4. Attfield’s biocentric consequentialism and capacities value-theory

Reading and discussion of Robin Attfield’s text: ‘Can Biocentric Consequentialism Meet Pluralist Criticisms?’
Text supplied with kind permission from Robin Attfield. Please respect the copyright of this text. The text that I have supplied is the copy before publication. 
1. (a) How does Alan Carter depict Robin Attfield’s biocentric consequentialism? 
(b) Why can Attfield’s theory be described as cosmopolitan?

(c) Why can it be correctly labelled ‘consequentialist’?

(d) Why can it be correctly labelled ‘biocentric’?   (p.2)
2. (a) Where does Attfield locate intrinsic value?
(b) In what does the good of beings consist?  

(c) According to Attfield, which capacities should take precedence and when? Do you agree?   (p.3)

3. (a) How does Carter distinguish Attfield’s biocentric position from ecocentric positions?   

(b) What does Carter say of Attfield’s position in respect of the value of ecosystems and species? (pp. 4-5)

4. (a) What does Attfield say about how we should approach clashes of interest? 

(b) What provides the ground for recognising priorities in decision-making procedures? 
(p.5)

5. How is Attfield’s biocentrism distinct from Taylor’s? (p.5)

6. (a) What does it mean to say that Attfield’s theoretical approach is a form of ‘practice-consequentialism’?

(b) What are the benefits of such an approach? That is, what does such an approach allow one to take account of?  (p.6)

7. (a) Outline the value-theory underlying Attfield’s consequentialist approach to ethics. What does such a value-theory allow us to recognise and take account of? 

(b) Utilitarianism is a variety of consequentialism, but how does its value-theory diverge from biocentric consequentialism? (pp. 6-.7)

8. What does Attfield’s approach to ethics allow for with respect to future people, and the preservation of species and habitats? (p.7)

9. (a) What are some of the general objections to consequentialism? 

(b) How does Attfield respond to the objection related to calculating consequences? (pp. 8-9)

10. (a) Outline the anthropocentrist’s objection to biocentrism. 

(b) How does Attfield reply to this objection? (p.10)

11. (a) Outline the ecocentrist’s objection. 

(b) How does Attfield reply to this objection? (pp. 10-11)

12. (a) What reason does Attfield give for his claim that we do not need to resort to ecocentrism to explain the value of species and ecosystems? Do you agree? 

(b) On what, for Attfield, does the value of species and ecosystems depend? (pp. 11-12)

13. Carter criticises the central moral theories for being monistic. 

(a) Why does he accuse Attfield’s theory of being monistic? 

(b) How does Attfield response to the charge? (pp. 33-34)

14. In which ways could Attfield’s theory be said to be monistic? In which ways could it be said to be pluralistic? (p.34)

15. Summarise Attfield’s account of essential capacities: see Attfield, Value, Obligation and Meta-Ethics (Amsterdam/ Atlanta: Rodopi, 1995), pp.48-54; and Attfield, ‘Meaningful Work and Full Employment’, in Reason and Practice, 1.1, 2001, Section 3 (‘Essential Capacities and Meaningful Work’). 

Reading for students
Attfield, Environmental Ethics, ch.3.

Attfield,‘Can Biocentric Consequentialism Meet Pluralist Criticisms’, in Consequentialism and Environment Ethics, eds. Hillel and Khan (London: Routledge 2014). 
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