Critically assess the view that environmental responsibilities can be based entirely on human interests.
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	In this assignment I will interpret ‘the environment’ to mean the natural world, including animals and other forms of life, and the responsibilities to be considered are those of human beings to both the human and the ‘nonhuman natural world’(Palmer, 2003, p. 15).

	There is much disagreement about what or who we have obligations towards. Things we have obligations towards are said to have moral standing or moral status. In the past, most philosophers have said that only humans have moral standing, however they disagree with what it is that is special about human beings that gives us this moral standing.  Moral standing is important because with moral standing it automatically goes you have moral rights; if you have rights then your interests are taken into consideration.  There is a difference between independent and dependent moral standing. If someone has independent moral standing then they have rights and these must be respected. An example of dependant moral standing would be that we do not have a direct responsibility towards, for example, some sheep in a field but we do have responsibilities to the owner of the sheep. John Benson suggests that our responsibilities might go beyond things with moral status. Benson gives the example of the farmer who has duties to his animals, land and the landscape. 
‘If we ask what are the grounds for these duties, it is apparent that the reason for concern are different and not all related to human interests in the same way, or perhaps not at all.’ (Benson, 2000, pp. 15–16) 

Benson colour codes the arguments: in the light -green division he includes the arguments that we need to consider we have duties to human beings and also to what matters to the human beings. (This could be termed the anthropocentric view.) In the mid-green division he puts the arguments that we have to consider animals of some species as they have independent moral standing regardless of whether they matter to us humans or not. Finally, there are the deep-green positions, which suggest we have to consider everything living and also non-living things. This can be called the ecocentric view. 

As Peter Singer explains in his book, Practical Ethics, the attitudes of the western tradition towards moral standing are very anthropocentric (Singer, 2011a, p. 239). Passages are found in the bible that says we, as people, are the most important things in the world. We are central and of moral significance because we are made in the image of god and ‘have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the fowl of the air and over every living thing that moveth upon earth’ (Gen.1:27 King James Version). Even more than this, there was the dread and fear as the animals would see us as humans as a threat. In the Christian tradition human dominance is based on our creation in the likeness of God: “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; Male and female created he them’(Genesis 1:27 King James Version). Singer also sees the view of humans being totally dominant in the work of Augustine and Thomas Aquinas and also Aristotle. He points out that that for Aristotle all things are here for a reason; the plants are here for the animals to have food and then the animals are here for us to eat and to use their skin. This is a hierarchy that puts man at the top. Aquinas brought the two traditions of anthropocentrism together - both place man in the dominant and central position. 
	

For Kant, our ethical code is based on duty and therefore to what we have responsibilities, or duties, are key. For Kant, moral standing is based on autonomy and rationality. He thinks human beings have moral standing but this is not the case for animals, plants, and young children (Bennett, 2015, p. 77). The reason animals, plants and children do not have moral standing is because they do not have autonomy and rationality. Kant argues that people must respect other humans as equals and should not use each other for their own benefit. As Bennett says in regards to Kant, ‘human beings cannot just be used for our own devices. They have a special value or status that must be respected.’ (Bennett, 2015, p. 76) This is unlike animals ‘… so far as animals are concerned, we have no direct duties. Animals are not self-conscious and are there merely as a means to an end. The end is man.’ (Kant, 2013, p. 359). In saying this it does not mean that you can be mean to animals, but with being kind to animals this would give you a platform to be kind to humans ‘…for he who is cruel to animals becomes hard also in his dealings with men.’(Kant, 2013, p. 359) 

One of the problems with Kant’s use of autonomy and rationality as a basis of moral standing is that it excludes whole groups of people who we could and, I would argue, should include. Children when they are little do not have autonomy or rationality and it is the same for people who have brain damage and people who have been on drugs. We would also exclude people with dementia. To exclude these people from their rights, which they would have from being given moral standing, is, I would argue, wrong.[footnoteRef:1] Paul W Taylor (Taylor, 2003, pp. 79–83) argues the point that humans and other animals are on an even footing even though we are all different. We all have different capacities. For example, human capacities, according to Kant, are autonomy and rationality. Other animals have different capacities, for example, bird’s fly and some animals can run extremely fast and these are things humans cannot do. So who is to say that autonomy and rationality are better than being able to fly? These animals have what they need; they do not need to be rational in order to survive. If we were to reject the idea of human superiority we need to accept that all living things have the same inherent worth. If every living thing has the same inherent worth, then it would be wrong to base environmental decisions solely on human interests.  [1:  This is an interesting point but I feel that it is not relevant for this essay. So I will put it on the back burner for now. ] 


	John Rawls is a contractarianist, arguing that justice is based on contracts between one human and another human. This suggests that environmental responsibilities can be based entirely on human interests. John Rawls says we can decide on what is justice from behind the veil of ignorance, but the assumption behind the veil of ignorance is that we are human and therefore we are concerned only with human interests. However, I would argue that there is no reason why humans with rational interests could not include animals’ interests in the contract formed behind the veil of ignorance. Philosophers such as Peter Singer call the focus on human interests speciesism. On the other hand, it is possible to argue that behind the veil of ignorance we can not necessarily put ourselves in others people’s shoes let alone try to imagine what the real interests of animals might be. 

	Before we turn to a closer examination of the utilitarian argument in favour of including non-human interests when we consider environmental responsibilities, it would be helpful to consider what is meant by intrinsic and extrinsic value. Something has intrinsic value if it is good in itself. For example, I feel education has intrinsic value regardless of where it could take you. However, some people may argue the case that we should value education for where it could lead to, as you could get a better job and more money. So they value their education as extrinsic. So in terms of our responsibilities to the environment, we could include the extrinsic value of animals to humans, and still only be concerned with human interests. So, for example, we could have a responsibility to animals because they help humans; a dog can be trained to recognise signs of a fit approaching, a cow can provide us with protein and a sheep can give us wool for clothing. 

	Jeremy Bentham says to have moral rights you need to be able to experience pain and pleasure. With regards to moral status, he says, ‘The question is not, can they reason? Nor Can they talk? But, Can they suffer?’(Singer, 2011a, p. 50) Singer uses the example that if someone were to kick a stone while walking it would not affect the stone in any way. On, the other hand if we were to kick a mouse the mouse would suffer. Therefore, we can say that the mouse has interests but the stone does not. ‘(Singer, 2011a, p. 50). Similarly, Buddhists ethics also view sentience as a main thing in life. According to Peter Harvey ‘Buddhism does not see humans as a special creation by ‘God’, or as having been given either ‘dominion ‘ or ‘stewardship’ over animals etc. Like all other sentient beings, they wander (…)’ (Harvey, 2011, pp. 150).

So, if we were to follow these views that all sentient beings have interests then environmental responsibilities cannot be based entirely on human interests without resorting to speciesism. 

	Singer goes on to explore whether environmental responsibilities should go beyond the boundaries of sentience. He returns to the subject of damming a river and weighs up the costs and benefits for sentient beings. Singer acknowledges that it is very difficult to understand the experiences of other (non-human) creatures and goes on to say it is impossible for us to understand the interests of a non-sentient creature. He gives us an example of a possum drowning – it would make sense to us and we would say it is a bad experience. On the other hand we cannot imagine what it is like for a tree to be flooded in its roots. Singer concludes that environmental responsibilities are found within the boundaries of sentience. He says we need to take into account wider environmental concerns but this is not an ethical issue. 
	‘The broad outlines of a truly environmental ethic are easy to discern. At its most fundamental level, such an ethic fosters consideration for the interests of all sentient creatures, including subsequent generations stretching into the far future. It is accompanied by an aesthetic of appreciation for wild places and unspoilt nature.’(Singer, 2011b, p. 254)

Peter Singer challenges the view that environmental responsibilities can be based entirely on human interests, but stops short of including the interests of non-sentient ‘things’.   

	In my opinion, Singer makes a valid argument for including animals’ interests in our environmental responsibilities. I think that animals can experience pleasure and pain and we should therefore take their interests into account. 

	Biocentrists argue that environmental responsibilities should take the interests of all living things and creatures into account. All living things have intrinsic value so therefore all living things have interests and therefore all living things should be taken into account regarding environmental responsibilities. As Paul Taylor argues ‘We are morally bound (…) to protect or promote their good for their sake,’(Taylor, 2003, p. 74) 
Taylor goes on to say we are all inter-dependent and we need to respect the connections we have with the ecosystem as we all link together in some way or another. He does not argue that plants and animals have moral rights but that we have a duty to them, he regards‘… the attitude of respect to be the only suitable or fitting attitude to take toward all wild forms of life…’ (Taylor, 2003, p. 74)

Ecocentrists argue that eco-systems themselves have moral standing therefore they have intrinsic value in their own right. Benson would refer to this as a ‘deep-green’ position (Benson, 2000, p. 25).
I would argue against the ecocentrists, and believe that the ecosystem has no intrinsic value and no independent moral standing. Its value is gained from the inter connections that formed it and is like a web. So the systems only matter because of what is in them.

	In conclusion, I would argue that all things on earth are part of a complex web and therefore the interests of all things need to be taken into account, regardless of moral standing. At the end of the day, it does not matter if they are human interests or not because they are all shared. There is another point I would like to raise concerning harmful things, such as mosquitoes. In my opinion we cannot just get rid of things that could harm us, as we have no knowledge of what value they have. For instance, people die of malaria and should we therefore get rid of all mosquitos? It is possible to argue that the mosquito has done the whole ecosystem a favour as there are too many people in the world. Further, in addition to living things, we also need non-living things, such as water, to survive. If we were taking everything into account then we need to consider the whole environment and also include non-living things.  
	
	It is true to say that humans have more responsibility; they must consider the interests of other living things. The reason I would say this is because humans have autonomy and rationality and also, importantly, humans have the imagination to understand the consequences of their actions. Human can imagine the pain, suffering and needs of other species and therefore plan what is in the best interests of all. Animal, trees etc. do not have these characteristics. We, as people, can plan things and we can think what needs to be done. This means that we have a responsibility to things that surround us, as we have the ability to foresee future environmental problems. I have said earlier that humans cannot know what is best for other species; however, we have the imagination and empathy to attempt to understand the best interests of other species. I would argue that these special characteristics also impact on our place in a hierarchy of interests; I would say our interests are dominant. In the case of there not being enough water for a human and a member of another species I would argue that a human could legitimately have the water as a human has the possibility to go and seek water elsewhere to give to the other animal. 

	In brief, I think we, as humans should take responsibility for ensuring that the interests of all species are taken into account, and not just our own.
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