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Abstract
Governing human interaction in the maritime space implicitly rests on the ascrip-
tion of value to this space. Environmental ethics helps to disentangle the many 
concepts of value that may come in conflict. As a particularly contested concept, 
ecocentrism assigns value not just at the atomistic level, but also at the holis-
tic one. It has, however, been subject to criticism, thus challenging the valid-
ity of recent approaches to ocean management implicitly resting on ecocentric 
grounds. This paper provides a new justification for ecocentrism in the marine 
realm. Instead of relying on notions of community or teleonomy in nature, this 
paper builds on its ontology. It considers “the Area” beyond national jurisdic-
tion and its declaration as “common heritage.” While a shared understanding of 
this concept is necessary to put it to practice in the intergovernmental sphere, the 
paper argues that any characterization of its ontology is subject to fuzziness. In 
the light of disagreement, fluctuation, and uncertainty on the atomistic level, a 
holistic perspective on the Area is necessary. Ecocentrism thus allows to over-
come the conceptual hindrances and facilitates the implementation of a genuinely 
common heritage.

Keywords Ocean governance · Environmental ethics · Common heritage · The 
Area · Ecocentrism

1 Introduction

Any scheme of maritime governance and any approach to managing affairs in 
and around the ocean ultimately rest on ethical presuppositions. Oftentimes, 
these presuppositions are left implicit. Unearthing them, however, is vital to 
understanding the normative validity of such governance, bridging the gap from 
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evidence-based natural sciences to morally loaded political action. Furthermore, 
such understanding helps to reconcile conflicts between rivaling approaches to 
maritime affairs, elucidating commonalities and differences in the respective 
normative basis.

A key aspect of such ethical presuppositions is the relevant “unit” of moral 
concern. Most of our daily moral reasoning revolves around interactions between 
humans and takes an individualistic approach. That is, we are used to focusing 
on the rights and obligations of individual human beings. Some ethicists, how-
ever, argue that such approach is insufficient in the case where humans interact 
not (only) with one another, but also with the environment. Instead, they man-
date a consideration of ecological collectivities, such as species or entire ecosys-
tems. Here, the moral concern is not restricted to monadic individuals, but also 
encompasses composite entities. Such ecocentric or holistic approaches (a more 
precise terminology follows in Section  2.1) stand in contrast to individualistic 
reasoning.

Yet, ecocentrism has been subject to severe criticism and lost traction at 
least since the 1980s, even being accused of leading to “environmental fascism” 
(Regan 1983, p. 362) or “eco-fascism” in short. But in spite of this criticism, 
a recent renaissance of ecocentric reasoning can be observed in the context of 
maritime affairs. An increasing number of papers—oftentimes from fields other 
than ethics—implicitly appeal anew to the value of ecological communities as a 
whole instead of focusing on the constituents of such communities. In the light 
of the past lines of attack, is this resurgence warranted?

This paper provides a novel justification for holistic arguments in the context 
of the ocean, particularly in the international domain. Instead of relying on argu-
ments of teleonomy or retinity, which are prone to problems, it offers an onto-
logical one. Why is ocean ontology relevant for maritime affairs, and why should 
such ontology involve holism?

With the marine realm transgressing national boundaries, international coor-
dination in the management of marine space becomes increasingly important. 
This applies to both the high seas and the seabed underneath (“the Area”), 
where humans interact with nature and (indirectly) with one another. The 
resources—and potentially the marine life—of this seabed are declared “com-
mon heritage of mankind” by international convention. To put this concept of a 
common heritage to practice, and to reach functional schemes of governance for 
conservation and exploitation beyond national borders, it is necessary to have 
a shared understanding of what exactly this heritage is; i.e., there must be a 
shared ontology.

This ontology, in turn, must involve holistic aspects to get off the ground, as 
this paper argues. It offers three reasons why the Area is subject to a degree of 
“fuzziness,” requiring holistic elements to capture its diffuse borders. First, there 
is political disagreement regarding the extent of the heritage—both among the 
United Nations’ (UN) member states in general and among signatories of the UN 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in particular. Second, there is con-
tentual fluctuation in the composition of the heritage due to species migration. 
Third, there is epistemic uncertainty given the vast majority of the biotope not yet 

C. von Negenborn60



1 3

being taxonomically classified. Taken together, these three characteristics yield 
a fuzzy ontology of the Area which eludes distinct description of its constitut-
ing elements. To ensure political practicability of the “common heritage” notion 
despite such fuzziness, holistic reasoning is warranted, shifting concern from a 
mere focus on particulars to an encompassing view. Else, the heritage will remain 
a theoretical construct.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section  2 sketches the key dimensions of 
marine ethics, focusing on the aspects most relevant for the argument. It intro-
duces the concepts of ecocentrism and holism as well as the problems associated 
with them. Section 3 shows that arguments in favor and against ecocentrism have 
so far focused on a land-based ethic, and provides a new vindication of ecocentric 
approaches in the marine realm. Section 4 concludes.

2  Ethics of the marine environment

Ethical theories try to identify the “right” course of action in a particular setting. 
When the actions concern the relationship between humans and nature, the field 
of environmental ethics comes into play. It analyzes what we ought to when inter-
acting with the environment, both in our actions towards the environment itself 
and in our actions towards other humans within this environment. These humans 
may be spatially or temporally distant from us; i.e., questions of international and 
intergenerational justice may come into play.

Since any scheme of ocean governance aims at implementing a certain out-
come or action, it rests on some concept of the “good,” on some theory of envi-
ronmental ethic. Oftentimes, this normative grounding is not spelled out explic-
itly but left implicit as a “cryptonormative judgement” (Worsnip 2017, p. 4). 
This section therefore first sketches the relevant dimensions of such normative 
assumptions (2.1), with the divide between individualism and ecocentrism being 
one of them. This particular dimension is then analyzed in more details (Sec-
tion 2.2) and the traditional, land-based objections to ecocentric views are pre-
sented (Section 2.3).

2.1  Individualism and ecocentrism

Most ethical theories—as well as every-day moral intuition—agree that we ought 
to consider the impact of our actions on others. They ascribe rights we must not 
infringe upon, or they assign values we must not diminish. But theories differ 
with respect to the potential bearer of such rights and values. In particular, they 
differ who can hold what kind of values. In the realm of environmental ethics, as 
relevant for the maritime space, we can distinguish between inherent and rela-
tional value. Inherent value assigns an entity moral status for its own sake. Rela-
tional values, on the other hand, link the assignment of such value to the inter-
action with other beings. Such interaction can serve a functional end or be of 
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intrinsic worth. In the former case, the relation yields instrumental value, in the 
latter an eudaimonic one (Muraca 2011).1

Any ascription of value to natural entities now has to specify two dimensions. 
First, it must state how “deep” each value category reaches into nature. Is inherent 
worth exclusively reserved for humans, or also granted to (certain) animals? Can a 
shore be of eudaimonic worth by its sheer beauty, or does this concept only apply to 
living beings? This dimension also opens up the “demarcation problem,” describ-
ing the extent of the moral community. Anthropocentrism restricts it to only contain 
human beings. Kant, for example, justifies this restriction by taking only humans to 
be rational, with animals possessing “only a relative value as means” (Kant 1964 
[1785], p. 96). Physiocentrism, on the other hand, assumes criteria other than ration-
ality or personhood to be relevant and thus extends the community to further natural 
beings.2 For an example in the marine realm, Singer takes the capacity to feel pain 
as a key driver and believes the dividing line to lie “somewhere between a shrimp 
and an oyster” (Singer 1975, p. 185). Extending the community even further, bio-
centrism takes everything that lives to have moral value (Taylor 1983).

The second dimension specifies the “unit” of value: do we consider the indi-
vidual level, the collective, or both? Do groups of individuals—from anthropogenic 
groups such as families or nation states to environmental groups such as species or 
ecosystems—have a value of their own, beyond the aggregate value of their mem-
bers? These questions lead to the distinction between individualistic and ecocen-
tric views. The former take an atomistic approach and argue that every instance of 
value in the environment can be attributed to a particular individual being. The lat-
ter, in contrast, calls us to consider ecological collectivities in their entirety instead 
of focusing on their constituents. Holism takes a middle ground, assigning value 
both to composite groups such as species or ecosystems and to individuals. In this 
paper, we will refer to holism and ecocentrism interchangeably as both approaches 
depart from the prevalent notion of a purely individualistic ethic by their concern 
for ecological wholes. We now turn to the predominant forms and defenses of such 
ecocentric reasoning.

2.2  Grounding ecocentricsm

The standard notion of ecocentrism was coined by Aldo Leopold, who states in his 
Land Ethic that “[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” (1949, p. 
262). This marks a striking departure from a focus on the individual and shifts con-
cern to the environment as a whole. Traditional defenses of such ecocentric reason-
ing can be described by two distinct strands of literature.

2 The exact extend and criteria differ between physiocentric theories. For an overview, see Palmer 
et al. (2014).

1 As Ott and Kerschbaumer (2013, p. 109) point out, inherent (moral) and intrinsic (not necessarily 
moral) value are oftentimes used somewhat interchangeably in the literature, although they refer to differ-
ent axiological categories.
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The first strand builds ecocentrism on the grounds of retinity, i.e. the idea of 
interconnectedness. It argues that humanity is deeply intertwined with the surround-
ing environment and that individuals can thus not be considered in isolation. We are, 
in Leopold’s words, “all interlocked in one humming community […], one biota” 
(Leopold 1953, p. 148). And our membership in this community implies moral 
duties not just towards other members, but also towards the community as a whole. 
The goodness of our actions is not merely defined by their adherence to individual 
rights or the furthering of individual well-being, but instead “[t]he good of the com-
munity as a whole […] serves as a standard for the assessment of the relative value” 
(Callicott 1980, p. 324; emphasis added). In a similar vein, the concept of a “deep 
ecology” (Naess 1989, p. 27) takes the integration of humans into ecological sys-
tems as a source of normative implications concerning the “right” behavior towards 
these systems.

The second strand provides a teleonomic justification for ecocentrism. It con-
siders biotic communities as quasi-organisms of their own instead of mere col-
lectives. These quasi-organisms have a “directedness” (télos) beyond those goals 
pursued by their members. Most prominently, Johnson argues “that ecosystems 
do have wellbeing interests, and that these interests are not merely aggregated 
interests of those beings within the system” (Johnson 1993, p. 216). Scholars dif-
fer on whether ecological wholes possess a strong form of “preference-interests” 
(Regan 1983, p. 87), rendering them being interested in something, or only a 
weaker form of “welfare-interests” (ibid.) which cause something to be in their 
interest. Either way, however, the interests thus ascribed to the whole go beyond 
the interests of the constituents and cause a teleonomy that ought to be of our 
moral concern.

2.3  The many problems of ecocentric reasoning

Ecocentric lines of thought have been subject to criticism ever since. However, it 
was not until the 1980s and 90 s that even proponents of ecocentrism abandoned the 
ship and its relevance in environmental ethics diminished. Before turning to the spe-
cific objections charged against the two strands above, we sketch the most prominent 
criticism of ecocentrism.

Recall first the respective assumptions each strand relies on:  the argument 
based on retinity a morally loaded interconnectedness of humanity with nature, 
while the teleonomic argument hinges on the existence of genuine interests by 
ecological collectivities. A famous charge against ecocentrism, however, aims 
not at these assumptions but at their conclusion. Even if individuals are deeply 
interconnected with a (biotic) community, and even if this community pursues 
goals of its own, we must not subjugate the well-being of the individual to the 
welfare of the group as a whole. Doing so reduces an individual’s moral status 
to her contribution to and relevance for the group. As such, it is tantamount to 
“environmental fascism” (Regan 1983, p. 362). If a person truly is “only a mem-
ber of a biotic team” (Leopold 1949, p. 205), ecocentrism leads to repugnant 
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conclusions if the interests of this person (who is of an abundant species, thus 
of little relevance for the ecosystem as a whole) come in conflict with the biotic 
community’s integrity.

But even leaving the fervent—and possibly excessive—accusation of eco-fas-
cism aside, ecocentrism is subject to criticism directed at both of the above sets of 
assumptions. Against the first strand—appealing to the intertwinement of humans 
and nature—critics raise the following dilemma. Either, they argue, the intertwine-
ment is taken to be overly close-knit, claimed to be much closer than it in fact is. 
This concern is expressed by Steverson (1994, p. 78), who considers several forms 
of interspecies interaction that could substantiate a notion of “community” between 
humanity and the environment. All of these forms—predation, competition, sym-
biosis—are much weaker when it comes to the interaction of humans with other 
species than compared to the interaction among non-human species. The concept of 
intertwinement would thus need to be severely weakened, leading straight to the sec-
ond horn of the dilemma: if any feeble degree of interconnectedness carries moral 
weight, then we ought to also assign moral value to cities or even the cosmos (Brat-
ton 2004, p. 4). Either way, the appeal to retinity-based arguments does not get eco-
centrism off the ground.

Critics of the second strand question the ability of ecological wholes to form 
interests of their own and to pursue them. They argue that proponents of the tele-
onomic argument confuse practical and functional ends (Krebs 1999, p. 104). The 
former describes states of affairs which a bearer of interests seeks to implement by 
her own action. The agent chooses the respective action to accomplish the respec-
tive end. The latter, on the other hand, are mere outcomes of causal effects. Any 
apparatus may have a functional end, without its “pursuit” of such an end carrying 
any moral weight. Natural collectivities—such as forests or rivers—can follow func-
tional ends at best (Ott and Kerschbaumer 2013, p. 111). While we ought to respect 
the practical ends of other moral agents, we do not have the same duties towards the 
functional ends of ecosystems.

3  A new foundation of marine ecocentrism

In the light of the above criticism, ecocentric and holistic approaches appear like 
a lost cause. This seems to apply not only to the discipline of environmental eth-
ics in theory, but also to the normative grounding of maritime governance in prac-
tice. However, this section offers a new vindication for ecocentric reasoning in the 
marine realm. It starts by arguing why such new vindication is of interest in the first 
place (Section 3.1). It then paves the ground for defense of ecocentrism not based 
on teleonomy or retinity, but on ontological grounds. To this end, it first describes 
a particular ontology in the marine space—namely the Area as “common heritage” 
(Section  3.2). It proceeds by explaining why this ontology is subject to a certain 
“fuzziness” and why it hence requires a holistic perspective to be functional (Sec-
tion 3.3). This way, ecocentric and holistic reasoning gains new traction as an ethical 
basis in maritime affairs.
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3.1  Why bother?

Given the argumentative weaknesses of both strands of ecocentrism, why not aban-
don the project altogether and return to purely individualistic approaches to environ-
mental ethics? There are two reasons why a closer look is of interest in the particular 
case of marine environmental ethics, and thus in the normative groundwork of mari-
time affairs.

First, and most importantly, past rationales for ecocentric reasoning have implic-
itly focused on humanity’s interaction with the terrestrial environment. This focus is 
most apparent in Leopold’s concept of a “Land Ethic” in his seminal work (1949), 
constituting the basis for subsequent literature on ecocentrism. Even Callicott, one 
of the early proponents of the retinity-based strand, acknowledged that his argu-
ment—relying on the interconnectedness of humans with other species—does not 
quite get off the ground in the context of marine ecosystems (Callicott 1997, p. 4). 
Few authors have tried to flesh out a genuinely marine environmental ethic,3 and 
none seems to have provided a defense of marine ecocentrism.

Second, elaborating new grounds for ecocentrism in the debate on maritime 
affairs is not merely a theoretical exercise for its own sake, but also a practical 
necessity. Recently, an increasing number of approaches to ocean governance has—
oftentimes implicitly—relied on ecocentric reasoning (or holistic, that is—recall 
that both terms are used interchangeably here). Moral value is no longer reserved 
for individuals—be they human or not—with ecosystems as a whole being left with 
instrumental or economic value. Instead, there is now talk about “the intrinsic value 
of the ocean” (Dupont and Fauville 2017, p. 519), giving us “an ethical and moral 
duty to respect and protect the ocean” (ibid., p. 520). That is, the obligation of envi-
ronmental protection and wise governance no longer stems from our duties towards 
particular human beings or animals suffering from our exploitation of the sea, but 
from a duty towards the ocean as a whole.

The reasoning of such approaches focuses on the deontological dimension of 
humanity’s interaction with the ocean by defining rights and duties. Others empha-
size the axiological dimension by specifying values: they define, for example, the 
“EIV [ecosystem intrinsic value] for coastal and marine ecosystems” (Ye et  al. 
2020, p. 10) as “the objective value of the ecosystem in and for itself” (ibid., p. 3; 
emphasis removed) and seek to quantify this value for specific case study areas. 
Some authors ascribe holistic values to specific aspects of the ocean, e.g., by arguing 
that “marine biodiversity has intrinsic value of its own” (Reuchlin-Hugenholtz and 
McKenzie 2015, p. 6), while others stipulate “ocean values” (Laffoley et al. 2021, 
p. 1513) more broadly. This renaissance of (implicit) ecocentrism is not limited to 
the selected academic writing. Empirical surveys show that ecocentric reasoning 
is spreading in marine ecologists’ reasoning (Shilin et  al. 2003, p. 254) and also 
among a wider set of stakeholders who “articulated intrinsic values” (O’Connor and 
Kenter 2019, p. 1255) in interviews on marine ecosystems.

3 There are notable exceptions, see Miller and Kirk (1992) as well as—more recently—Ott (2021).
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Thus, despite the difficulties of embracing an ecocentric land ethic, it seems 
worthwhile to vindicate such approach in the marine realm. Doing so would sub-
stantiate those proposals for maritime governance which implicitly rest on ecocen-
tric reasoning. While Callicott (1999) abandoned ecocentrism altogether given the 
criticism sketched above, this paper tries to avoid throwing out the baby with the 
seawater.

3.2  The common heritage

The use of the maritime realm by humans has consequences that span both time and 
space. Furthermore, vast areas of the oceans lie beyond national jurisdiction. Hence, 
international coordination in the preservation and exploitation of the sea is a neces-
sity. To achieve such coordination, however, it is vital to share an understanding of 
what there is to be preserved—and potentially exploited. That is, a common ontol-
ogy of the sea, and particularly of its internationally shared resources, is essential.

An important step into this direction was taken by the international community 
through the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS 1982). It 
defined the high seas as the water column beyond the countries’ exclusive economic 
zones and territorial waters (Art.  86), comprising about two-thirds of the ocean. 
Similarly, the Area denotes those parts of the seabed that do not belong to any coun-
try’s legal continental shelf (Art. 1(1)); i.e., it spans the ocean floor beyond national 
jurisdiction and covers roughly half of the seabed.

Crucially, UNCLOS specified that “[t]he Area and its resources are the common 
heritage of mankind” (Art. 136). The notion of a “common heritage” is not so much 
a concept of joint ownership as of joint stewardship (van Doorn 2016, p. 194). It 
acknowledges both an international and an intergenerational dimension of justice 
(ibid., p. 193) and takes “the benefit of mankind as a whole” (Art. 140) as a criterion 
for just exploitation of the Area. The heritage in its entirety is subject to our provi-
dence, mandating a sustainable utilization of the whole.

In spite of these noble goals, their implementation has been plagued by hin-
drances. Challenges become particularly visible in the International Seabed Author-
ity’s (ISA) attempt to regulate activities in the Area. First, it is unclear which activ-
ities actually do further the benefit of humanity as a whole (Moses and Brigham 
2021). Second, if certain activities are permitted and the fruits thus reaped are to 
be distributed, what is a just allocation, both spatially and temporally (Lodge et al. 
2017)? International management of the marine environment thus raises deeply nor-
mative questions. But before answering the moral questions of how to manage this 
environment, one should ask the ontological question of what it actually consists of. 
We now turn to this question.

3.3  A fuzzy ontology

The many ontologies of the marine realm have been of repeated scientific concern. 
Understanding what we take the ocean to be is not merely an academic exercise for 
its own sake, but has immediate political and governmental implications (Yates et al. 
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2017). However, scholars have so far focused on the nature of such “wet” ontolo-
gies in contrast to terrestrial ones (Peters and Steinberg 2015), or confined the scope 
of their analysis to the national domain (Bear 2013). The essential characteristics 
of international waters, their resources, and the life therein, have eluded a concise 
account. In the following, it is argued that any attempt at providing such account 
will be prone to fuzziness for three reasons: political disagreement, contentual fluc-
tuation, and epistemic uncertainty. In order to arrive at a functional understanding 
of the “common heritage” idea in the light of this fuzziness, holistic reasoning is 
required.

First, there currently is political disagreement among the nation states on what 
the resources in the Area comprise. The minimum extent, as specified by UNC-
LOS, denotes “all solid, liquid or gaseous mineral resources” (Art. 133 (a), empha-
sis added). Some nations, however, urge for an extension of this concept to marine 
genetic resources (Leary 2019), which would vastly increase the extent of the herit-
age to basically any living organism in the Area. Such an extension would also be in 
line with the ambitious vision of Pardo, a key figure in the establishment of UNC-
LOS. He called for an international agency “to administer in the interests of man-
kind the oceans and [not just] the ocean floor beyond national jurisdiction” (United 
Nations 1967, p. 1). While such agency was established indeed (the ISA), its scope 
was limited to the seabed, excluding the water column above. To date, no consensus 
is reached towards broadening the extend of the heritage.

Second, consider particular concepts of extending the common heritage. These 
range from the abovementioned, rather narrow set—encompassing not only the sea-
bed’s mineral resources, but also its genetic ones—over the more ambitious idea of 
including all fisheries in international waters (Sackel 2017) to Pardo’s bold vision 
of covering the high seas in their entirety. Each of these extensions would, however, 
increase the fluctuation of the heritage even further. Already now, the movement of 
“highly migratory species” between different zones of jurisdiction is of concern to 
UNCLOS (Art. 64). Applying the common heritage principle to sedentary species in 
the Area, or outright to all fish in the high seas, pushes the fluctuation to additional 
degrees. The border between nationally exploitable resources and humanity’s com-
mon heritage becomes increasingly blurred.

Third, and finally, let us assume that consensus was reached on the question 
which resources are part of the common heritage—only mineral resources, also 
genetic ones, or subsets thereof—and that the fluctuation of these resources—into 
and outside of the area beyond national jurisdiction—was accounted for. Even then, 
the extent of the heritage would be severely underspecified. This is due to the epis-
temic uncertainty surrounding the marine realm. For one, more than 90% of the 
marine species are believed to be not yet taxonomically classified (Mora et al. 2011). 
Furthermore, if the resources belonging to the common heritage are to be exploited, 
e.g., via deep sea mining, such activities will impact the heritage’s composition and 
value. To date, however, there is very limited information on these impacts (Levin 
et al. 2020, p. 787). Any use of the international marine resources in the Area, even 
if it is to the benefit of humanity as a whole, will thus affect these very resources in 
an uncertain way.

A fuzzy ontology: on the relevance of ecocentrism in marine… 67



1 3

Characterizations of the international marine realm, particularly of the Area, are 
thus subject to a lack of consensus and information. For the three reasons above, the 
notion of a common heritage is a blurry one. Disagreement, fluctuation, and uncer-
tainty cause any ontological description to be fuzzy. Yet, sharing an ontology of the 
heritage is vital for the concept to get off the ground. As long as we try to pin-
point the exact extent of the heritage by specifying its individual constituents, the 
idea will remain a potentially never-ending theoretical exercise. But in the light of 
humanity’s ever increasing impact on the maritime space, and with the relevance of 
this space for many ecosystems (including humans) in mind, we cannot wait to settle 
these three issues in every detail. Instead of aiming at a full characterization of the 
heritage’s composition, we must content ourselves with a holistic understanding of 
the international marine space, requiring wise governance of the whole.

This holism does not merely resemble an ecosystem service approach, preserving 
the integrity of biotopes for the sake of their total economic value. Instead, it assigns 
fundamental relational value to the marine ecosystem: relational by its designation 
to benefit humanity as a whole, and fundamental by this benefit not being reducible 
to economic profits, but instead contributing to “a meaningful human life” in differ-
ent ways (Muraca 2011, p. 383). Facilitating “meaningful lives” internationally and 
intergenerationally obliges us to share the common heritage in a just manner. This, 
in turn, necessitates coordinated management of the ocean beyond national jurisdic-
tion. To succeed on the international level despite the three hindrances, we must 
include ecocentric perspectives, shifting the focus from atomistic uncertainties and 
blurry boundaries to an ecological collectivity. Where individualistic approaches 
fail, holistic ones must rise.

4  Conclusion

Ecocentrism has been the problem child of environmental ethicists for long. In con-
trast to individualistic ethics, ecocentrism assigns moral value not (just) to particu-
lars, but also to composite entities such as species or entire ecosystems. Holistic 
views similarly depart from the sole focus on the individual towards considering 
ecological wholes. But both holism and ecocentrism have been subject to criticism 
due to the normative basis they are built on. Neither arguments based on teleonomy 
nor those appealing to retinity could provide sufficient grounds. The former appeals 
to the deep interconnectedness of the human species with other parts of nature, 
alleging a disentanglement to the individual level to be impossible and necessitating 
a concern with the intertwined system as a whole. This interconnectedness, how-
ever, was put into question by the arbitrary concept of ecological collectivities it is 
built on. The latter instead relies on the assumption of genuine interests at the level 
of ecosystems, extending beyond the mere interests of the constituting individuals. 
This view, in turn, was criticized for confusing the notion of interests and of the 
ends thus pursued. While rational individuals do indeed follow practical ends, col-
lectivities only resemble automata in following functional ends as a result of causal 
relations instead of true interests.
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Despite said opposition, this paper called for a rehabilitation of ecocentric rea-
soning. The call was motivated by two observations. First, past vindications of and 
objections to ecocentrism focused on a land-based ethic. Since environmental ethics 
studies the moral dimensions of humanity with nature, this undue restriction omits 
the marine realm. Second, recent work has implicitly reintroduced ecocentric argu-
ments into the debate on “good” ocean governance. To assess the validity of such 
arguments, their normative grounding must be evaluated. Can ecocentrism be sub-
stantiated in context of the oceans?

Three arguments provide new support. They focus on those parts of the ocean 
which lie beyond national jurisdiction. The seabed underneath these waters, called 
“the Area,” has been declared “common heritage of mankind,” and many voices 
favor an extension of this concept to the waters above the seabed as well as to the 
marine life therein. But the extent of said “common heritage” eludes a concise char-
acterization for three reasons: political disagreement, contentual fluctuation, and 
epistemic uncertainty. These factors impede any attempt to provide a particularistic 
account of the international marine realm, describing the heritage by its constitu-
ents. But for the heritage to truly further “the benefit of mankind as a whole” (UNC-
LOS Art. 140), we need the nation states to share a common ontology. In the light 
of the aforementioned difficulties, we must drop purely individualistic accounts in 
favor of holistic ones. Only if we acknowledge the heritage’s blurry boundaries and 
the impossibility to capture it by its components, we will succeed in putting the mor-
ally loaded concept of a common heritage to practice. A holistic understanding of 
the marine resources in (and underneath) international waters is necessary to do jus-
tice both across generations and across national borders. This paper provides some 
groundwork in the philosophical domain, but much work remains in the political 
one.
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