9. Environmental Ethics and Animal Ethics: A Triangular Affair?

Baird Callicott’s paper ‘Animal Liberation: A Triangular Affair’ presents animal-welfarism as being fundamentally at odds with environmentalism, and both of them at odds with traditional humanism. 

Callicott’s triangle of stances:
1. Environmental ethics is holistic and ecocentric. Pain is not intrinsically bad, but good or bad within systems. 

2. Animal ethics is individualistic. Pain is bad and individual suffering is to be prevented. Ecosystems are disregarded.

3. Traditional humanism disregards, or does not take proper account of, nonhuman interests.

But…
1. Callicott confuses areas of ethics with specific normative stances.

2. ‘Leopold’s land ethics is one environmental ethics on offer, but so is animal liberation’ (Dale Jamieson, 1998).
3. Environmental ethics need not disregard individual interests, nor need it deny that pain is bad.

4. Animal ethics need not disregard ecosystems, or be committed to interventions (even to prevent pain) that disrupt them.

5. Traditional humanism suggests that ethicists should show respect for persons, but need not draw the line at persons.

Callicott is highly critical of animal welfarism, and favours an ecocentric approach: ‘animal liberation, if pursued at the practical… level would have ruinous consequences on plants, soils, and waters… the animal liberation / animal rights movement is entirely unpractical… The land ethic, by contrast, even though its ethical purview is very much wider, is nevertheless eminently practicable, since competing individual claims may be adjudicated and relative values and priorities assigned to the myriad of the biotic community’ (Callicott, 1980, pp.337-8). 

But what might the consequences of such an approach might be? 

Implementation of the land ethic would probably call for wilderness to be regarded as something that should be preserved, rather than something to be used as a mere resource, or would at least call for conservation. But David Schmidtz, in his article ‘When Preservationism Doesn’t Preserve’, outlines how trying to put conservationism or preservationism into practice can be self-defeating. We will consider the examples Schmidtz uses in his article. 
These examples can also be used to highlight not only the conflicts between humanism, environmentalism and animal welfarism, but also how such stances may converge in practice (although it’s not Schmidtz’s intention to use these examples in this way). 
Mary Midgley (in ‘Beasts Versus the Biosphere?’) argues that animal ethics and deep ecology can be reconciled. 

‘[T]he whole environment cannot be served except through its parts, and animals form an essential part of every ecosystem… examples are pollinating insects and birds, beavers to maintain swamps, scavengers to recycle waste…. Even with captive animals, too, large-scale ill-treatment… does have bad environmental effects… factory farming produces appalling pollution’ (Midgley, 1992, p.114). 

‘[C]oncern for the whole and concern for individuals are simply not alternatives. They are complementary (ibid., p.117).

We will consider an example that Midgley uses—a population of herbivores starts to seriously damage a certain habitat by over-gazing. In terms of thinking about a solution, how might deep ecology and animal ethics conflict? How might they converge? 
Callicott later wrote a paper entitled ‘Animal Ethics and Environmental Ethics: Back Together Again’. As the title suggests, he retracted his earlier thoughts about there being intractable differences between animal ethics and environmental ethics 

But there is an example that highlights how the three corners of his triangle may overlap. We will consider intensive rearing as a practice that not only causes immense suffering to animals and causes environmental damage, but may also be seen to have heavy human costs. Thus there are good (albeit different) reasons to suppose that animal ethicists, deep ecologists (and environmentalists more generally) and humanists should all be concerned about factory farming as a practice.
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