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I 

 

It is no stretch to say that humans have a special connection with their domesticated animals, 

most specifically their dogs and cats. Whereas domestic dogs are considerably dependent on 

their human companions for survival and reproductive health, domestic cats are not. The 

independent and cosmopolitan nature of cats has serious ramifications to those environments 

they thrive in. Recent research has estimated that domestic cats and their stray/feral counterparts 

account for nearly 3 billion land-bird deaths and nearly 20 billion mammal deaths in the United 

States, exceeding “all other sources of anthropogenic mortality of US birds and mammals” (Loss 

et al. 2013, p. 2). This impact of cats on their local ecosystems is a cause of concern among 

natural scientists and conservationists whom are increasingly demanding policy action.   

 

All policy and management actions should, prima facie, be considered with respect to our ethical 

commitments and responsibilities as well as the policy’s ethical implications and ramifications. 

Thus, it is worth considering the ethical import of what I am here referring to as the cat dilemma. 

As I’m imagining it, the cat dilemma does not presume that policy or management is required, 

nor does it presume that it is not. The cat dilemma can be stated as such: On one hand, cats are 

animals and beloved pets and as such we should hesitate to forcefully manage their populations. 

On the other hand, cats can cause considerable harm to their local environments if no forceful 

management is accepted. The aim of this paper is to help clarify the ethical prerogatives of this 

dilemma. 

 

In this paper, I consider the cat dilemma with respect to Aristotelian virtue ethics, relying on 

Aristotle’s account of friendship. Although it may not be obvious that friendship provides the 

framework with which to consider our ethical commitments, I argue that it is well suited to the 

cat dilemma as it helps understand our relationship with cats qua beloved pets, our 

responsibilities to local ecosystems insofar as we are in asymmetrical friendships with them, and 

– as a component of Aristotelian virtue ethics – it is necessarily place-based and must account for 

local particulars. Ultimately, I do not argue for specific policy/management recommendations, 

instead offering only critical considerations that should be reflected on by those who are engaged 

in the cat dilemma. 

 

II 

 

Aristotelian virtue ethics has enjoyed a 20th century revival, due in a large part to a 

dissatisfaction with rule-based ethical systems and a desire to root our morality in the acting 

person rather than disembodied rules and procedures (Anscombe 1958). As applied to the 

environment (and the cat dilemma is fundamentally a dilemma of the environment), virtue ethics 

is still in its infancy. Virtue ethics as Aristotle imagined does not directly consider ethical 



commitments the environment, although there is recent interest to develop these accounts.1 

Given the human-centeredness of Aristotelian virtue ethics, many environmental accounts focus 

on our dispositions as they relate to the environment, such as Philip Cafaro’s (2005) discussion 

of gluttony, arrogance, greed, and apathy as vices that disrupt our virtuous relationships with the 

environment.2 Rosalind Hursthouse (2006) directs our attention specifically toward the human-

centeredness of virtue ethics, arguing that human flourishing encompasses the consideration of 

our environments since “the exercise of virtues such as charity, generosity, justice, and the quasi 

virtue of friendship, necessarily involves not focusing on oneself and one’s virtue but on the 

rights, interests, and good of…the other animals” (151). Hursthouse importantly recognizes that 

the virtue ethicists does not need to establish contentious moral boundaries to guide our actions 

toward the environment, instead allowing that our virtues themselves demand focusing on “the 

rights, interests, and good of…the other animals”. However, Hursthouse says no more about how 

this is supposed to work. Do these virtues demand that all people have the same comportment 

toward the environment? Do all people need to be environmentally virtuous in similar ways, or 

have analogous sets of virtues? Put differently, do the virtues demand equal – or at least very 

similar – responsibilities to the environment for all humans? If not, how do we make sense of 

any differences? 

 

Although I am relieved to see the environment being considered by virtue ethics, I am also left 

feeling that virtue ethicists could strengthen our position. Following from the lacuna we are left 

with from Hursthouse, it is not obvious how we ought to make decisions in cases where there is 

genuine conflict with human flourishing, such as the problem of cat-borne diseases in the cat 

dilemma. Cats are the only definitive hosts for the parasite Toxoplasma gondii which is linked to 

central nervous system diseases in birds and mammals as well as severe illness and pregnancy 

trauma in humans (Dickman, 1996), an obvious detriment to the flourishing of those affected 

humans. However, removing free-roaming cat populations – thereby removing the possibility of 

disease transmission – may require a viciousness on the part of the remover that also runs up 

against our intuitions about virtue. I am not sure that we have the resources to understand how to 

evaluate this, since it seems that the virtuous disposition to the cat is vicious in regard to the 

human victim, and the virtuous disposition to the human victim is vicious in regard to the cat.  

 

Similarly, how are we to act toward the environment in cases of intra-environmental conflict? As 

mentioned above, the impact of cats on their local ecosystems is a rising concern. If we prefer 

the local ecosystem, then we must act in regard to the cats. If we prefer the cats, we must (at a 

minimum) withhold the actions we would have done with an ecosystem-preference. It seems to 

be an obvious answer that the virtuous person must decide which action is best for human 

flourishing, yet this seems too thin. If the environment imparts no special relationship on us, then 

the ways communities believe themselves to flourish may lead to overly – and perhaps arbitrary 

                                                             
1 For the purposes of this paper, I use the term “environment” to broadly encompass both animals and their 
ecosystems. I will use the terms “animals”, “cats”, and “ecosystems” to denote specific concepts throughout the 
paper. 
2 I explicitly avoid the use of anthropocentrism here as it is oft-deployed in environmental literatures and may 
imply more than I wish to by the use of “human-centeredness”. 



– human-centered reasoning. If virtue theory does not impart any special relationship to the 

environment above and beyond that which in turn impacts us or it merely lists some virtues that 

will necessarily require consideration of the environment without reflection on what this means, 

then we have few resources to disentangle these conflicts. 

 

Unlike most contemporary environmental ethicists, Aristotle is clear that we have no special 

relationship with the environment outside of its maintenance for our own provision as “plants are 

created for the sake of animals, and animals for the sake of men; the tame for our use and 

provision; the wild…for our provision also” (Politics 1.8 1256b). This suggests that my project 

is, from the outset, futile. However, we must read Aristotle with respect to his own world – a 

world where environmental conflict was unlikely to be as conflicted as our own. What if 

Aristotle was faced with the conflicts that contemporary environmental philosophers are trying to 

untangle? The question, here, is can we develop an environmental ethic from Aristotle’s work 

apart from his off-hand remarks about the plant-animal-human hierarchy? Can we interpret 

Aristotle in ways that could further Hursthouse’s suggestions? Upon the suggestion of  a close 

colleague, Ayanna D. Spencer, and through considerable reflection, I contend that we can using 

his notion of friendship (Hursthouse’s quasi virtue).  

 

III 

 

At first, it may seem odd to employ the notion of friendship when discussing environmental 

management issues. Differences of opinion in environmental conflicts are often cashed out as 

differences in values or beliefs and we have rich vocabularies to track these. It is also true that 

many people have different relationships with their environments and though there may be 

interesting intersections with values and beliefs, we do not yet have a rich vocabulary to discuss 

these diverse relationships. Even the term ‘relationships’ is too general to capture the diversity in 

relationship-types which, in turn, does not necessarily impart any significant responsibilities. 

Friendship, however, is a type of relationship that has the flexibility to vary according to 

particular circumstances and imparts varying responsibilities in light of the circumstance. It is 

important to remember that Aristotle was not writing with the history that we now have, so we 

must be charitable to his account while interpreting it in ways that may seem at first to not be 

supported. For this reason, my aim here is only to develop a plausible account of friendship 

while leaving open for future scholars the project of developing a robust Aristotelian 

environmental ethic.  

 

The biggest hurdle to this project is Aristotle’s assertion that “the word ‘friendship’ does not 

apply to the loving of inanimate object; for there is no reciprocal loving, nor wishing for the 

other’s good…” (NE 8.2 1155b28-1156a4). There are more than a few ways to respond to this 

that presents the possibility for friendship with the environment, including Aristotle’s own 

gesturing: “Friendship seems to be naturally present in parent for offspring and in offspring for 

parent, not only among human beings but among birds, too, and most animals; and in members 

of each species towards each other” (NE 8.1 1155a16-20). One options is to use this natural-ness 

of friendship to motivate a framework that supplies the spirit of friendship without appealing to 



Aristotle’s well-developed friendship types. This allows the development of an environment-type 

friendship that has more stringent requirements than mere good will since, as Aristotle asserts, 

“if a person feels good will he only wishes for good things for the other, and he would not join in 

his actions at all, or go to any trouble on his behalf” (NE 1167a9-11). Good will, on its own, is 

inadequate to motivate the behavior we should expect from a robust environmental ethic; it is 

insufficient for an environmental ethic to merely demand that we wish good will toward the 

environment that does not translate into action.  

 

Another option is to engage with Aristotle’s notion of friendship directly. T. Brian Mooney and 

John N. Williams (2017) argue that Aristotle critically misses the category of asymmetrical 

friendships which “do not require significant symmetries of separateness of self, extension of 

second self, virtue or significant epistemological symmetry” (75). Just as Mooney & Williams 

argue that symmetry is not necessary in these cases – meaning that the two parties of friendship 

can be unequal – we may understand the asymmetry as extending to our environments. 

Furthermore, the quality of reciprocation may be asymmetrical, suggesting that how friendship is 

reciprocated can vary in degree and kind relative to the parties involved. For instance, many 

people describe their relationships with their pets as “friendships” (remember that dogs are 

man’s best friends!), which would intuitively require an asymmetry of reciprocity as we are 

assuredly not being loved in the same way – or to the same degree – as we are loving.  

 

Following from the asymmetry of reciprocity, there is an epistemic argument regarding the 

conditions upon which we know that the subject of our love and good will is reciprocating in 

ways that constitute friendship. It is obvious that two conscious adults sharing a language can 

both articulate and behave as if friendship is reciprocated. But what if the adults do not share a 

language – should we not consider these relationships friendships? Surely there are friendships 

where the participants only act in accordance with reciprocity without linguistic justification. 

Furthermore, there are many cultures and communities that do not see the environment as a mere 

object, instead understanding their environments as subjects fully capable of the reciprocity 

needed for friendship. We should resist an account that only holds up western objectification as 

the standard with which to judge reciprocity. 

 

Whether we must appeal to the natural-ness of friendship or an account of asymmetrical 

reciprocity, the notion of friendship can be helpful. Although not meant to be an exhaustive list, I 

rely on only three facets of Aristotelian friendship to develop an environmental account. First, 

Aristotle defines three types of friendships – utility, pleasure, and character – which denote the 

value that we receive from the friendship. While the first two are self-explanatory, the third 

expressly demands that we value our character friends for their own sake and in lieu of any 

utility or pleasure that is derived from them. Critical to this paper is Aristotle’s demand that 

although we value friendships of utility and pleasure, it is character friendships we hold in the 

highest esteem. Second, Aristotle distinguishes between the disposition of friendship and the 

activity of friendship, suggesting that friends “separated by geographical distance, are not 

actively friends but are disposed so as to be…it is not friendship, unqualified, that location 

dissolves only its activity.” This implies that friendship, of any sort, must be founded on 



consistent shared experience which is negatively impacted by increases in distance, both 

spatially and temporally.3 Lastly, Aristotle recognizes that within the three types described 

above, there are a multitude of varying friendships depending on particular circumstances, such 

as between colleagues or family members. Important for these purposes is the question of how 

one should live with respect to the varying forms our friendships take, answered by Aristotle as 

“there appears no difference in asking this and asking how he will do so justly; for what is just 

for friend in relation to friend and in relation to stranger, and to comrade and to schoolfellow, 

does not appear to be the same” (NE 8.12 1162a31-4). Therefore, we must reflect on our 

friendships and act justly with respect to the particular circumstances. Simply, there is no rule 

that could account for the diversity of situations that we must act in. 

 

From these considerations and the prior discussions, I offer the following conditions for 

understanding environmental friendships: 

 

[1] Environmental friendships require more than mere good will – they demand that the 

parties act on behalf of the other’s interest. 

 

[2] Friendships of utility and pleasure are valued, but we should strive for friendships that 

reflect the “for their own sake” of character friendships. 

 

[3] Shared experience is critical to maintaining the active strength of a friendship beyond 

mere disposition. 

 

[4] All friends must be treated justly, but not necessarily equally; we may have varying 

responsibilities that reflect a diversity of environmental friendships. 

 

I will not try to defend these conditions any further than the previous discussion. For many, these 

will seem intuitively plausible. For some, they will not. For those who remain skeptical, it may 

be sufficient that we consider the cat dilemma as if these conditions held. I began this essay 

recognizing that I am not offering specific policy solutions, only a broader range of 

considerations that should be reflected upon by those engaged in the cat dilemma. Treating cats 

and their local ecosystems as if we could have friendships with them suffices for these purposes. 

Lastly, and before turning attention specifically to the cat dilemma, I implore you to imagine 

how we would behave with regards to the environment if we treated it as a friend – an 

environmental ethic constructed from such a relationship may provide surprising insight. 

 

IV 

 

To reiterate, the cat dilemma can be stated as such: On one hand, cats are animals and beloved 

pets and as such we should hesitate to forcefully manage their populations. On the other hand, 

cats qua animals/beloved pets can cause considerable harm to their local environments if no 

                                                             
3 It is, of course, possible that technology can aid in overcoming this; this is the subject for a different paper. 



forceful management is accepted. As I have stated this, there are many possible agents to 

consider, both human and non-human. It is incumbent on the practicing environmental manager 

reflect on the range of these agents, but for these purposes I will consider only four that represent 

a majority of those engaged in the cat dilemma – the local ecosystem, the non-profit organization 

representative, the pet owner, and the environmental manager. The free-roaming cat, an obvious 

agent, is considered throughout the four discussions.  

 

How should a local ecosystem be considered by a virtue oriented account of friendship? We 

must, at a minimum, recognize that we require ecosystems for our own flourishing. This means 

that we stand in relation to our ecosystems and we benefit from that relationship. If we are 

disposed to environmental friendships, we may understand the ways in which our ecosystems 

provide for our flourishing as their reciprocating our well-being. In this case, we have a 

reciprocal responsibility to the ecosystem. The demands of this responsibility vary throughout 

different situations and locations, but in light of the friendship it must be reciprocated in some 

way. We should recognize that we need the utility of the ecosystem, so we should give back in 

kind what we take. We should recognize that we derive pleasure from the ecosystem, so we 

should protect those aspects that we derive pleasure from. Most importantly, though, Aristotle 

recognizes that there are friendships where one party benefits much more from the other, 

suggesting that “there is nothing he can do that is worthy of the benefits he has already received, 

he is always a debtor” (NE 8.14 1163b21). In this case, we are always in debt to the ecosystem 

and, as recommended by condition [2], should strive to value the ecosystem for its own sake. As 

virtue ethics guides only the constitution of our character and not specific behaviors, our 

friendship account demands that we comport ourselves toward ecosystems as debtors with 

reverence and recompense for both its own sake and the pleasure and utility it provides us. 

 

The nature of the cat dilemma prompts involvement from many non-profit organizations ranging 

from the defense of cats against all else to the defense of ecosystems against cats. The 

environmental friendship conditions for [1] more than mere good will and [3] shared experience 

are relevant here. Research on different aspects of the cat dilemma are often generalized over 

spatial and temporal scales that do not account for local particulars. Similarly, the non-profit 

organizations that have the resources to allow heavy involvement in the dilemma are generally 

those that operate on regional, national, and international levels. I do not argue that these 

organizations may have good will towards cats, birds, or ecosystems, but without shared 

experience with particular populations and ecosystems, their relationships cannot constitute 

friendship. As condition [4] recommends, we must respect a diversity of relationships, but that 

does not mean that we must respect them equally. At a minimum, if local citizens have 

relationships that meet the demands of environmental friendships, their relationships should be 

considered with priority over those whose relationships do not meet the friendship demands. The 

sort of character a non-local representative must have should be founded on humility for their 

own relationships and respect for those local people who have robust environmental friendships. 

In deliberation, they should practice deference and be studious of local relationships. None of 

this precludes local organizations involved in local cat dilemmas – it is likely that these persons 

will have more in common with either cat owners or environmental managers. 



 

I assume that cat owners have the most obvious sorts of environmental friendships with their 

cats, often displaying the “for their own sake” requirements of character friendship. It is, of 

course, their own choice whether to extend this same for-their-own-sake-friendship to their local 

ecosystems. Yet, as I’ve argued, they must respect a minimal ecosystem friendship based on 

utility. Cat owners are responsible for developing the conditions that their cat thrives in and they 

have a minimal responsibility of recompense for their ecosystems, thus they must comport 

themselves in their relationships with their cats in such a way that they develop conditions that 

respect the ecosystem while caring for their pets for their own sake. Perhaps this is keeping bells 

on their cats collars in order to prevent their predation, or changing their own habits so that the 

cats are not allowed outdoors. At a minimum, this could mean only allowing cats outdoors 

during the day when their prey can be the most defensive. In either case, to be considered a 

friend of the cat and of the ecosystem, it is incumbent on the cat owner to be disciplined in their 

own habits regarding their pets, while enacting care and love for their cats and respect and 

recompense for their ecosystems.  

 

Many environmental managers will face the same criticisms as the non-local citizens above as 

they are often state or regional managers. In this case, I recommend the same comportments of 

humility for their own relationship, respect for and deference to local peoples, as well as being 

studious of local relationships. However, those local environmental managers will face the most 

difficult challenge in respecting the range of relationships with cats. This is also where a virtue 

ethics approach is most useful – there is unlikely to be a rule-based calculus with which to decide 

how (or if it is appropriate) to manage cats. Therefore, they must consider condition [4] first and 

foremost, requiring the just consideration of all relationships but not necessarily equally. They 

must weigh proposals against the reverence and recompense virtues of ecosystem relationships 

and the caring and loving discipline of cat owners, while being open to external ideas and 

arguments. The environmental manager must be just and considerate and, perhaps most 

importantly, accountable. They should hold themselves accountable to the consequences of their 

decisions in ways that allow them to treat honestly their mistakes and learn responsibly from 

their successes.  

 

V 

 

I am not aiming to provide a decisive virtue ethics evaluation of the cat dilemma with these brief 

discussions. I do mean, however, to illustrate how the considerations underlying varying 

environmental friendships allows a more diverse picture to emerge. This picture takes seriously 

the ways in which we can understand our responsibilities in light of our varying relationships, 

recommending virtues that each type of friendship should be founded on. The cat dilemma 

cannot be solved by blanket policies – it must be locally deliberated on with solutions that 

emerge from differential responsibilities respecting individual’s personal relationships. The 

account I’ve developed here should be seen only as an invitation to further articulate a virtue-

founded vocabulary that understands the considerable variance in dispositions that particular 

circumstances and varying relationships will require. I contend that Aristotle’s account of 



friendship can provide us a useful starting point for these discussions. Furthermore, friendship as 

an environmental ethic makes intuitive sense – when our friends disagree, we should not barrage 

them with rules or act equally towards both parties. As I’ve recommended, we should consider 

and reflect on the particular relationships we hold with individuals, displaying varying degrees of 

reverence, kindness, deference, discipline, studiousness, and recompense as required. They 

should do the same, per their own relationships with each other. It is in this way we can begin to 

understand the complex social dynamics behind moral conflict – environmental or otherwise – 

and begin to understand our ethical prerogatives. And besides, both cats and their local 

ecosystems are worth it. 
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