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Critically assess the view that environmental responsibilities can be based entirely on human interests.

In this essay I will look at the anthropocentric view environmental ethics and human responsibility to protect the planet.
While doing this I will compare the anthropocentric view with a sentientism view, showing that human interests are not the only ones that have moral relevance, as well as showing the problems with a solely anthropocentric view when it comes to looking at the environment. 
To start I will look at what an anthropocentric view entails, put simply it is the view that only humans have moral standing and that morality and moral concern can only be focused on human interests. This view comes from the belief that humans are the only ones with the capacity to be moral and as such morality should be focused on them, as animals may have similar intellect they can not act in a moral way and as such can not be considered on the same level to human beings.
The majority of past conferences on the environment have been anthropocentric, looking to protect the environment as it protects a human need, by this I mean that there are aspects of the environment that human require, clean air and water, plants and land, to name but a few. This view seems to stem from the first international conference on human environment, which was held in Stockholm in 1972 and took an anthropocentric stance which has been continued in the following conferences, ‘the focal theme of this first international conference was ‘to defend and improve the human environment for present and future generations’ and that ‘the natural resources of the earth, including the air, water, land, flora and fauna and especially the representative samples of natural ecosystems, must be safeguarded for the benefit of present and future generations through careful planning or management, as appropriate’.’ (Shastri, 2013, p.522). This sounds great at a first glance, safeguarding and improving the environment for future generations, but this only focuses on the human need and treats the environment almost as a commodity that is in high demand and so must be managed so that all the consumers can get a piece of it. ‘According to this approach other components or natural things are being maintained, preserved or protected as they are essential for the existence of human beings.’ (Shastri, 2013, p.523). This somehow seems to be missing something, after all humans are not the only living beings that inhabit the earth and have interests in its protection and preservation, at this point Peter Singer’s view on personhood can work quite nicely to show that at least some animals can be considered on the same level as adult human beings. For Singer, something can be called a person if it is aware of itself and its prolonged existence, so for Singer very young children are not people and some animals are. This does make certain moral issues a little more complicated, but for the purposes of environmental ethics it works quite nicely, clearly showing that an anthropocentric view misses out a lot of non-human people’s preferences.
The concept of environmental responsibilities suggests that there is something that humans are responsible for, perhaps the damage we have already caused, or someone from whom we have received this responsibility. The former seems far more likely, but I will explore both avenues, mainly from the Christian viewpoint which considers humans to be the stewards of the earth in God’s stead. Gen 2:15 And the Lord God took the man and put him into the garden of Eden to dress it and to keep it. This clearly shows that from a religious, Christian point of view the responsibility comes from God and that directly put humans above all other beings, which is problematic but not surprising from what can be seen of the Christian God. This directly explains why an anthropocentric view is taken up so wide spread, and why protection of the environment is a human responsibility.
The problem here is that of religion, and that modern points of view often do not care much for religion with a western rise in atheism ‘More than half of the British public (53 per cent) say they are not at all religious – a figure that has increased by five percentage points since 2015 and by 19 percentage points since 1983’ (Bulman, 2017), this may not be from a terribly reliable source but it gets the point across.

So, if humans do not have responsibility as stewards to the planet, given by a higher power, then surely the environmental responsibility must be to the planet itself and to make up for the damage that has already been inflicted upon it. A new problem seems to arise here though, and that is one of language, by using typically emotive language of environmentalist, we appear to almost be giving the earth an amount of agency and consciousness, as if the planet itself can feel pain, something which simply is not true as it lacks any form of nervous system. This problem leads in nicely to ecocentrism, the view that ecosystems have a good in and of themselves, independent of the individuals that exist within them, and as such should be considered to have their own moral standing. This ecocentric view has been popularised in recent years and is one that has been adopted by the Supreme Court of India. ‘Eco-centric approach to environment stresses the moral imperatives to respect intrinsic value, inter dependence and integrity of all forms of life’ ’ (Shastri, 2013, p.526) this is undoubtedly correct, the only problem being what intrinsic value is, The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy refers to it in the following terms ‘The intrinsic value of something is said to be the value that that thing has “in itself,” or “for its own sake,” or “as such,” or “in its own right.” Extrinsic value is value that is not intrinsic.’ (Zimmerman, 2014) so intrinsic value would be the value an ecosystem has in itself, without any value humans may give to it, but here in lies the problem, can an ecosystem be said to have value in itself? Is not all value that what has been given to it by someone, even other people seem to only have the value we give to them, with those closest to us having greater value than the strange whom we merely walked past on the street? Personally, I would have to say yes, the only one we can say has intrinsic value is ourselves, in much the same way that by following Descartes Cogito, we can only truly prove our own existence. 
Next, I will look at the sentientism view and how it fixes some of the problems with the purely anthropocentric view. The main problem that sentientism fixes is that certain animals have equal, or higher intellect, to humans, and so to completely disregard them and their interests because of intellect alone is illogical. Singer makes a good point when saying that young children are not people, but some animals are as a toddler’s self-awareness and intellect is not equal to that of an adult human, but some animals are, this means that anthropocentrists must accept that, at least some, animals have morally relevant interests.
Furthermore, anthropocentrism does not give sufficient reasonings as to why humans should concern themselves with protecting non-human animals and their habitats, especially in cases where there would be no great less on the human side if the animals or habitat were to be destroyed. This point is especially relevant to western society as most people live in urban areas and even our rural areas are far more detached from nature than rural areas in less developed countries, so for urban humans, losing a small forest and its inhabitants means very little, even from a climate change point of view as a small forest has little effect on preventing the greenhouse effect, whereas the amazon has a much larger effect.

This problem can be fixed by using a sentientism approach as sentient animals can be found everywhere, and so their interests must be taken into account, so to destroy a small forest would negatively affect some sentient animals and so would not be a morally good action. Sentientism also gives reason for protecting non-human animals as even the ones with very little sentience are considered to be morally relevant as they play a bigger part in the existence of more highly sentient beings, be it as a source of food or part of the natural balance within the ecosystem in which these sentient creatures live.
So, if the anthropocentric view can be ruled out because it does not give moral relevance to non-human animals, does sentientism fall down at a similar point by not giving moral relevance to non-sentient beings? Arguably, when speaking about the environment all things within it should be taken into account, so sentientism does not go far enough, should not a biocentric view or even an ecocentric view be applied, so that everything has equal interests? I say no, because not everything does have equal interests and to treat things as if they do makes environmental moral decisions impossible to answer with any form of logic intact. This is because if, for example, there is a forest that is being put endanger due to the popular of wild deer that live there, the solution would be to cull some of the deer species so as to preserve the forest, but if both the trees and the deer are equal the both solutions of doing nothing or culling the deer are equally negative. With an anthropocentric view the solution is to do whatever benefits humans the most, but with a sentientism view we look at all the sentient creatures involved and go from there, obviously the deer have a low level of sentience but the trees have none, but the forest is home to many other sentient creatures and so the deer should be culled to preserve all the sentient beings involved. Sentientism allows for non-human animals to have moral standing depending on their sentience, but it also prevents non-living things from being considered for too long and also from living things with no real preferences, at least not in any meaningful way, from being put before the beings with actual preferences. It should be noted that by actual preferences I mean conscious preferences, it could be argued that a tree does have a preference for its prolonged existence but as trees do not have consciousness, unlike a crow for example, then it is not a real preference in the sense that it directly choses it as opposed to reacting to light and water, as plants do. 
Finally, I want to look at the issue of environmental responsibilities form a virtue ethics point of view. Virtue ethics focuses on human flourishing and on personal growth to become eudiamon, this is a typically anthropocentric view as it focuses on humans entirely, but it can be applied to a more sentientism view of environmental ethics as it looks at the traits of a virtuous person how they would treat animals. ‘Virtue Ethics instead opts to discuss the dispositions and character traits associated with virtuous people, who then may provide guidance when it comes to whether or not the virtuous person would eat no animals at all, just some animals, or all animals on offer’ (Dimmock & Fisher, 2017, p.227) obvious the example speaks of eating animals but the same principles apply to environmental, a virtuous person would consider the suffering of other sentient beings, as to ignore them is arguably on the same level as ignoring human pain, something which is frowned upon. To do so would be ignoring the virtuous mean of compassion, so with a sentientism approach to act in a way that only benefits humans and harms sentient non-human animals can not be seen as a virtuous act, which also shows that an anthropocentric view is not one that can fit with an ethics based stance when talking about protecting the environment.

In conclusion, an anthropocentric basis for environmental responsibility can not work to fully justify why humans should protect the environment as it allows for a lot of environmental destruction that does not harm the human habitat, particularly in more developed countries with large urban areas. Anthropocentricism allows for this because it focuses on the human needs alone, so the needs of non-human animals are disregarded, even though they have moral standing. Also, an environmental view that can allow for environmental destruction is clearly failing at the first hurdle, which shows that there are more interests than just the human that need to be taken into account, otherwise the environment that we are trying to protect is still at risk.
The best basis for environmental responsibilities is a sentientism view as it allows for greater protection by taking the interests of other non-human sentient beings into account at an equal level to that of humans, meaning that all areas of the environment are covered as sentient animals can be found in all biomes and habitats, or at the very least something that will affect them will be in every biome. Sentientism also fits with virtue ethics by considering the lives of other sentient beings and working in accordance with the mean of compassion, so it helps to get people to act more virtuously so that they can flourish and become eudaimon. This means that to approach environmental protection and responsibilities from an ethical stance we must not use anthropocentrism but instead sentientism so that we do not disregard any morally relevant interest from non-human beings.
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