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Environmental Ethics and Weak

Anthropocentrism

Bryan G. Norton

I Introduction

In two essays already published in the journal
Environmental Ethics, I have argued that an envir-
enmental ethic cannot be derived, first, from
rights or interests of nonhumans and, second,
from rights or interests of future generations of
humans.! Those negative conclusions pave the
way for a more positive discussion of the nature
and shape of environmental ethics and, in the
present paper, | undertake that task. In particular,
T address the question of whether there must be a
distinctively environmental ethic.

Discussions of this question in the literature
have equated a negative answer with the belief
that the standard categories of rights, interests,
and duties of individual human beings are ad-
equate to furnish ethical guidance in environmen-
tal decision making. A positive answer is equated
with the suggestion that nature has, in some sense,
intrinsic value. In other words, the question of
whether environmental ethics is distinctive is
taken as equivalent to the question of whether an
environmental ethic must reject anthropocentrism,
the view that only humans are loci of fundamental
value.” Environmental ethics is seen as distinctive
vis-d-vis standard ethics if and only if environ-
mental ethics can be founded upon principles
which assert or presuppose that nonhuman natural
entities have value independent of human value.

Targue that this equivalence is mistaken by show-
ing that the anthropocentrism/nonanthropocentr-

ism debate is far less important than is usually
assumed. Once an ambiguity is noted in its central
terms, it becomes clear that nonanthropocentrism
is not the only adequate basis for a truly environ-
mental ethic.® I then argue that another dichotomy,
that of individualism versus nenindividualism,
should be seen as crucial to the distinctiveness of
environmental ethics and that a successful environ-
mental ethic cannot be individualistic in the way
that standard contemporary ethical systems are.
Finally, T examine the consequences of these con-
clusions for the nature and shape of an environ-
mental ethic. _

Before beginning these arguments, I need to
clarify how I propose to test an adequate environ-
mental ethic. I begin by assuming that all environ-
mentally sensitive individuals belicve that thereis a
set of human behaviors which do or would damage
the environment. Further, I assume that there is
considerable agreement among such individuals
about what behaviors are included in that set.
Most would decry, for example, careless storage of
toxic wastes, grossly overpopulating the world with
humans, wanton destruction of other species, air
and water pollution, and so forth. There are other
behaviors which would be more controversial, but I
take the initial task of constructing an adequate
environmental ethic to be the statement of some
set of principles from which rules can be derived
proscribing the behaviors included in the set which
virtually all environmentally sensitive individuals
agree are environmentally destructive. The further
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task of refining an environmental ethic then in-
volves moving back and forth between the basic
principles and the more or less controversial behav-
iors, adjusting principles and/or rejecting intu-
itions until the best possible fit between principles
and sets of proscribed behaviors is obtained for the
whole environmental community. In the present
paper I address the prior question of basic prin-
ciples. I am here only seeking to clarify which
principles do (and which do not) support the large
set of relatively uncontroversial cases of behaviors
damaging to the environment. An ethic will be
adequate, on this approach, if its principles are
sufficient to entail rules proscribing the behaviors
involved in the noncontroversial set. My argu-
ments, then, are not directed at determining
which principles are frue, but which are adeguate
to uphold certain shared intuitions. Questions con-
cerning the truth of such principles must be left for
another occasion.

II Anthropocentrism and
Nonanthropocentrism

I suggest that the distinction between anthropo-
centrism and nonanthropocentrism has been given
more importance in discussions of the foundations
of environmental ethics than it warrants because a
crucial ambiguity in the term anthropocentrism has
gone unnoticed.® Writers on both sides of the
controversy apply this term to positions which
treat humans as the only loci of intrinsic value *
Anthropocentrists are therefore taken to believe
that every instance of value originates in a contri-
bution to human values and that all elements of
nature can, at most, have value instrumental to the
satisfaction of human interests.® Note that anthro-
pocentrism is defined by reference to the position
taken on loci of value. Some nonanthropocentrists
say that human beings are the source of all values,
but that they can designate nonhuman objects as
loci of fundamental value.”

It has also become common to explain and test
views on this point by reference to “last man
examples” which are formulated as follows.®
Assume that a human being, S, is the last living
member of Homoe sapiens and that S faces immi-
nent death. Would .S do wrong to wantonly des-
troy some object X? A positive answer to this
question with regard to any nonhuman X is
taken to entail nonanthropocentrism. If the vari-

able X refers to some natural object, a species, an
ecosystem, a geological formation, etc., then jt i
thought that positions on such questions deter..
mine whether a person is an anthropocentrist ¢p
not, because the aétion in question cannot concejy.
ably harm any human individual. If it is wrong ¢
destroy X, the wrongness must derive from harm
to X or to some other natural object. But one cap
harm something only if it is 2 good in its own right
in the sense¢ of being a locus of fundamenty)
value.

Or so the story goes. I am unconvinced becayse
not nearly enough has been said about what counts
as a human interest. In order to explore this diffi-
cult area, I introduce two useful definitions. A o)
preference is any desire or need of a human individ-
ual that can at least temporarily be sated by some
specifiable experience of that individual. A con-
sidered preferemee i3 any desire or need that a
human individual would express after careful de-
liberation, including a judgment that the desire or
need is consistent with a rationally adopted world
view —a world view which includes fully supported
scientific theories and a metaphysical framework
interpreting those theories, as well as a set of ration-
ally supported zesthetic and moral ideals.

When interests are assumed to be constructed
merely from felt preferences, they are thereby
insulated from any criticism or objection. Fco-
nomic approaches to decision making often adopt
this approach because it eschews ‘‘value judg-
ments” — decision makers need only ask people
what they want, perhaps correct these preferences
for intensity, compute the preferences satisfied by
the various possible courses of action, and let the
resulting ordinal ranking imply a decision.

A considered preference, on the other hand, is an
idealization in the sense that it can only be adopted
after a person has rationally accepted an entire
world view and, further, has succeeded in altering
his felt preferences so that they are consonant with
that world view. Since this is a process no one
has ever completed, references to considered
preferences are hypothetical — they refer to prefer-
ences the individual would have if certain contrary-
to-fact conditions were fulfilled. Nonetheless, ref-
erences to considered preferences remain useful
because it is possible to distinguish felt preferences
from considered preferences when there are con-
vincing arguments that felt preferences are not
consistent with some element of a world view that
appears worthy of rational support.
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1t is now possible to define two forms of anthro-
pocentrism. A value theory is strongly anthropocen-
iric if all value countenanced by it is explained by
reference to satisfactions of felt preferences of
human individuals. A value theory is weakly an-
thropocentric if all value countenanced by it is ex-
plained by reference to satisfaction of some felt
preference of a human individual or by reference
to its bearing upon the ideals which exist as elem-
ents in a world view essential to determinations of
considered preferences.

Strong anthropocentrism, as here defined, takes
unquestioned felt preferences of human individ-
uals as determining value. . Consequently, if
humans have a strongly consumptive value system,
then their “interests” (which are taken merely to
be their felt preferences) dictate that nature will be
used in an exploitative manner. Since there is no
check upon the felt preferences of individuals in
the value system of strong anthropocentrism, there
exists no means to criticize the behavior of indi-
viduals who use nature merely as a storchouse of
raw materials to be extracted and used for prod-
ucts serving human preferences.

Weak anthropocentrism, on the other hand, rec-
ognizesffat felt preferences can be either rational
or not (in the sense that they can be judged not
consonant with a rational world view). Hence, weak
anthropocentrism provides a basis for criticism of
value systems which are purely exploitative of
nature, In this way, weak anthropocentrism makes
available two ethical resources of crucial import-
ance to environmentalists. First, to the extent that
environmental ethicists can make a case for a world
view that emphasizes the close relationship between
the human species and other living species, they can
also make a case for ideals of human behavior extol-
ling harmony with nature. These ideals are then
available as a basis for criticizing preferences that
merely exploit nature.

Second, weak anthropocentrism as here defined
also places value on human experiences that provide
the basis for value formation. Because weak anthro-
pocentrism places value not only on felt prefer-
ences, but also on the process of value formation
embodied in the criticism and replacement of felt
preferences with more rational ones, it makes pos-
sible appeals to the value of experiences of natural
objects and undisturbed places in human value
formation, To the extent that environmentalists
can show that values are formed and informed by
contact with nature, nature takes on value as a

teacher of human values. Nature need no longer
be seen as a mere satisfier of fixed and often con-
sumptive values — it ‘also becomes an important
source of inspiration in value formation.”

In the final section of this paper I develop these
two sources of value in nature more fully. Even
there my goal is not to defend these two bases for
environmental protection as embodying true
claims about the value of nature — that, as I said
at the outset is a larger and later task. My point is
only that, within the limits set by weak anthropo-
centrism as here defined, there exists a framework
for developing powerful reasons for protecting
nature. Further, these reasons do not resemble
the extractive and exploitative reasons normally
associated with strong anthropocentrism.

And they do not differ from strongly anthropo-
centric reasons in merely theoretical ways. Weakly
anthropocentric reasoning can affect behavior as
can be seen by applying it to last man situations,
Suppose that human beings choose, for rational
or religious reasons, to live according to an ideal
of maximum harmony with nature. Suppose also
that this ideal is taken seriously and that anyone
who impairs that harmony (by destroying another
species, by polluting air and water, etc.) would
be judged harshly. But such an ideal need not
attribute intrinsic value to natural objects, nor
need the prohibitions implied by it be justified
with nonanthropocentric reasoning attributing
intrinsic value to nonhuman natural objects.
Rather, they can be justified as being implied by
the ideal of harmony with nature, This ideal, in
turn, can be justified either on religious grounds
referring to human spiritual development or as
being a fitting part of a rationally defensible world
view,

Indeed, there exist examples of well developed
world views that exhibit these characteristics. The
Hindus and Jains, in proscribing the killing of
insects, etc., show concern for their own spiritual
development rather than for the actual lives of
those insects. Likewise, Henry David Thoreau is
careful not to attribute independent, intrinsic
value to nature. Rather he believes that nature
cxpresses 4 deeper spiritual reality and that
humans can learn spiritual values from it.!® Nor
should it be inferred that only spiritually oriented
positions can uphold weakly anthropocentric
reasons. In a post-Darwinian world, one could
give rational and scientific support for a world
view that includes ideals of living in harmony
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with nature, but which involve no attributions of
intrinsic value to nature,

Views such as those just described are weakly
anthropocentric because they refer only to human
values, but they are not strongly so because human
behavior is limited by concerns other than those
derivable from prohibitions against interfering
with the satisfaction of human felt preferences.
And practically speaking, the difference in behavior
between strong anthropocentrists and weak anthro-
pocentrists of the sort just described and exempli-
fied is very great. In particular, the reaction of these
weak anthropocentrists to last man situations is
undoubtedly more similar to that of nenanthropo-
centrists than to that of strong anthropocentrists.
Ideals such as that of hiving in harmony with nature
imply rules proscribing the wanton destruction of
other species or ecosystems even if the human
species faces imrminent extinction.

But it might be objected that positions such as
those here skeiched only appear to avoid attribu-
tions of intrinsic value to nature and natural
objects. For example, Tom Regan has argued
that & position similar to them makes covert appeal
to the intrinsic value of nenhuman objects and
hence fails to embody a purely anthropocentric
argument for the preservation of nature. He
writes:

If we are told that treating the environment
in certain ways offends against an ideal of
human conduct, we are not being given a pos-
ition that is an alternative to, ot inconsistent
with, the view that nonconscious objects have
a value of their own. The fatal objection which
the offense against an ideal argument encoun-
ters, is that, rather than offering an alternative
to the view that some nonconscious objects
h:;wle1 inherent value, it presupposes that they
do.

Prior to this conclusion, Regan states three prop-
ositions which are intended to support it:

The fitting way to act in regard to X clearly
involves a commitment to regarding X as
having value....An ideal which enjoins us
not to act toward X in a certain way but
which denies that X has any value is either
unintelligible or pointless. Ideals, in short, in-
volve the recognition of the value of that foward
which one acts."?

G

Regan’s three propositions, however, are either
false or they fail to support his conclusion. If the
value they refer to is inclusive of intrinsic ang
instrumental value, the propesitions are true byt
do not support the conclusion that all ideals of
human conduct imply intrinsic value of the object
protected by the ideal. Ideals regarding the treat-
ment of my neighbor’s horse (viewed as a piece of
private property) imply only that the horse hag
instrumental, not intrinsic, value. If, on the other
hand, Regan intends the references to value in the
three propositions to refer to intrinsic value excly-
sively, then all three propositions are clearly false,
I can accept that there is a fitting way to act in
regard to my neighbor’s horse, without thereby
accepting any commitment to accord intrinsic
value to it. Nor am I thereby committed to any-
thing either unintelligible or pointless. I need not
recognize the intrinsic value of the horse; T can,
alternatively, recognize the intrinsic value of my
neighbor and her preference that the horse not be
harmed.

The example of the horse provides a counter-
example to Regan’s argument, thereby showing that
the argument is unsound. It does so, admittedly, by
appealing to the instrumental value of the horse for
hurnan preference satisfaction. It does not, there-
fore, directly address the question of whether there
are ideals of environmental protection supportable
on weakly anthropocentric grounds, but which
imply no intrinsic value for the protected objects.
The examples mentioned earlier, however, fulfill
this function. If the Hindu, the Jainist, or the fol-
lower of Thoreau appeals to ideals designed to
improve humans spiritually, then they can justify
those ideals without attributing intrinsic value to
the objects protected. Nor are the spiritual aspects
of these examples essential. If ideals of human be-
havior are justified as fitting parts of a world view
which can be rationally supported from a human
perspective, then these ideals, too, escape Regan’s
argument — they might support protection of nature
as a fitting ching for humans to strive toward, with-
out attributing intrinsic value to nature.

Nor need weak anthropocentrism collapse into
strong anthropocentrism. It would do so if the
dichotomy between preferences and ideals were
indefensible. If all values can, ultimately, be inter-
preted as satisfactions of preferences, then ideals are
simply human preferences. The controversy hereis
reminiscent of that discussed by early utilitarians.
John Stuart Mill, for example, argued that because

Environmental Ethics and Weak Anthropocentrism

higher pleasures ultimately can be seen to provide
greater satisfactions, there is thus only a single scale
of values — preference satisfaction.'” It is true that
weak anthopocentrists must deny that preference
satisfaction is the only measure of human value.
They must take human ideals seriously enough se
that they can be set against preference satisfactions
52 limit upon them. It is therefore no surprise that
weak anthropocentrists reject the reductionistic
position popular among utilitarians. Indeed, it is
precisely the rejection of that reductionism that
allows them to steer their way between strong an-
thropocentrism and nonanthropocentrism, The re-
jection of this reduction is, of course, 2 commitment
that weak anthropocentrists share with nonanthro-
pocentrists. Both believe there are values distinct
from human preference satisfaction, rejecting the
reduction of ideals to preferences. They differ not
on this point, but on whether the justification of
those ideals must appeal to the intrinsic value of
nonhuman objects.

Weak anthropocentrism is, therefore, an attract-
ive position for environmentalists. It requires no
radical, difficult-to-justify claims about the intrin-
sic value of nonhuman objects and, at the same
time, it provides a framework for stating obliga-
tions that goes beyond concern for satisfying
human preferences. It, rather, allows the develop-
ment of arguments to the effect that current,
largely consumptive attitudes toward nature are
indefensible, because they do not fit into 2 world
view that is rationally defensible in terms not
implying intrinsic value for nonhumans. It can
also emphasize the value of nature in forming,
rather than in satisfying human preferences, as
preferences can be modified in the process of
striving toward a consistent and rationally defens-
ible world view.

III Individualism and
Nonindividualism

The distinctions and arguments presented above
convince me that, while the development of a
nonanthropocentric axiology committed to intrin-
sic value for nonhuman natural entities remains an
interesting philosophical enterprise, the dichot-
omy on which it is based has less importance
for the nature of environmental ethics than is
usually thought. In particular, T see no reason to
think that, if environmental ethics is distinctive, its

distinctiveness derives from the necessity
appeals to the intrinsic value of nonhuman natural
objects. Once two forms of anthropocentrism are
distinguished, it appears that from one, weak an-
thropocentrism, an adequate environmental ethic
can be derived. If that is true, authors who equate
the question of the distinctiveness of an adequate
environmental ethic with the claim that nature or
natural objects have intrinsic value are mistaken.

There is, nevertheless, reason to believe that an
adequate environmental ethic is distinctive. In this
section, I argue that no successful environmental
ethic can be derived from an individuzlistic basis,
whether the individuals in question are human-or
nonhuman. Since most contemporary ethical
systems are essentially individualistic, an adequate
environmental ethic is distinctive, not by being
necessarily nonanthropocentric as many environ-
mental ethicists have argued or assumed, but,
rather, by being nonindividualistic.

Standard contemporary ethical theories, at least
in the United States and Western Europe are
essentially individualistic. By this I mean that the
behavioral prohibitions embodied in them derive
from the principle that actions ought not to harm
other individuals unjustifiably. Utilitarians derive
ethical rules from the general principle that all
actions should promote the greatest possible hap-
piness for the greatest possible number of individ-
uals. This means that actions (or rules) are judged
to be legitimate or not according to whether more
good (and less harm) for individuals will result
from the action than from any alternative. On
this view, the satisfaction of each individual inter-
est is afforded an initial prima facie value. Some
such interests are not to be satisfied because the
information available indicates that if they are,
some greater interest or sets of interests of some
individuals cannot be satisfied concurrently with
them. The utilitarian principle, supplemented
by empirical predictions about the consequences
of actions for individuals, filters happiness-
maximizing actions from others that do not maxi-
mize happiness. For present purposes, the import-
ant point is that the satisfaction of individual
interests are the basic unit of value for utilitarians,
and in this sense, utilitarianism (either of the act or
rule variety) is essentially individualistic.*

Contemporary deontologists derive ethical pro-
hibitiens from individual rights and obligations to
protect those rights.'® Individuals make claims,
and when these claims conflict with claims made
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by other individuals, they are judged to be legit-
imate or illegitimate according to a set of ethical
rules designed to make such decisions. Although
these rules, in essence, are the embodiment of a
system of justice and fairness, the rules adjudicate
between claims of individuals, and consequently
modern deontology is essentially individualistic.'®
Therefore, both utilitarianism and modern de-
ontology are essentially individualistic in the
sense that the basic units of ethical concern are
interests or claims of individuals.

It is characteristic of the rules of environmental
cthics that they must prohibit current behaviors
that have effects upon the long-range future as
well as the present. For example, storage of radio-
active wastes with a half-life of thousands of years
in containers that will deteriorate in a few centuries
must be prohibited by an adequate environmental
ethic, even if such actions, on the whole, provide
the most benefits and no harms to currently living
individuals. Likewise, human demographic
growth, if subsequent generations continue that
policy, will create severe overpopulation, a behavior
negatively affecting the future of the environment,
and hence human reproductive behavior must
be governed by an adequate environmental ethic.
An adequate environmental ethic must therefore
prohibit current activities generally agreed to
have negative effects on the environment of the
future.

I have argued at length elsewhere that a para-
dox, due to Derek Parfit, effectively precludes
systems of ethics which are individualistic in the
sense defined above from governing current deci-
sions by reference to their effects on future indi-
viduals."” To summarize that argument briefly, it
exploits the insight that no system of ethics built
exclusively upon adjudications of interests of pre-
sent and future individuals can govern current
decisions and their effects on future individuals
because current environmental decisions deter-
mine what individuals will exist in the future.
Parfit’s argument notes that current decisions
regarding consumption determine how many indi-
viduals and which individuals will be born in the
future. On a policy of fast demographic growth
and high consumption, different individuals will
exist a century from now than would exist if the
current generation adopts a policy of low growth
and moderate consumption. Assume, as most en-
vironmentalists do, that a policy of high growth
and immoderate consumption will leave the future
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with a lower quality of life than more moderate
growth policies would. The individuals who are, i
fact, born as a result of the immoderate growh
policies cannot complain that they would have
been better off had the policies been different —
for they would not even have existed had moderate
policies been adopted. That is, Parfit’s paradoy
shows that current policy cannot be governed by
reference to harms fo the interests of future indj-
viduals, because those policies determine who
those individuals will be and what interests they
will have. Attempts to govern behaviors affecting
the distant future cannot, therefore, be governed
by appeal to individual interests of future persong,
since the very existence of such individuals hangg
in the balance until all relevant decisions are made.

Since the ethical intuitions shared by all environ-
mentally sensitive individuals include prohibitions
against behaviors which may have negative effects
only in the long-term future (and not in the pre-
sent), the rules of environmental ethics cannot be
derived from the usual, individualistic systems of
ethics currently in vogue. Note, also, that my argu-
ment concerning individualism makes no assump-
tion that only human individuals make claims or
have interests and rights. Future nonhuman indi-
viduals are, likewise, affected by human policies
regarding consumption and reproduction. Conse-
quently, expansion of the loss of individual rights
holders, or preference havers to include nonhumans
in no way affects the argument. No ethical system
which is essentially individualistic, regardless of
how broadly the réference category of individuals
is construed, can offer ethical guidance concerning
current environmental policy in all cases.

IV A Proposal for an Adequate
Anthropocentric Environmental Ethic

The arguments of the last section are surprisingly
simple and general, but if they are sound, they
explain the fairly general intuition that enviren-
mental ethics must’ be distinctive in some sense,
although not in the sense usually assumed. So far
my conclusions have all been negative — I have
argued that an adequate environmental ethic need
not be nonanthropocentric and that an adequate
environmental ethic must not be limited to consid-
erations of individual interests. From these con-
clusions a new direction for environmental ethics
emerges which is weakly anthropocentric — it finds

all value in human loci — and which is also non-
individualistic in the sense that value is not
restricted to satisfactions of felt preferences of
human individuals. In other words, the arguments
of the first two sections of the paper (1) positively
define 2 space by establishing the possibility of a
weakly, but not strongly, anthropocentric environ-
mental ethic and (2) negatively constrain that ethic
by eliminating the possibility that it be purely
individualistic.

My purpose now is not to demonstrate that the
ethical principles I have set out are definitely cor-
rect or that they are the only adequate principles
available. My goal, rather, is to present a valid
alternative for environmental ethics that is ad-
equate in a manner that no purely individualistic,
strongly anthropocentric ethic can be, while
avoiding difficult-to-defend references to the in-
trinsic value of nonhuman natural objects.

I begin my explication with an analogy. Suppose
an extremely wealthy individual, through a will,
sets up a very large trust fund “to be managed for
the economic well-being of my descendants.”
Over the years, descendants will be born and die,
and the class of beneficiaries will change through
time. Suppose, also, that the family drifts apart
emotionally and becomes highly contentious. I
suggest that two sorts of controversies, each with
its own distinctive logic, could arise concerning
the fund. First, there may be issues about the faér
distribution of proceeds of the trust. Some descend-
ants might claim that other descendants are not
entitled to full shares, because they are, or are
descended from, an illegitimate offspring of a
member of the family. Or it might be disputed
whether adopted children of descendants are in-
cluded in the terms of the will.

Second, there may well be disputes about the
management of the trust. Here, there may be ques-
tions concerning what sorts of investments are
“good investments.” Should all investments be
safe ones, thereby insuring a continued, although
smaller income? Might the principle of the trust be
invaded in years where the income from invest-
ments is unusually low? Might one generation
simply spend the principle, dividing it fairly
among themselves, showing no concern for future
descendants?

To apply this analogy in obvious ways, ethical
questions about the environment can be divided
into ones concerning distributional fairness within
generations and others concerning longer-term,
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cross-generational issues. If the arguments in the
third section are correct, then the latter are not
reducible to the former; nor do they have the same
logic. Tt can be assumed that many environmental
concerns, as well as nonenvironmental ones, can be
resolved as issues of distributional fairness. If a
property owner pollutes a stream running through
his property, this action raises a question of fair-
ness between him and his downstream neigh-
bors.!® These moral issues are, presumably, as
amenable to resolution using the categories and
rules of standard, individualistic ethics as are
nonenvironmental ones.

But there are also many questions in environ-
mental cthics that are analogous to gquestions
of management of a trust across time. Seil, water,
forests, coal, oil, etc. are analogous to the principle
of the trust. If they are used up, destroyed,
or degraded, they no longer provide benefits.
The income from the trust provides an analogy
for renewable resources. As long as the productive
resource (analogous to the principle of the
trust) is intact, one can expect a steady flow of
benefits.

One feature that makes environmental ethics
distinctive is concern for protection of the resource
base through indefinite time. Parfit’s paradox
shows that these concerns cannot be accounted
for by reference to concerns for individuals and
to the obligation not to harm other individuals
unjustifiably. The obligations are analogous to
those accepted by an individual who is appointed
executor of the trust fund. Although decisions
made by the executor affect individuals and their
well-being, the obligation is to the integrity of the
trust, not to those individuals. While one might be
tempted to say that the obligation of the executor
is to future individuals who will be born, but who
are at this time unknown, this conceptualization
also involves a failure to perceive the profundity of
Parfit’s paradox. Suppose all of the members of a
given generation of the family in question sign an
agreement not to have offspring and thereby con-
vince the executor to disburse the principle of the
trust equally among current beneficiaries. Perhaps
this is consistent with the terms of the trust, but it
shows that the current choices of the executor
cannot be guided by abstract conceptions of
“future individuals.” When current decisions
about management are interlocked with not-
yet-decided questions affecting the future exist-
ence of individuals, it is impossible to refer to
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those individuals as the basis of guidance in
making current management decisions.

Suppose a generation of the entire human
species freely decided to sterilize itself, thereby
freeing itself to consume without fear of harming
future individuals. Would they do wrong? Yes.”
The perpetuation of the human species is a good
thing because a universe containing human con-
sciousness is preferable to one without it.2® This
value claim implies that current generations must
show concern for future generations. They must
take steps to avoid the extinction of the species and
they must provide a reasonably stable resource
base so that future generations will not suffer
great deprivation. These are the bases of rules of
management analogous to the rules for adminis-
tering a trust fund. They do not have individuals
or individual interests as their reference point, but
they do govern behavior that will affect future
individuals.

It is now possible to outline a weakly anthropo-
centric, nonindividualistic environmental ethic.
Such an ethic has two levels. The distributional
level has as its principle that one ought not to harm
othet human individuals unjustifisbly. This
principle rests upon the assumption that felt pref-
erences, desires that occur within individual
human consciousness, have equal prima facic
value. Rules for the fair treatment of individuals
are derived from the principle of no harm and
prescribe fair treatment of individuals, whether
regarding benefits derived from the environment
or from other sources. Since there is nothing dis-
tinctive about the environmental prescriptions and
proscriptions that occur on this level — they do not
differ in nature from other issues of individual
fairness — I do not discuss them further.

Decisions on the second level of environmental
ethics, which I call the level of “allocation,”
cannot, however, be based upon individual consid-
erations. The central value placed on human con-
sciousness is not a result of aggregating the value
of individual consciousnesses, because the value
of ongoing consciousness cannot be derived from
the value of individual consciousnesses — they
cannot be identified or counted prior to the
making of decisions on resource allocation,*
Therefore, obligations on this level are owed to
no individual and can be called “generalized obli-
gations.” They are obligations of the current gen-
eration to maintain a stable flow of resources
into the indefinite future and, consequently, they
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are stated vis-d-vis resources necessary for ongoing
human life, not vis-d-vis individual requirements.
Resources represent the means for supporting
life looked at from a nonindividual perspective.
The individual perspective determines needy
and wants and then seeks means to fulfill them
Concernt for the continued flow of resources jn-
sures that sources of goods and services such ag
ecosystems, soil, forests, etc. remain “healthy” and
are not deteriorating. In this way, options are
held open and reasonable needs of individuals for
whatever goods and services can be fulfilled with
reasonable labor, technology, and ingenuity. The
emphasis of this concern, however, is not indi-
vidualistic since it is not focused on the fulfillment
of specifiable needs, but rather on the integriry
and health of ongoing ecosystems as holistic en-
tities.

While the long-term nature of the concern im-
plies that the stability of the resource base must be
protected, this stability is not the same thing as
ecological stability. It is an open (and controversial)
question as 1o what the stability of ecosystems
means. Further, there are controversies concerning
the extent to which there are scientifically support-
able generalizations about what is necessary to pro-
tect ecological stability. For example, it is highly
controversial whether diversity, in general, pro-
motes and/or is necessary for ecological stability %
These controversies are too complex to enter into
here, but they are relevant. To the extent that
scientists know what is necessary to protect the
resource base, there is an obligation to act upon it.
Even if there are few sweeping generalizations such
as those concerning diversity and stability, there are
a wide variety of less general rules that are well
supported and are being systematically ignored in
environmental policy. Fcologisis and resource
managers know that clear-cutting tropical forests
on steep slopes causes disastrous erosion, that in-
tensely tilling monocultures causes loss of topsoil,
and that overexploitation of fisheries can cause new
and far less productive species compositions. Fur-
ther, there is an obligation, where knowledge is
lacking, to seek that knowledge in order to avoid
unintentional destruction.

An ethic of resource allocation should apply to
nonrenewable resources as well as to rencwable
ones and should -also imply a population policy.
The general injunction to maintain the stability of
the resource base across generations follows from
the value of human consciousness. It implies that,
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with respect to renewable, or interest-bearing re-
sources, present generations should not harvest
more than the maximum sustainable yield of the
resource. But what does stability imply with re-
spect to monrenewable resources? Although at
first glance it would seem to suggest that a stable
supply can only be sustained if no utilization
sakes place, this reasoning is based on a confusion
_ it is not the case that there is an obligation to
have a certain, fixed amount of geods in supply,
but rather there is an obligation to maintain a
stable level of goods gvaslable for use. The ethical
principle, in other words, is directed at maintain-
ing the possibility of human consciousness which
requires resource use. What is required, then,
is a constant supply of resources available for util-
ization by succeeding generations. Once the prob-
lem is framed in this manner, human technology
and the phenomenon of substitutability of prod-
ncts become relevant. Present humans may use
up nonrenewable resources, provided they take
steps to provide suitable substitutes. If, for
example, the present generation uses up a major
portion of the accumulated fossil fuels available,
they will have done nothing wrong if they
leave the next gencration with a technology
capable of deriving energy from renewable sources
such as the sun, wind, or ocean currents.?? There
are significant trade-offs available back and
forth between renewable and nonrenewable re-
sources.

Note also that this system implies a population
principle — the level of population in any given
generation should be determined by the require-
ments for the stability of the resource flow. Such a
determination would be based on an assessment of
(2) how many people are consistent with the max-
imal sustainable yield of renewable resources and (b)
how many people are consistent with a level of use
for nonrenewable resources which does not outstrip
the ability of the existing technology to produce
stitable substitutes. A population principle follows,
in turn, from this stability principle. One need not
identify future individuals or worry about utilities of
possible individuals on this approach. The obliga-
tion is to maintain maximum sustainable yield con-
sistent with the stability of the resource flow. The
population principle sets a population policy for a
generation as a whole based on the carrying capacity
of the environment. Questions about who, ina given
generation, should have children and how many
cach individual can have, may be treated as ques-

tions of interpersonal equity among the existing
individuals of any given generation.

The ethical obligations constituting an ethic of
allocation are quite simple as they derive from a
single value — that of ongoing human conscious-
ness. In general form, however, they do not state
specifically what to do; they only require actions
necessary to retain a stable resource base through
indefinite time. Scientific knowledge can, in
principle, nevertheless, indicate specific actions
necessary in order to fulfill that obligation, Scien-
tific evidence is sufficient to imply that many
currently widespread practices violate those obli-
gations either directly or cumulatively and are, in
terms of this system, immoral. There are also areas
where scientific knowledge is insufficient to decide
whether and how certain practices arc destructive.
Here, the obligation is to be cautious and to pro-
ceed to obtain the information necessary.

While science plays a crudial role in this system,
the system is not naturalistic. It does not derive
moral obligations from purely scientific statements.
Central to all obligations of present individuals to
the future is an obligation to perpetuate the value of
human consciousness, Science elucidates and
makes concrete the specific obligations flowing
from that central obligation but does not support
it.

V Relating the Two Levels

The ethic proposed has two levels — one has the
prima facie equality of felt preferences of individ-
ual humans as its central value principle; the other
has the value of ongoing human life and conscious-
ness as its central value principle. Rules and be-
haviors justified on these two levels can, of course,
conflict. If felt preferences are overly consumptive,
then the future of human life may be threatened.
Conversely, one can imagine situations where con-
cern for the future of the human species might
lead to draconian measures threatening the life or
livelihood of current individuals by limiting the
satisfaction of felt preferences. Weak anthropocen-
trism, nevertheless, because it recognizes the im-
portant difference between felt and considered
preferences, can adjudicate these disputes.

The most common conflict, the one many en-
vironmentalists fear we now face, exists when
overly consumptive felt preferences cause serious
overexploitation of nature and thereby threaten
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the resource base necessary for continued human
life. This conflict can be resolved by taking human
ideals into consideration. If, for example, one’s
total world view contains as an ideal the continu-
ation of human life and consciousness, then the
felt preferences in question are irrational — they are
inconsistent with an important ethical ideal. Simi-
larly, if a rational world view recognizing that the
human species evolved from other life forms in-
cludes an ideal calling for harmony with nature,
this ideal, likewise, can function to criticize and
alter felt preferences. By building ecological prin-
ciples and ideals regarding the proper human
treatment of nature into.a rationally supported
world view, weak anthropocentrists can develop
vast resources for criticizing felt preferences of
human individuals which threaten environmental
stability and harmony.

It can be argued that experiences of nature are
essential in constructing a rational world view.
Likewise, scientific understanding of nature seems
essential for the construction of such a world view.
Nor would it be very surprising if it turned out that
analogies, symbols, and metaphors drawn from
nature provided an essential source of guidance in
choosing ethical and aesthetic ideals as well.?
Other species and unspoiled places would thereby
have great value to humans not only for the way in
which they satisfy human felt preferences, but also
for the way they serve to enlighten those prefer-
ences. Once one recognizes the distinction between
felt preferences and considered preferences, nature
assumes a crucial role in informing values by con-
tributing to the formation of a rational world view,
the criterion by which felt preferences are criti-
cized.

V1 Environmental Ethics and Intrinsic
Value

The conflicts that exist between the levels of dis-
tributive fairness and allocation require thoughtful
discussion and debate, but that discussion and
debate can take place without appeal to the intrin-
sic value of nonhuman natural objects. The value
of ongoing human consciousness and the rules it
implies for resource allocation can serve as a basis
for criticism of consumptive and exploitative felt
preferences. Further, ideas such as that of human
harmony with nature and the human species’ evo-
lutionary affinity to other species, can serve to
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strengthen and add flesh to the world view avaj.
able for the critique of current environmentally
destructive behaviors.

When I refer to an environmental ethic, then, [
refer, first of all, to the rules of distributive fajy_
ness guiding behaviors affecting other humag
beings’ use of the environment. Second, I refer
to the rules of allocation affecting the long-term
health of the biosphere as-a functioning, organic
unit. An environmental ethic, nevertheless, is
more than these rules: it also encompasses the
ideals, values, and principles that constitute a ra-
tional world view regarding the human species’
relationship to nature. In these sources are baseg
for evaluating the rules of right action and for
criticizing currently felt preferences. Aesthetic ex-
perience of nature is an essential part of the pro-
cess of forming and applying these ideals and,
hence, is also a central part of the environmental
ethic here described.

Some nonanthropocentrists, such as J. Baird
Callicott, have developed in more detail such
ideas as the human affinity to other species and
have concluded that it is rational for humans to
“attribute™ intrinsic value to other species on the
basis of affective feelings toward them,” but if, as
I have argued, a sense of harmony with nature can,
once it becomes an entrenched part of our world
view, serve to correct felt preferences, then it can
also serve to bring felt preferences more in line
with the requirements of resource allocation with-
out any talk about intrinsic value. Of course, since
human beings, as highly evolved animals, share
many needs for clean air, clean water, ecosystem
services, etc., in the long term with other species it
would not be surprising that speaking as if nature
has intrinsic value could provide useful guidance
in adjusting human felt preferences. And since
these preferences are now far too exploitative and
too consumptive for the good of our own species,
showing concern for other species that share our
long-term needs for survival might be one useful
tool in a very large kit.

The point of this essay, however, has been to
show that one need not make the questionable
ontological commitments involved in attributing
intrinsic value to nature, since weak anthropocen-
trism provides a framework adequate to criticize
current destructive practices to Incorporate con-
cepts of human affinity to nature, and to account
for the distinctive nature of environmental ethics.
All of these are essential elements in an ethic that
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recognizes the distinction between felt and con-
sidered preferences and includes important aes-
thetic and ethical ideals. These ideals, which can
be derived from spiritual sources or from a ration-
ally constructed world view, can be based on and
find their locus in human values. And yet they are
sufficient to provide the basis of criticism of cur-
rently overconsumptive felt preferences. As such
they adjudicate between ethical concerns for dis-
tributional fairness in the present and concerns of
allocation which have reference to the long-term
future. Essential to this adjudication is the devel-
opment of principles of conduct that respect the
ongoing integrity of functioning ecosystems seen
a5 wholes. In this way they transcend concern for
individualistically expressed felt preferences and
focus attention on the stable functicning of on-
going systems. If all of this is true, Occam’s razor
surely provides a basis for favoring weak anthro-
pocentrism over nonanthropocentrism.
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