environmentalism focuses on one species, ours, by 

protecting the environment we live in, without claiming that other organisms or 

ecological entities are less valuable. This concept may be termed ‘environmental 

anthropocentrism’. Moreover, it is also clear that numerous other species also benefit 

from protecting the human environment. 

At the base of animal advocacy (including both animal rights and animal welfare 

activism), there are individualistic ethics. Among individualistic ethics, sentiocentrism 

and biocentrism have to be evaluated. Both the utilitarian arguments of Singer (1975) 

and the rights-based theory of Regan (1983) pay major attention to the ability of feeling 
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pain and pleasure. Therefore, both views can be regarded as sentiocentric (Callicott, 

2006) or pathocentric (Wolf, 1996; Krebs, 1997). Biocentrism appears if our moral 

horizon is further expanded to include all living beings, as was done, for instance, by 

Schweitzer (1923), Goodpaster (1978) and Taylor (1981). Both sentiocentric and 

biocentric ethics are potential candidates for the ethical base of animal advocacy, since 

both concentrate on individuals. Nevertheless, sentiocentrism, focusing on sentient 

animals (and disregarding individual plants), seems to be more closely connected to 

current animal advocacy issues. It has to be noted that since Darwin (1859, 1871), 

sentiocentrism has a firm scientific basis, while traditional anthropocentric views are 

undermined and out-dated (see also Rachels, 1990; Erdős, 2015; Puryear et al., 2017). 

It is doubtful whether one single ethical theory is capable of guiding our decisions in 

all of the difficult environmental situations (Norton, 2000). Instead, a value pluralism 

may be a better choice (Norton, 2000; Minteer and Collins, 2005; DesJardins, 2006; 

Carter, 2011; also see Wenz, 1993). Minteer and Collins (2005) argued that in many 

cases, nature-centered (i.e. ecocentric), human-centered (i.e. anthropocentric) and 

individual-centered (i.e. sentiocentric or biocentric) arguments should be considered 

simultaneously. For example, during ecological studies or conservation actions focusing 

on habitats or ecosystems, not only the holistic viewpoint (ecocentrism), but also animal 

welfare issues (sentiocentrism) and the effects on humans (anthropocentrism) should be 

taken into account. 

Thus none of the above three ethical bases suggested for nature conservation, animal 

advocacy and environmentalism (ecocentrism, sentiocentrism and environmental 

anthropocentrism, respectively) should be considered universally valid. A careful 

examination and balance of these principles is needed, especially in the most difficult 

and complex cases. 

Areas of conflict and co-operation 

Although the three main directions of the environmental movement are separable, in 

the followings, we will demonstrate that they overlap considerably (Fig. 1d). If, for 

example, a tropical rainforest is set aside as a reserve, this may be considered an action 

that belongs to nature conservation, since the primary aim was probably the 

preservation of habitats and species. At the same time, however, large amounts of 

carbon are sequestrated in the biomass, which would contribute to global warming if the 

forest was destroyed. Thus, the designation of the reserve fits the goals of 

environmentalism. Finally, it also fits animal advocacy viewpoints, for it is quite 

obvious that no wild animal has a chance to a decent life without a natural habitat (cf. 

Taylor, 1981; Jamieson, 1998; Paquet and Darimont, 2010). 

We do not deny that conflicts arise, but the above example shows that a co-operation 

of the three branches is possible and desirable. To give an exhaustive analysis of 

conflicts and solutions is not the aim of the present paper. In the following sections, we 

only want to give a basic insight into areas where conflicts may emerge, and fields 

where there are great potentials for co-operation. We will focus on the relationship 

between nature conservation and animal advocacy, but the other two pairs of the 

triangle will also be discussed briefly. 
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Nature conservation versus animal advocacy  

Confrontation, as already noted in the Introduction, is well-known between nature 

conservationists and animal advocates. The cause is simple: animal advocates care for 

individuals, while nature conservation is interested in species, habitats, etc. However, 

the common points should not be neglected either. For example, both branches are put 

under the umbrella of ‘green issues’ by the public (Perry and Perry, 2008). Most 

conservationists do care for individual’s welfare, and most animal advocates value 

natural communities (Perry and Perry, 2008). In addition, the membership of animal 

advocacy and conservation groups overlaps considerably (Ehrenfeld, 1991; Jamieson, 

1998). Finally, they form a common platform, since both directions reject 

anthropocentric views common and dominant in western societies (Callicott, 1988; 

Paquet and Darimont, 2010). It has been shown that open and rational dialogues 

between the two groups may reveal that, despite some differences, they do agree 

concerning several issues (Thompson and Lapointe, 1995). As Aitken (1997) noted, 

concerns for individual animals do not necessarily contradict conservation goals. 

Conservation of a habitat or a species very often requires the elimination of a non-

native animal species, and the killing of the unwanted individuals may seem a plausible 

solution, which, quite naturally, is not welcome by animal advocates. However, even in 

this seemingly inextricable case, the co-operation has proven possible and mutually 

beneficial (Perry and Perry, 2008). First of all, preventing the establishment of potential 

invasive species corresponds to the ethical principles of both directions. Second, if the 

invasive species has already arrived, alternative measures such as live-trapping and 

subsequent neutering or translocation (instead of killing) should be discussed between 

animal advocates and conservationists as early as possible. Perry and Perry (2008) 

concluded that the two groups should make every effort to find a common ground, and 

this could result in conservation actions that are acceptable for both parties. Killing 

invasive species all too often occurs routinely and easily, and killing is usually carried 

out in the name of conservation even if it serves other goals (van Dooren, 2011). We 

think conservationists and animal advocates agree that similar practices should be 

abandoned. 

Feral and unowned cats may cause considerable damage to native fauna (Longcore et 

al., 2009) (although some argue that they only have a limited and short-term effect on 

native bird and mammal populations; Jarvis, 1990). As a possible solution to reduce the 

negative impacts on wildlife, the killing of the cats is usually proposed, which is 

unacceptable for most animal advocates. As a compromise, trap-neuter-release (TNR) 

programs have been introduced as non-lethal alternatives, during which cats are 

sterilised and put back where they were trapped. Although animal advocates claim that 

the method is efficient (e.g. Levy et al., 2003), conservationists have serious doubts and 

state that cat colony sizes do not decrease fast enough (e.g. Longcore et al., 2009). 

Irreconcilable as the debate may seem, the common ground is easily reached when we 

consider that the long-term reduction in the number of stray animals is the goal for both 

sides. For this, neither lethal methods, nor TNR-programs will be satisfactory; rather, 

the source of the problem has to be treated. The propagation of responsible animal 

keeping is necessary, to prevent steady new supplies to free-roaming cat populations. 

Encouraging citizens to neuter their cats would contribute to a significant decrease in 

unwanted reproduction, lessening the damage to natural values and at the same time 

avoiding unnecessary animal suffering (Jarvis, 1990). For a fruitful co-operation, animal 

advocates have to accept the concern of conservationists for wildlife, and 
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conservationists should appreciate cat-lovers’ enormous efforts in neutering and 

adopting unowned cats, often without any funding. It should also be kept in mind that 

TNR-schemes combined with adopting of at least some of the cats can bring relatively 

fast successes in the reduction of unowned cat population sizes (Levy et al., 2003). 

One of the most promising areas of co-operation between nature conservation and 

animal advocacy groups is, somewhat surprisingly, meat production. Tens of billions of 

animals are confined to extremely small areas in ‘factory farms’ worldwide, living 

under terrible conditions (Nierenberg, 2006; Halweil and Nierenberg, 2008). At the 

same time, at least in many European and Asian temperate landscapes, grazing is 

considered an efficient conservation management, yet several valuable grasslands are 

undergrazed or not grazed at all (Zahn et al., 2007; Peeters, 2009; Erdős et al., 2011; 

Kiss et al., 2011; Házi et al., 2012; Saláta et al., 2012; Wichmann et al., 2013; Mardari 

and Tănase, 2016). Market trends clearly show that consumers prefer animal products 

that have been produced according to stronger animal welfare standards (i.e. products 

that originate from free-ranging animals) (e.g. Phan-Huy and Fawaz, 2003; Halweil and 

Nierenberg, 2008; Ventura et al., 2015). It is not difficult to recognise the common 

ground of conservationists and animal welfarists, although it has to be noted that those 

who hold the animal rights position would not join this platform, since they refuse any 

kind of animal exploitation, irrespective of how the animals are kept (e.g. Regan, 1983; 

Francione, 2008). However, even they admit that free-ranging animals have a better life 

than those living in confinement. 

Another promising area of co-operation is the action against the overharvest of 

animal populations, which is a serious conservation threat, and at the same time it has 

obvious effects on the animals’ welfare. Whaling, for example, is in the crosshairs of 

both animal advocates and conservationists. In addition, the (mainly illegal) trade of 

other animals and animal products should also be considered in this regard. Baker et al. 

(2013) suggested that an efficient collaboration between animal advocates and 

conservationists would be most welcome in issues like this. 

Not only do some animal welfare issues have a practical conservation relevance, but 

they may be of scientific importance as well. For example, toe clipping of amphibians 

in mark-recapture surveys (the removing of a combination of their digits) has been a 

wide-spread tool. Animal advocates’ arguments against the unethical practice may have 

been automatically rejected and declared ‘unscientific’ once, but as we now know, the 

method in fact distorts scientific results and has conservation effects due to reduced 

survival of marked individuals (May, 2004). 

 

Nature conservation versus environmentalism  

A conflict has recently come to light between the use of renewable energy and the 

conservation of natural values, as certain disadvantages of alternative energy sources 

have been revealed. For example, the large-scale application of solar energy facilities in 

natural habitats (e.g. deserts) has various direct and indirect detrimental influences on 

native species (Lovich and Ennen, 2011). Wind turbines also proved to have serious 

adverse effects on wildlife (Kuvlesky et al., 2007; Lin 2017). Although negative 

impacts may not be completely eliminated, they can be minimised through careful 

planning (e.g. Stewart et al., 2007; Lin 2017). As the need for renewable energy 

increases, the co-operation of environmental engineers and conservation biologists is 

desperately needed. 
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Strongly related to this issue are the adverse effects of biomass production for 

providing ‘green’ energy, which usually needs huge areas of land. Needless to say, 

biomass monocultures of fast-growing plants totally disrupt native communities (e.g. 

Abbasi and Abbasi, 2010; Gomiero et al., 2010) and are often objected by 

conservationists. However, the conflict is not as serious as it may seem at first glance. 

For example, biomass production that results in deforestation is not only unwanted from 

a conservation perspective, but it is questionable from an environmentalist’s point of 

view, since its net effect is likely to exacerbate global warming (Field et al., 2007). A 

compromise may be possible in some cases, if, for example, traditional agroforestry 

practices using biomass energy are re-established (Plieninger and Bens, 2008), or used 

cooking oil is converted to biofuel. 

 

Animal advocacy versus environmentalism  

Conflicts between animal advocate groups and environmentalists have probably not 

been as apparent as in the previous two cases. Nonetheless, it should be mentioned that 

environmentalists sometimes refer to the fact that keeping companion animals is 

environmentally destructive, mainly because of the meat-based diet of the pets 

(Rushforth and Moreau, 2013). However, negative impacts can be reduced with 

conscious selection of the pet food type. Moreover, it should be kept in mind that one of 

the main goals of the animal advocacy groups is the reduction in the number of 

companion animals, through the propagation of neutering and responsible animal 

keeping. Moreover, some animal advocates strongly oppose the breeding of pets, 

claiming that no more animals should be brought into existence just to be abused or 

exploited later by cruel or indifferent humans (Francione, 2008). (Of course, animal 

advocates insist that we must care for animals who are already alive.) In fact, what 

seems to be a conflict can turn into a common ground by close inspection: Action 

against careless or profit-oriented breeding reduces environmental harm and avoids 

unnecessary animal suffering. 

It is well-known that, besides being responsible for incredible animal suffering, 

intensive animal farms also have highly destructive effects on the environment by 

producing greenhouse gases and causing water pollution (Koneswaran and Nierenberg, 

2008; Ilea, 2009; Rossi and Garner, 2014; Waldau, 2011). Several solutions may be 

possible, ranging from a reduction in meat consumption (e.g. Halweil and Nierenberg, 

2008) to the avoidance of products from ‘factory farms’ (e.g. Appleby, 2005) to 

becoming vegetarian or vegan (e.g. Hill, 1996), all of which benefit animals and the 

environment at the same time (e.g. Goodland, 1997; Jamieson, 1998; Halweil and 

Nierenberg, 2008; Jankielsohn, 2015). In some or most of the above cases, there is 

much room for animal advocates and environmentalists to co-operate. 

Conclusions 

To efficiently combat today’s various environmental challenges, we have to see 

where we have come from, and what our ultimate goal is. In this paper, expanding the 

ideas of Margóczi (1998), Noss (1999) and Hunter and Gibbs (2007), we 

differentiated between environmentalism and nature conservation. As a result, 

building on the proposal of Foreman (1991), we identified and defined the three main 

directions of the environmental movement: nature conservation, environmentalism 

and animal advocacy. We are aware that the three areas overlap considerably. We also 
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see that they may further be subdivided. Nevertheless, we think that the use of the 

three basic categories is justified by their different emphases, distinct ethical 

principles and different historical roots. 

Although conflicts do exist among the three directions, we think that they can be 

overcome if we understand the underlying reasons. Members of the three directions 

should try to understand each other’s views. As we demonstrated with some examples, 

the areas for co-operation are huge and promising (Fig. 1d). Not only are the three 

directions reconcilable in most cases, they have much in common. 

Earlier works either focused on nature conservation and animal advocacy, and 

disregarded environmentalism, or examined nature conservation and environmentalism, 

but did not consider animal advocacy. As a result, the complex inter-relationships 

among the three directions remained unexplored. In contrast, our conceptual scheme 

takes into account all three directions. One advantage of this is that it may help reveal 

ethical or historical reasons behind specific conflicts. On the other hand, it may ease the 

identification of convergences, which could support finding allies for particular 

measures or actions. All directions of the environmental movement typically have 

serious budgetary, staff and time constraints. Thus, both the rapid solution of conflicts 

and joining forces in converging situations may be essential if we are to increase the 

effectiveness of the environmental movement. We hope our conceptual scheme is one 

step in that direction. 

As it was suggested in the previous sections, challenging humankind’s present meat 

production and consumption practices is a focal point where overlaps exist among the 

different directions. First, it seems clear that a shift from an animal-based towards a 

plant-based diet in Western countries could be a win-win-win situation for nature 

conservation, environmentalism and animal advocacy. Nature conservationists may 

consider that ‘the livestock sector may well be the leading player in the reduction of 

biodiversity’ (Steinfeld et al., 2006). Environmentalists can be concerned about 

livestock’s resource intensity (requiring a lot of agricultural land, water and energy) and 

its high levels of pollution (emissions of greenhouse gases, acidifying gases, reactive 

nitrogen compounds, veterinary medicines and pesticides). Animal advocates care about 

the immense suffering of farm animals. Thus, cutting down meat consumption could be 

one of the great challenges of the twenty-first century (Rösch, 2002, Stoll-Kleemann, 

2014). It must be emphasized that, as high meat consumption has negative social and 

health effects, producing less meat could mean a win situation for other fields beyond 

the environmental movement as well (e.g. Hill, 1996; Stoll-Kleemann, 2014, Westhoek 

et al., 2014). 

Second, animal-friendly and environmentally friendly methods should be supported. 

According to Appleby (2005), improved animal welfare in farms promotes 

environmental sustainability and vice versa, because both approaches regard agriculture 

mainly as a biological rather than a mere technological process. At the very least, meat 

and other animal products from cropland and resource intensive low-nature-value 

farming systems, including ‘factory farms’, should be avoided. Unfortunately, even 

small-scale farms are environmentally harmful and animals have in some cases as 

miserable lives as in intensive farming. It is clear that we should make every effort to 

avoid animal products from each of these deeply unethical sources. It is important to 

point out here that, according to Curry (2011), organic and animal-friendly farming 

would be able to feed the whole human population on Earth, provided that global meat 

consumption is limited. 
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Third, adopting a vegetarian or vegan lifestyle will have the greatest positive effect 

on animals, nature, and the environment. Pluhar (2009) concluded that a vegetarian diet 

(and possibly in-vitro meat production) may be the best alternative to factory farming, 

while Deckers (2009) claims that veganism is even better and more consistent both from 

an environmentalist’s and an animal advocate’s point of view. 

The above examples clearly show that challenging intensive and cruel animal farms 

is a key point where animal advocates, conservationists, and environmentalists can 

agree and work together (Regan, 1983; DeGrazia, 2002; Halweil and Nierenberg, 2008; 

Gjerris et al., 2011; Gjerris, 2015; Hayes and Hayes, 2015). However, it sometimes 

appears that a strong collaboration between the nature conservation, environmental and 

animal advocacy movements is hindered by an obstacle, a psychological bias. When 

there is too much justification, such as in a win-win situation, motivation can be 

undermined. Regarding a shift in diet away from animal products, some 

environmentalists seem scared to talk about animal suffering. Meanwhile, some animal 

rights activists invest a lot of time and energy criticising other people who eat vegan or 

want to become vegan due to health or environmental reasons. Animal advocates think 

that the health and environmental vegans have the wrong objectives and some even 

believe that advocating veganism for health and environmental reasons is 

counterproductive. They believe that one should always and only refer to the animal 

rights objective when promoting veganism. This phenomenon is also at work in other 

areas, such as family planning (access to contraceptives to prevent unwanted 

pregnancies): women rights activists who campaign for family planning as a 

reproductive right often criticize environmentalists who propose family planning as an 

effective means to limit the environmental impact from human overpopulation. 

According to those feminist advocates, environmental concerns should not be a valid 

objective for promoting family planning. Reversely, many environmentalists and 

conservationists are reluctant to talk about family planning as a means to decrease 

population growth. We can call this pyschological phenomenon the ‘single objective 

bias’, which can be strong enough to generate mutual hostility between the movements. 

When this single objective bias can be overcome, all three movements will gain strong 

benefits in an effective collaboration. 

We are facing great challenges, and there is no doubt that solutions will be easier 

with co-operation. Probably the best-known example for synergism among the main 

directions of the environmental movement is provided by Jane Goodall, who is a 

dedicated conservationist, an animal advocate and an environmentalist at the same 

time (see for example: Goodall and Berman, 1999; Goodall and Bekoff, 2002; 

Goodall et al., 2005). 

Besides being a role-model for millions, Jane Goodall has also been a lifelong 

optimist. If conservationists, environmentalists and animal advocates join forces, 

perhaps there will be some reason for optimism. 
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