Environmental Philosophy

Lecture 1: Introduction: Emergence of Environmental Philosophy

The emergence of environmental philosophy

Environmental philosophy emerged as a sub-discipline of philosophy that questioned the assumed moral superiority of humans to members of other species. Many (what could be called) ‘environmental philosophers’ enquired into the domain of morality. There emerged theories in environmental ethics– theories about what sorts of things have moral standing. Environmental philosophy also provided arguments for assigning intrinsic value to the natural environment and nonhuman beings (instrinic value being nonderivative value, distinct from instrumental value). 

1970’s — a number of authors advocated a new approach to ethics:

· Richard Sylvan (previously Richard Routley)

· Arne Naess 

· Holmes Rolston III

Before this, Aldo Leopold, author of A Sand County Almanac, had advocated the ‘land ethic’: ‘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).
Deep and shallow

Underlying disagreements about our approach to the environment was the distinction between ‘shallow’ and ‘deep’ movements, a distinction introduced by Næss (1973). 
The shallow movement is anthropocentric and concerned with the ‘fight against pollution and resource depletion’, the objective of which is ‘the health and affluence of people in the developed countries’. The deep movement rejects anthropocentrism and endorses ‘biospheric egalitarianism’, the view that all living things are alike in having value in their own right (Naess, 1973, p.95).
John Benson points out that use of the terms ‘deep’ and ‘shallow’ is problematic, and instead favours ‘deep green’ and ‘light green’. There are a range of positions within the ‘light green’ and ‘deep green’ movements. The light green positions are distinct from the deep green positions in that they recognise the moral standing of humans only. The sphere of moral concern is much less restrictive in the deep green movement (Benson, 2000, pp.17-18). 
Intrinsic value

‘In current philosophical usage, what is of intrinsic value is what is good or of value in itself, rather than of value extrinsically, or through its relations to other things… Some things must be of value in themselves and for no reason beyond themselves; and thus their value is nonderivative and independent, and may be called ‘intrinsic’. And whenever this is so the state of affairs in question will supply a reason for action…’ (Robin Attfield, 1995, p.29). 

Thought experiments and intrinsic value

Sylvan’s Last Man Example: ‘The last man… surviving the collapse of the world system lays about him, eliminating, as far as he can, every living thing animal or plant… What he does is quite permissible according to basic chauvinism, but on environmental grounds what he does is wrong’ (1973). Sylvan challenged the view that people can do whatever they want to the environment and its inhabitants as long as they do no harm to other humans or themselves.
Sylvan argued that Western Ethics is human chauvinistic or anthropocentric, i.e., values are determined by human interests. It was the dominant anthropocentric tradition that Sylvan argued was too narrow as an environmental ethic. For Sylvan, the West needs a new environmental ethic.
Sylvan’s argument

Argument A

P1: The last man acts wrongly.

P2: The last man’s action harms no human being.

C: Not the case that no human action is wrong unless it harms some human.

Argument B

P1: The last man destroys something of value.

P2: The last man destroys nothing of use or concern to humans.

C: Not the case that only objects of use or concern to humans are of value. 

The Western ethic

Argument C
P1: No human action is wrong unless it harms some human being.

P2: The last man’s action harms no human being.
C: The last man does nothing wrong.

Argument D
P1: Only objects of use or concern to humans are of value.

P2: The last man destroys nothing of use or concern to humans.

C: The last man destroys nothing of value.

(Benson, 2000, pp.20-1). 

Anthropcentric responses  
1. The last man does nothing wrong and destroys nothing of value. 
Reply: such claims contradict our judgments about the last man.
2. John Passmore argues that it is the wrongness of vandalism that accounts for our judgments about the last man. The last man displays the vice of vandalism (1974).
Reply: vandalism has to be doing harm to something of value for it to be vandalism, whether this be aesthetic value or independent value.
3. Benson claims that the last man undermines his own interests in well-being and this is why he does wrong. Benson then denies that the last man’s action harms no human, and denies that the last man destroys nothing of use or value to humans (Benson, 2000). Bryan Norton makes a similar claim, arguing that humans have an ecological need to interact with the natural world (Norton, 1989). 
Reply: Benson’s appeal to well-being is dubious. It’s not certain that we all have a need to appreciate the natural world. Likewise, the claim that experience of the natural world is an evolutionary need, passed on through generations, is unconvincing. As Attfield says, even if some humans do have such a need it is not clear that all humans do, especially when we consider city dwellers who hardly ever see any forests or other uncultivated natural environments and do not feel the need to do so either (2003, pp.69-71). And, as Sylvan says, ‘ethical principles if correct are universal’ (1973, p.207), and it’s unlikely that Norton’s evolutionary need is a universal need. It’s even more improbable that the last man would have such a need. 

References 

· Bryan Norton, ‘The Cultural Approach to Conservation Biology’ (1989), in Benson, Environmental Ethics: An Introduction with Readings (London: Routledge, 2000).
· Robin Attfield, Environmental Ethics (Cambridge and Malden, MA: Polity, 2003).
· Attfield, Value, Obligation and Meta-ethics (Amsterdam and Atlanta: Rodopi, 1995). 
· Richard Sylvan, ‘Is There a Need for a New, an Environmental Ethic?, Proceedings of the World Congress of Philosophy, No.1, Varna, Bulgaria, pp.205-10.
· Arne Naess, ‘The Shallow and the Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movement’, Inquiry, 16, 1973. 
· Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac (Oxford University Press, 1949).
· Passmore, Man’s Responsibility for Nature (Oxford University Press, 1974). 

Reading for students

· Peter Singer, Practical Ethics, second edn. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), ch.10. 

· Benson, 2000, ibid., ch.1.

· Sylvan , ibid., pp.205-10.
Reading for lecture on ‘The Sphere of Morality’
· Attfield, 1995, ibid., pp.1-27.
· Attfield, Ethics: An Overview (London and NY: Continuum, 2012), pp.45-52, and 150-58. 

· Kenneth Goodpaster, ‘On Being Morally Considerable’, in Journal of Philosophy, 75, 1978, pp.308-25.
· Paul Taylor, ‘The Ethics of Respect for Nature’, in Environmental Philosophy: from Animal Rights to Radical Ecology, eds. Michael E. Zimmerman et al (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1998), pp.71-86.
PAGE  
2

