[bookmark: _GoBack]Critically assess the view that environmental responsibilities can be based entirely on human interest?
The field of philosophical enquiry referred to as environmental ethics is a topic concerned with human beings’ ethical relationship with their natural environment. Environmental ethics as a topic only recently developed in to a specific philosophical discipline in the early 1970s.[footnoteRef:1] This may have been due to the major increase of awareness of political and environmental movements that happened in the late 1960s. People have become more and more aware of situations such as climate change, pollution or lack of resources in certain countries. There has also been a steady increase over the years in the amount of technology and industry that human beings have developed. These industries have had varying and sometimes drastic effects on the environment, ranging from deforestation, the release of toxic chemicals and even the amount of waste produced. Even the population growth of humanity over the last century has had a radical influence on the environment, our planet and even the space surrounding Earth. Humanity’s population is constantly growing and does not seem that this trend is likely to be slowing down any time soon. This means that at some point in the not so far future human beings are going to be consuming more resources than the Earth can produce. This is surely reason enough to assume that we have a responsibility to care for the environment, simply due to the fact that if we do not, human beings will start to find it increasingly difficult to survive. Does this mean then that we have a responsibility for future generations who will inhabit the Earth long after our generation? If so, how far into the future do our responsibilities extend? There is also the consideration that human beings are not the only beings to inhabit the Earth. Does this mean then that we must show moral consideration not only to members of our own species but other non-human species who occupy our environment as well?  [1:  Alasdair Cochrane, Environmental ethics, Internet Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, http://www.iep.utm.edu/envi-eth/ (Accessed: 23/4/18)] 


Typically, the most fundamental question concerning environmental ethics is that of what kind of obligations we have as human beings to the environment. Some might say that the reason we should care for the environment and the planet is simply because if we do not, then it will become considerably difficult to survive on the planet. Pollution could diminish one’s health making it increasingly difficult for us to breath. Our resources may deplete due to the population exceeding Earths limit. Climate change places our homes at risk to all manner of natural disasters. Even the eradication of wilderness means that we would lose many vital sources of natural beauty that we take for granted far too often. Usually people who only have this view of one’s relationship with the environment, consider human beings to be intellectually and morally superior, mainly due to the belief that only human beings have the ability to reason with logic and reflect upon ethical matters. This claim that only human beings should be morally taken into consideration is named an anthropocentric view.[footnoteRef:2] This human centred ethic holds that any and all moral obligations one has, including all those that are directed at the environment, should be reverted back to the wellbeing of human beings. This ethic claims that we possess obligations to respect the environment and the planet simply for the sake of human wellbeing and prosperity. In some cases, moral value is assigned to human beings alone, in other cases human beings are assigned a significantly greater amount of intrinsic moral value than any non-human. For instance, if a shark were to attack a human being then it would be considered a terrible ordeal for that person involved, possibly ending in the hunting and killing of said shark. In addition, there seems to be no remorse or regret in the thousands of sharks that are slaughtered each year for their fins alone.[footnoteRef:3] If it is considered true that only human beings contain an intrinsic moral value, then it would follow that if an individual were to kill a stray dog with their vehicle, then they have done no wrong to the dog.  The situation may change slightly if one were to purposely swerve into the dog, even the anthropocentric view point would consider killing dogs for fun an immoral act (one could even say that it is a moral ‘faux-paw’).  [2:  Brennan, Andrew and Lo, Yeuk-Sze, "Environmental Ethics", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/ethics-environmental/>.]  [3:  Bbc, N/A, The future of sharks, Accessible from: http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/articles/24lkdcdhV2JtJllj5kT6bKX/the-future-of-sharks . (Accessed 25/04/18)] 


There seem to be many traditional western standpoints which are considered anthropocentric. It would seem that many traditional philosophers believe there to be a natural hierarchy to the world and the environment we live in. Aristotle states that all things are made specifically for the resource of man, any non-human entity is merely an instrument placed there for the specific task of being used for the benefit of human kind[footnoteRef:4]. The different levels of hierarchy are determined by the different unique abilities of the beings, for instance, plants, animals and human beings are all capable of absorbing certain nutrients from the Earth and using them in order to help them grow and to benefit their wellbeing. However, so far, we only know that animals and humans are capable of conscious experience, this simply would mean that plants are inferior to both animals and humans and thus have a function and a purpose to serve the needs of animals and humans. This train of thought can then be continued by considering humans as being intellectually superior to animals on a basis that human beings have the ability to use reason and logic to conduct their behaviour. Animals on the other hand are generally considered to lack this ability and only rely on instinct alone, therefore according to Aristotle the function of animals is to serve the needs of human beings who are naturally superior to them[footnoteRef:5]. This view was expanded by the Christian philosopher St. Thomas Aquinas whose argument follows that only rational beings i.e. humans, are capable of determining their actions and therefore they are the only beings to whom we should extend our concern[footnoteRef:6]. In other words, only beings who determine their actions based on logical reasoning are worth considering. Beings which rely strongly on impulse or instinctive methods are considered unworthy of consideration. [4:  Honderich, T. ed. 1995. The Oxford Companion to Philosophy, New York, USA: Oxford University Press]  [5:  Scott D. Wilson, Animals and Ethics, Internet Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, https://www.iep.utm.edu/anim-eth/#SH3a]  [6:  Ibid.] 


The argument for human centred ethical behaviour has been attacked by many philosophers who believe that our moral obligations extend beyond humanity. Some philosophers such as Peter Singer for example, believe that our responsibility extends to all creatures which are considered sentient, any animal who has the ability to perceive the world around them and feel the effects that are caused by environmental change. Other philosophers such as Paul Taylor feel that all living organisms should be morally considered on the grounds that they all contribute to the ecosystem that surrounds them.[footnoteRef:7] A sponge or a sea urchin may not be able to see, feel or think like a human being, however, it is still a living organism that contributes to the environment and the eco system that it lives in. Then there are some philosophers who believe that humans’ environmental responsibility and moral consideration should extend to holistic entities[footnoteRef:8] such as rivers, species and even the ecosystem itself. Following these ethical standpoints, it seems that humans beings owe a certain debt or obligation to the environment, since the creatures and entities that occupy it are the reason that the environment is there in the first place.  [7:  Honderich, T. ed. 1995. The Oxford Companion to Philosophy, New York, USA: Oxford University Press ]  [8:  Scott D. Wilson, Animals and Ethics, Internet Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, https://www.iep.utm.edu/anim-eth/#SH3a
] 

In an attempt to counter the anthropocentric view, the philosopher Peter Singer uses a utilitarian approach to support a theory that promotes consideration for all sentient life forms. His main premise is to extend on to other species the basic principle of equality that most human beings recognize should be shared amongst their own species[footnoteRef:9]. According to Singer the criterion for moral standing is sentience, the capacity to feel pain or pleasure. If an entity of any variety were to possess the relevant type of consciousness, then that said entity should be morally considered when practicing our moral commitments. Every creature should be given equal consideration according to singer, this is not the same as every creature being considered equal.  Not every sentient creature on (or off) the planet is equal; each creature is a different shape and size and they all come with a variety of capabilities. It is these capabilities that singer feels we should take into account. For example, a rat would have no interest in entering the Olympic games or wish to vote in the next election. However, rats do have an interest in pleasure and wish to stay away from pain. Thus, singer would say that the fact that a rat can feel pain is enough for it to be morally considered when certain experiments are concerned. Singer places this principle into a utilitarian ethical context, believing that our moral obligations are designed to bring the greatest amount of satisfaction that could possibly come out of any situation. [9:  Singer, P. 1975. (second edit 1995) Animal liberation. London: Pimlico.] 

For the philosopher Tom Regan moral standing should be acknowledged in all “subjects-of-a-life”[footnoteRef:10]. He states that: [10:  Regan, T. 1983 (edt.2004) The Case for Animal Rights. USA: Los Angeles, University of California Press. ] 

“Individuals are subjects-of-a-life if they have beliefs and desires; perception, memory, and a sense of the future, including their own future; an emotional life together with feelings of pleasure and pain; preference and welfare interests; the ability to innate action in pursuit of their desires and goals; a psychological identity over time; an individual welfare in the sense that their experiential life fare well or ill for them, logically independent of their utility for others and logically independent of their being the object of anyone else’s interests.”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Ibid.] 

It seems clear to state that both philosophers feel it necessary to include species other than human beings in moral consideration. However, for Regan all entities who are subject-of-a-life possess some inherent value. This means that entities have a certain value of their own, regardless of their contribution to an ultimate ethical norm. In Singers view following a utilitarian point of ethic, it could be seen as completely acceptable to sacrifice the interests of a number of individuals for the sake of the interests of others. For example, consider an experiment regarding certain animals, in which they will be exposed to symptoms which they may find uncomfortable and possibly painful. However, this experiment will bring about a vaccine that is the cure for a deadly disease that is plaguing humanity. Singer, following a utilitarian view would deem the experiment a morally good thig to do, Regan on the other hand would disagree. Regan felt that there are moral limits and certain rights that can be applied to all subjects-of-a-life.
The largest problem with both of these view points is that they are too individualistic. The whole point of environmental ethics is that it is concerned with a lot more than the individual. One’s concern for the environment extends beyond worrying for the individual creature. It is concerned with the environment and ecosystem as a whole. Also, often the needs of the whole will compromise the needs of the individual. Certain species of rodent or even plants can become overpopulated in a particular area, to the point where they pose a serious threat to the normal function of the ecosystem.

Why is this relevant when concerning environmental ethics? It is obvious that non-human entities exist within the natural environment and therefore contribute to the natural environment.  Extending moral standing to animals also leads to the formulation of particular types of environmental obligations. For example, bees are one of the most important creatures on earth when concerning the natural environment. They are here to ensure that plants are continuously pollinated and therefore continue to produce oxygen which we inevitably use to survive. By morally considering the bee we are considering ourselves by default, ensuring the bees survival will inevitably ensure our own. Depending on whether or not an individual follows an anthropocentric, sentientistic or a biocentric view of environmental ethics, it will determine what sort of obligation one feels toward the environment. Even though many philosophers have certain problems accepting the label of anthropocentrism they have nevertheless produced many elaborate environmental issues. This is mainly because the issues one finds regarding the environment directly correlate with issues concerning the safety and wellbeing of the human race. It could be seen that by thinking in an anthropocentric ‘selfish’ way, it has brought to light many environmental issues that affect all life. 

Human beings have had a relationship with their natural surroundings since the dawn of mankind, using the nutrients that are supplied in order to survive and grow. Humans have been constantly adapting to their environment so that they may use it to their advantage. One could possibly describe it as a sort of ‘give-and-take’ relationship, though it is mostly ‘take’ on a human being’s part. Whether they choose to or not, one’s environment and one’s natural surroundings contribute a tremendous amount to one’s wellbeing. The planet Earth, the climate and the environment have all developed and nurtured the human race to what it is today. One would think that because of this, human beings would feel an innate obligation to care for the environment that has supported them since before they existed. It seems that in conclusion we only have two choices and one answer. We either care for the environment because it means that we survive longer, or we care for the environment because we actually wish to see it flourish. Either way, if we are to care for the environment and the planet that we live on, and we also have the capability to care for it, then we automatically take responsibility to all inhabitants to said planet. This is mainly because each entity that occupies a space on this earth has contributed in some way to the ecosystem in which it resides.
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