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ABSTRACT  
 
Can human beings ever imagine what it is like to be a tree? Is there such a thing as ‘being’ a tree? We 
use empathy to position ourselves into the life of others or even as animals, plants or things. This 
empathy can follow Arne Næss’ ecosophy, highlighting the intrinsic value of nature, thus making us 
conclude there are too many human beings on earth.   

GH von Wright says the idea nature needs to be protected from man is the result of comprehensive 
environmental anthropogenic degradation; ancient man was not environmentally conscious. In this 
paper I argue we need to develop an environmental consciousness, at the same time we 
intellectually need to ethically separate a tree from a human being, thereby preventing a non-human 
environmentalism. Every generation and every human being needs to be environmentally awakened, 
at the same time learn to accept to live in a world of contradictions.  

Keywords: Environmental consciousness, Deep ecology, Ecosophy, Environmentalism, Nature religion, 
Fundamentalism, Nature identification 

INTRODUCTION 

The Norwegian philosopher Arne Næss introduced an identification process with nature as part of his 
deep ecology concept in the 1970th. 1  Through this identification humans are expected to reach 
deeper insights how to interact with ecosystems and integrate their needs with the needs of the 
ecosystems. Næss even discusses in terms of human salvation through identification. Once a person 
has identified itself with an object, everything though of affecting this object will implement a feeling 
in the person. It might appear attractive to say that applying the identifying process would be the 
ideal way of gaining environmental consciousness.  

Most of us probably agree it is necessary to gain environmental consciousness during growth. There 
are many examples in history about human efforts having ruined environment due to lack of 
ecological understanding or even ignorance.2 Today there is a general acceptance worldwide that 
ecological sustainability needs to be taken into consideration and this is normally what is meant with 
                                                           
1 (Næss, Ecology, community and lifestyle, 1989) and (Naess, 2005) describes the philosophy of deep ecology. 
Næss actually involved objects such as rivers and minerals, which should be seen in the context of the debate in 
Norway in the beginning of the 1970th about the exploitation of waterfalls and rivers. 
2 (McNeill & Unger, 2010) gives interesting examples and perspectives from the cold war period when Western 
fear for communism “…resulted in the attempt to exercise as much control as possible over all aspects of life – 
including the wild, unpredictable environment” (s. 16).  
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‘environmental consciousness’; an intellectual awareness about environmental processes. In this 
paper I argue this awareness should be based upon scientific findings. I will use Georg Henrik von 
Wrights intellectual approach to the environmental situation as an alternative to Næss’ 
consciousness through identification, and I argue the intellectual approach is to be preferred. The 
main reason for my standpoint is that identification through empathy does not result in 
consciousness of the ecological processes involved, but instead uses personal feelings based on 
human perspectives as a clear anthropocentric approach. We run the risk of increasing polarization in 
public debate when groups referring to their own feelings meet scientifically based argumentation. 
An answer to the question “What is it like to be a tree?” 3 will look completely different from the two 
perspectives. In case identification is being applied the answer will be made to another question: 
“What is it like to be a human being identifying itself with a tree?” 

I argue Arne Næss with his deep ecology concept went too far when claiming we should identify 
ourselves with nature, thus pointing in the direction of developing a nature religion, furthermore he 
applied strict logical rules resulting in fundamentalism and his conclusions the amount of human 
beings needs to be reduced.  

Out from the concept ‘empathy’ I will view deep ecology from the perspective of a process of false 
identification with objects (empathy is not applicable). We should instead strive to develop a von 
Wrightian intellectual consciousness from which a moral dealing with contradictive logic can help 
humans to find ways to deal with day-to-day situations without having to apply strict logical rules. 

EMPATHY 

The human ability to mentally represent situations and feelings is in natural language known as 
‘empathy’, origin from ‘sympathy’ as a concept describing an objectification of feelings . The German 
expression ‘Einfühlung’4 is actually more describing and in many ways better, especially when this 
ability is used in the identification process of objects. The German philosopher Friedrich Theodor 
Vischer wrote about watching art, that the viewer 

…unconsciously projects its own bodily form – and with this also the soul – into the form 
of the object. From this I derived the notion that I call ‘Einfühlung’.5 

From a neuroscientific perspective there are difficulties telling exactly how empathy arises and how 
the brain functionality looks like. Brain scanning of test persons has been used in several studies 
trying to find out which areas of mind are being used during empathic activity. There are indications 
from such experiments to say existing experiences and own earlier feelings are involved in the 
process. We also know artificial situations give rise to empathy, even though test persons 
intellectually ‘know’ there are no real feelings involved.6  

                                                           
3 Nagel’s “What is it like to be a bat?” (Nagel, 2002) is a source of inspiration.  
4 In Swedish we have ’inkännande’ which is used now and then but ’empathy’ has been a more modern word, a 
kind of buzzword. Today the word “Empathie” is more common in German.  
5 Friedrich Theodor Vischer (1807-1887) in (Koss, 2006, s. 140). Vischer wrote about ‘Einfühlung’ 1873 (in 
Über das optische Formgefühl: Ein Beitrag zur Aestethik discussing viewing of art).  
6 For example (Schnell, Bluschke, Konradt, & Walter, 2011). This type of studies can of course be criticized 
from numerous perspectives since they are built upon the test persons subjective apprehensions. 



Persons showing autistic behaviour have in many cases difficulties in mental representation.7 There 
are also persons belonging to the other end of the scale thus being more sensitive than normal, 
actually mentally representing other persons as having more intensive feelings than these persons 
actually admit they do have. 8  

There are several philosophical problems involved when discussing how to objectively define 
intensity and extensions of feelings. If we would be able to measure the exact amount of signal 
substances being released in situations where certain degrees of pain are involved, Wittgenstein’s 
question about how we learnt the word ‘pain’9 would still threaten our objectivity and point upon 
the problems with the interpretation of the concepts involved. It is the experienced pain rather than 
the electropulse we would like to measure. To be able to calibrate empathy, quantified feedback 
from each object represented is needed, but the problem still remains how to tune the represented 
feeling with the feeling to be represented. During growth we make such tuning out from reactions in 
the surrounding. 

Can we ‘feel’ what it is like to be a tree? Presume I am looking at a particular tree while my wife takes 
her chain saw and cuts the tree down. I can say I am able to feel the cut as a “pain inside”, since a 
transferring of the object’s expected properties has been made into my mind exchanging the 
situation of the tree being cut into an imaginative cutting of my legs. Even though I have never felt a 
real cut from a chain saw, I can create an imaginative experience out from other pain experiences – 
as a kind of simulation.10  

The process of empathy (whatever neurochemical functions are involved) projects imaginative 
feelings onto a tree as an imagined mental representation, but the tree does not give quantitative 
response, thus ruining the possibilities to tune empathy. Wittgenstein’s question about how we 
learnt the word pain should be changed to a critical reflection; How did we learn the feeling of the 
tree? In a way this kind of mental representation of an object turns the tree into a piece of art; a 
sculpture as a natural installation in the gallery of nature representing our deeper feelings.11 There 
should be no doubt humans are able to mentally represent almost any object. There are persons 
claiming they are “communicating” with trees and even if the subject is convinced such 
communication really takes place, this does not imply a secret exchange of hidden information 
actually takes place. Accepting this is most severe from a scientific point of view, but again out from 
Næss, science of course has its limitations, but we have no clear alternatives.12   

MORAL STANDARDS 

Empathy and social awareness are involved when humans develop moral sense. Small children 
develop an appreciation of right and wrong as moral standards. About age two children will start 
                                                           
7 aan het Rot and Hogenlest have made an interesting study of persons varying in autism spectra (out from 
diagnosis according DSM-5) showing a more severe autism results in lower empathic accuracy (aan het Rot & 
Hogenelst, 2014). 
8 There are always risks involved using normality as a reference, but from normal distribution curves adapted to 
populations the concept ‘normal’ refers to the major part within certain tolerances of a behavioural pattern.  
9 (Wittgenstein, 1981) 
10 We can refer to dreams as well; everything experienced are mind simulations. 
11 See note 5 and the quotation referring to the note. 
12 Arne Næss criticizes the use of scientific methods to be too narrow and uses the example with Karin Harms 
who claimed she is a medium for the pianist Chopin (Naess, 1982, s. 132ff) – can we know this is not true? To 
what extent can we trust our own conviction? Science actually tries to objectify such convictions.  



slowly to violate rules on acceptable behaviour in order to test the validity and get an idea what will 
happen when doing this. Just to have some kind of model to use in the reasoning I will refer to the 
American psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory about the development of moral standards as 
built in three levels, each one consisting of 2 stages (in total 6 stages): (1) Preconventional level, the 
standards are based strictly on what will avoid punishment or bring pleasure. (2) Conventional (or 
Intermediate) level, the moral standards are based on approval of authorities (typically parents) 
which means intellectuality is involved. (3) Postconventional level, moral standards are based on 
principles evaluated and accepted as being valid, regardless of other's opinion.13 Out from this model 
it can be concluded moral reasoning increases in complexity and abstraction during growth. There is 
also of course a large degree of individuality involved in the process.14 

Intuitively we should be able to agree some kind of process like this takes place during growth and 
continues during adulthood and ageing. We learn more, realise the complexity involved and also 
change earlier positions. Moral standards also show a variety depending on personal and cultural 
preferences, as well as individual capability to handle complex abstractions. Georg Henrik von Wright 
states that moral authority only is justified when being based in superior knowledge about good and 
evil, otherwise it deteriorates into moral tyranny. He differs between “moralizing” and “moral 
commanding” when he says: 

The man who exercises moral authority over another, is justified in doing so only to the 
extent that he can say truthfully to the other man: ’There will be a day when you will have 
reason to be grateful for that which I did to guide you’.15  

Von Wright says that one important duty of the philosopher is to reflect upon how we can make 
moral judgments at all, what action is good and what is evil from an ethical perspective.16 He also 
discusses “the intellectual”, as a general concept describing those in society who are supposed to 
state moral standards different ways. One important mission for the intellectual is to “enlighten” 
people, make them conscious about phenomena or problems. He claims intellectuals belong to a 
group that “should be a people’s spiritual leader, model and conscience”.17 

Referring to Kohlberg’s theory summarized above, persons in the conventional level base moral 
standards upon authorities and most parents know they might not be the most perfect authority 
when it comes to moral, but try to do the best anyhow. When children become teenagers they slowly 
transfer their moral standards and seek to replace parents with other authorities. Unfortunately 
some people showing less attractive moral standards regard themselves as leaders, thereby 
attracting youths having problems treating too complex systems of mind. Taking IS (Islamic State) as 
an example, most of us would agree they do not act out from a von Wrightian moral authority but 
rather perform moral tyranny. From their own perspective it looks differently; they do good, since 
they defend an (interpreted) Koran moral against evil influence. In other words an IS-member looks 
upon himself as one with superior knowledge about good and evil. I would claim the member of IS 
has certainly an awareness and knowledge about the Koran and the Koranic ethical perspective, but 
                                                           
13 (Kohlberg & Hersh, 1977) 
14 Carol Gilligan (and also others) criticized Kohlberg's stages from a feminist point of view claiming men treats 
morality in terms of abstract principles and women use an “ethic of care” out from situations and people 
involved (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2013, s. "moral psychology"). 
15 (von Wright, 1972 (1963), s. 188f) 
16 (von Wright, Filosofia, 1978, s. 61 ff) 
17 (Yle, 1972) 



lacks awareness and knowledge within other areas. I therefore would define this IS-member as a 
fundamentalist supporting moral tyranny by all means, neglecting other perspectives.  

DEEP ECOLOGY AS A RELIGIOUS ENVIRONMENTAL MORAL STANDARD 

In a lecture 1971 Arne Næss introduced the concept ‘ecosophy’, defining an ecological philosophy 
based upon identification and he talked about a classless society in the complete biosphere, 
including not only humans but also animals, plants and minerals.18 Ecosophy is known as deep 
ecology and Sigmund Kvalöy Setreng19 was cooperating with Næss, especially in the beginning and 
was clearly together with Næss the founder of the ecosophical movement. Setreng was a true activist 
rooted in the 68th Western society protests and Næss was the famous theoretical philosopher, who 
recently had retired from university. 

Peter Wessel Zapffe (1899-1990) was the source of inspiration for Næss and Setreng. Zapffe 
introduced the concept ‘biosophy’ and used ideas from the German theoretical biologist and 
philosopher Jakob Johann von Uexküll, who looked upon biological life as an ongoing communicating 
process. His son, Thure von Uexküll, introduced the concept ‘biosemiotik’ (bio-semiotics)20. Zapffe 
was fascinated by Uexküll’s ideas of energy balance, and concluded that energy from the sun will set 
the limits of maximum energy outtake, which always limit the possibility for earth to bear the burden 
of an increasing population. Zapffe discussed in terms of the “chromosome bomb” making 
comparisons with the atom bomb. He looked upon the human being as a non-natural part of 
environment, and denied the evolution from apes to homo sapiens since the latter have be regarded 
as a less developed creature than the first. We can clearly see the connections to the ideas Næss 
expresses about the necessity of limiting the population of the earth (to about 50 to 100 million)21 
which from a humanistic perspective has to be regarded as a deeply troublesome position, but of 
course a strict logical conclusion out from his ethical position humans do not possess a higher value 
than do other matter of nature. 

Næss says his ecosophy is not based upon ecology, but rather “inspired” by it. This is a relevant 
remark since he seems to lack scientific knowledge about ecology or biological processes. Being a 
philosopher within semantics it seems he has mainly been influenced by Friedrich Schelling’s (1775-
1854) identity theory. Schelling was in turn inspired by Spinoza.22 In Schelling’s identity theory Nature 
and Spirit are interconnected and the conscious spirit is a development stage directly from the non-
conscious nature. God, the Absolute, is according Schelling’s theories the identity between Nature 
and Spirit, but humans have misused freedom to separate themselves from such an identity, thus 
from God. Schelling develops in principle a complete nature religion, based upon the monads of 

                                                           
18 Mysterud’s notes quoted in (Anker, 2007) 
19 At least fragments of his interesting philosophical ideas can be found in (Setreng, 2004) 
20 Semiotics is the study of signs, origin from Charles Sanders Pierce with roots in pragmatics and logic as a 
study of the relation between language and its user (Pierce have had some influence within parts of philosophy 
of language). Pierce never made connections to biology however, but his semiotics have spread into several 
areas, among them Uexküll’s ideas about biological communication systems.  
21 (Næss, Ecology, community and lifestyle, 1989, s. 174) 
22 Næss himself never mentions Schelling but always refer to Spinoza. Schelling got a much stronger position in 
Norway than in other countries since his ideas where being spread by Henrik Wergeland and his sister Camilla 
Colett who both lead the literature and culture towards a specific Norwegian Romanticism. Actually it has to be 
regarded as more or less out of the question Næss being a philosopher had not been reading Schelling. It is also 
interesting Schelling is not mentioned in Næss’ History of Philosophy (Næss, Filosofiens Historie, 1961). 



Leibnitz as well as Spinoza’s pantheism. Schelling was probably one of the first Western philosophers 
who looked upon nature as a unified organization, from which later the Gaia concept has arisen.23 

Næss says humans have used a “mechanistic view” of reality when shaping reality models of mind; 
As soon as we out from one specific science shape models of reality, we have built in serious 
limitations how reality is apprehended. Trying to integrate fragmented parts into a system will always 
fail, and we should strive to try to find new approaches to knowledge and reality.24 Næss discusses a 
specific ecological meaning of communication as “relational thinking” where everything exist as a 
unified complex (compare Zapffe, Uexküll and Schelling). By referring to such concepts as “spirit”, 
“communication”, “unified complex”, Næss clearly indicate nature hold consciousness connected to 
humans. 

Næss says that through the identification process with nature, humans will eliminate the 
contradictions between ecosystems and humans since the needs of the first also are the needs of the 
latter. This is one of the basic assumptions of Næss’ ecosophy, and the idea is that when humans 
identify themselves with nature the equality in status between nature and human is obvious, thus 
proving the intrinsic value of Nature.25 The concept ‘intrinsic value’ refers to a value which can be 
said to exist even without an object to apprehend it and it normally gives an intuitive idea that 
damaging such a value (i.e. cut down a tree) from an ethical perspective is wrong. However Næss still 
accepts a certain outtake of nature resources to satisfy “vital needs”.26 This can be seen as both non-
anthropocentrism and anthropocentrism depending how we judge the human perspective 
connected to nature’s intrinsic value.  

There are obvious parallels within the deep ecology movement to different (free) Christian Churches 
in the argumentation used.  A number of parameters are present to claim deep ecologists actually 
refer to Nature as a dominant “living” or even “conscious” power we have to subordinate to avoid 
being doomed. There are also interesting parallels pointed out for example by Langdon27 in the 
Judeo-Christian (especially Protestant as defined by Luther) assumptions linking ‘‘the good’’ with 
sacrifice and self-denial, while evil is seen as the product of excess and self-indulgence.28  

If we follow Arne Næss, I claim we have put ourselves in a most severe ethical position. What is it like 
to be a tree?  We will never know, but this does not imply we should presume being a tree is 
something like being you or me and the fact we cannot exclude the existence of some kind of 
consciousness, should not imply we need to be on the ethical “safe side”. The logic might appear 
attractive for some people because it is simple and understandable, which characterize the views 
within fundamentalist groups. The recipe is: create awareness around a focal area, avoid awareness 
as far as possible about the world outside this area, create and apply a simple and easy 
understandable logic and appeal to human empathy. 

 

                                                           
23 Schelling’s nature philosophy can be found in Ideen zu einer Philosophie der Natur (1797) and Von der 
Weltseele (1798). His identity theory is clarified in Darstellung meines Systems der Philosophie (1801). 
24 Arne Næss Refleksjoner om helhetssyn, sannhet og kunnskap (1959) i (Ebbestad Hansen, 2001, ss. 492-502) 
25 (Næss, Ecology, community and lifestyle, 1989, s. 79)  
26 (Næss, Ecology, community and lifestyle, 1989, s. 29 ff) and (Naess, The Basis of Deep Ecology, 2005) 
27 Langdon in (Nadasdy, 2005, s. 294) 
28 Persons in sackcloth and ashes exercise moral authority over others just from the fact they regard themselves 
as moral authorities.   



ENVIRONMENTAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

In Critias there is a reference to the old Egyptian priests who said Greece could feed a large army 
who did not have to do any farming and now (i.e. 2.500 years ago) all the trees are gone and the soil 
has due to erosion been washed out in the ocean. Critias says the mountains “not such a long time 
ago” kept large forests from which traces still can be seen, but “today” only bees can finds their living 
there. The description reminds of a lost Eden where “real farmers” kept the balance.29 There is 
awareness present and reasoning about nature having been damaged, but there is no conclusion 
certain actions are needed for protection or similar.  

Von Wright concludes that the whole idea with the human intellectual mission is to gain wisdom 
rather than knowledge. When ancient philosophy reasons in terms of nature as an ideal this is not to 
be interpreted as if the ancient Greek culture possessed a specific environmental consciousness. The 
idea nature needs to be protected is a modern idea and seems to be a result of environmental 
destruction.30 Being aware or conscious of something is necessary to take a certain phenomenon or 
problem into consideration.  

Von Wright is actually rather distant from Arne Næss’ religious ideas of spiritual identity with nature 
and his approach is far more intellectual when claiming conscious awakening in a critique against 
Western development. On the other hand he just makes some kind of diagnosis of the patient and 
then leaves it with the symptoms unchanged, but with increased consciousness about the situation. 
However the two Nordic philosophers seem to agree that one basis of the problem is science as it 
has come to influence our way of apprehending nature; a source for humankind to fulfill increasing 
needs. Næss appears as a new age pastor promising salvation for humans identifying their spirits 
with nature in a process where nature will be saved and preserved. Von Wright appears as the 
austere teacher, wakening his students into conscious humans to search for solutions to the 
problems. 

Deep ecology can be seen as the highest moral standard necessary to save the world. Humanity is 
subordinated the outspoken ethics of nature and other positions are regarded as belonging to more 
primitive moral standards. Those with justified beliefs will reach salvation through identification 
while others are doomed. Human beings, preferably those not identifying themselves with nature 
(i.e. non-believers), are regarded as an anomaly in the biosphere which has no right to exist. It should 
be obvious such an attitude is what von Wright defines as moral tyranny. However within 
environmentalism there seems to be an acceptance for such tyranny, since it serves “the good” and 
“saves the world”. 

The Norwegian environmental philosopher Per Ariansen points out something worth remembering: a 
desert is not “ecologically evil”.31 He discusses political couplings to the “environmental problem”, as 
a cause-effect-chain; poorness is one of the reasons we have environmental problems and poorness 
in turn can be said to be caused by an unwillingness from the rich to share with the poor, thus 

                                                           
29 (Platon, 2006, s. Kritias 520/110ff) 
30 (von Wright, Myten om framsteget, 2000 (1993), s. 24ff) 
31 (Arianssen, 1992, s. 58) 



turning the capitalist into the ultimate non-environmental friendly creature. However the truth-value 
of such a cause-effect analysis is almost impossible to verify.32  

The belief a certain simplified system can be applied globally thus saving the world from all the 
problems appears naïve. It seems human behavior has increased the content of carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere to levels causing global temperatures to rise, but this does not necessarily imply there 
will be major problems for the biosphere as awhole in the future. There are no reasons to believe 
biosphere will be doomed, but there are reasons to believe major changes will occur affecting the 
conditions for the human beings and also animals and plants. It is necessary to try to go deeper into 
the problem formulation to see the complexity in this, which Ariansen points out when discussing 
what it actually means that something is a problem:  

Are the different environmental problems actually birth-control problems, or distribution 
problems between rich and poor? Is the problem lack of technical knowledge? Or is the 
problem we have to much knowledge? Or is the problem ecosystems are being 
destabilized? Or is the problem we have an erroneous lifestyle?33 

CONCLUSION 

What is it like to be a tree? Most probable it is not at all as being a human being. But humans cannot 
imagine other apprehensions of reality than human perspectives. The idea we should introduce a 
nature religion and identify ourselves with matter as mental projections (empathy) might result in 
positive spin-off effects. We have seen enough environmental destruction and to deny the necessity 
of gaining environmental consciousness as a base for the development of a sustainable interaction 
between humans and nature. Empathy with nature should however not be used to build moral 
standards, and by all means we have to prevent fundamentalists to excess moral tyranny 
subordinating human values following a homemade agenda. Von Wright’s “wisdom” should be 
applied but this not an empty set, but has to be filled with knowledge, and there are no alternative to 
science.  

A tree is a tree is a tree – just like Gertrude Stein’s rose34 – and maybe we should not try to 
understand what it is like to be a tree, because we will fail, but might get the idea the tree is just like 
you and me, disregarding the fact a human being will never be environmental friendly. When ideas 
about ethical equivalence in the biosphere are being introduced, we should be aware moral terror 
might hide behind the corner. I claim such a position should not be defended just because 
environmental protection belongs to “the good” and nature resource extraction appears to be “evil”. 
Life is far more complex and as soon as we try to define clear logical systems and rules we can almost 
be sure we are led astray.  

  

                                                           
32 (Arianssen, 1992, s. 65ff) We might as well say that the capitalist, as a person who extract money out of the 
system and use it as a mean to increase capital, actually prevents consumption of the corresponding amount 
which is extracted. 
33 (Arianssen, 1992, s. 60ff) 
34 In the first poem Stein’s first Rose was actually a person – that might be an interesting thought experiment to 
use also here defining the first Tree as being a person.  
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