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Outline and assess either biocentrism or sentientism. 

  This essay will focus on biocentrism, a branch of environmental philosophy which has emerged as part of philosophical thinking over the last 50 years, from a growing awareness of human impact on the climate and environment [footnoteRef:1]. The issue of what or who is worthy of moral consideration has evolved from the anthropocentric perspective to include those who can be deemed as having interests, measured by an ability to experience harm or benefit [footnoteRef:2], and includes the needs of whole environmental systems themselves. [1: Attfield,Robin. 2003. Environmental Ethics: an overview for the twenty first century. ]  [2:  Routley,Richard. 1973. ‘Is There a Need for a New, an Environmental Ethic?,’] 

  The anthropocentric view held the interests of humans above that of animals and nature, in effect a ‘freedom principal’ [footnoteRef:3] that allowed exploitation of the planet resources without concern for potential harm to non-human species. This view prevailed until questioned [footnoteRef:4] and can be seen reflected in many cultures where animals and nature are harmed but the behaviour is not challenged. As the arguments have developed, the spectrum of environmental philosophical thinking has become: [3:  Richard Sylvan.’ Is There a Need for a New, an Environmental Ethic?’, Proceedings  of the World Congress of Philosophy, No.1, Bulgaria, Varna, 1973, p.207). ]  [4:  Routley,Richard. 1973. ‘Is There a Need for a New, an Environmental Ethic?’] 

Anthropocentric-------} Sentientism---} Biocentric---} Ecocentric.
  Sentientism claims that moral consideration should be given to species that show sentience. As Peter Singer said and is considered by Kenneth Goodpaster in his book On Being Morally Considerable, “the limit of sentience is the only defensible boundary of concern for the consideration of others” [footnoteRef:5] so if sentience is not deemed to be present, there is no need to show moral consideration. [5:  Goodpaster, Kenneth E, ‘On Being Morally Considerable’, The Journal of Philosophy, 75.6 (1978), p316.] 

The ecocentric position is that the whole eco-system, and individual sub-systems (if they can be separated from the whole) are valued more highly than the individuals. If these interests are in conflict, a thing is considered to be right when it preserves the integrity of the system – and wrong if it does not [footnoteRef:6]. [6:  ALDO LEOPOLD’, Earth First!   ‘How Deep Is Your Ecology? A Thing Is Right When It Tends to Preserve the Integrity, Stability and Beauty of the Biotic Community. It Is Wrong When It Tends Otherwise? (1991), 18.8 (1998), 20–] 

 Biocentric views sit between these two positions, claiming all living species are worthy of moral consideration on an individual basis, having more value than the system. It is an expansion of sentientism in that it includes living things that do not necessarily show sentience. Systems have an instrumental good for individuals, but do not have a higher moral consideration. 
In support of biocentrism-
  If sentientism allows moral consideration only to species that can show sentience, what is sentience? It seems to be related to the ability of a living thing to have emotions [footnoteRef:7]. This is a subjective view and may have difficulty with creatures that do not express a response stimulus in a way we can currently recognise. For example, fish do not have expressions. We watch fish drowning in air on TV in reports about the fishing industry, with no consideration of what is happening to them [footnoteRef:8]. If a bucket of kittens was being drowned on TV, there may well be a different response. Rats are commonly baited with poison, but if a pet dog consumes the same pellets, they are rushed to the vet to save them from bleeding slowly to death [footnoteRef:9]. [7:  Proctor, Helen S et al. “Searching for Animal Sentience: A Systematic Review of the Scientific Literature.” ]  [8: Jersey Fishing Rights: PM reassures ‘unjustified’ threats. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-jersey-59296223]  [9:  VetsNow 2021.] 

 Ecocentrism values the needs of eco-systems, a perspective possibly needed in this time of Climate Crisis, but there may be issues identifying eco-systems sufficiently. More complex inter-relations between species are revealed through research over time, so recognising where one system ends and another begins, and weighing this against the value of individuals may be inaccurate. Valuing the system above individuals may also lead to the conclusion that certain individuals should not live [footnoteRef:10]- a position many would find hard to hold, particularly if the individuals are human- such as with the Climate Crisis. [10:  Attfield, Robin, ‘Environmental Philosophy and Environmental Ethics for Sustainability’, The SAGE Handbook of Nature, 2018, pp. 38–58] 



Criticism of biocentrism-
  Drawing a line between what is sentient and what is not, what is living and not living, and measuring the consideration of a system versus the individuals within that system, is likely to be hard. As our understanding of the experience of different species, such as invertebrates or fish, expands, the line between sentient and live creatures[footnoteRef:11] must move.  [11:  Proctor, Helen S et al. ] 

 Being considered as alive does not mean equal moral significance. There is a distinction between conscious and non-conscious things [footnoteRef:12] and in effect a method of weighting values exists. Again, as our understanding expands, what is considered as alive might change.  [12:  Goodpaster, ‘On Being Morally Considerable’, in Journal of Philosophy, 75, 1978.] 

 The relatively recent research into gut flora informs us that these bacteria feed us and are necessary for our health, so although bacteria are considered as alive, they are not given much moral significance- but turn out to be vitally important to our health.
 In cases where the balance of a system is being affected in a detrimental way by individuals or a species, it will be hard to address this from a biocentric viewpoint. For example, red squirrels vs grey- the Welsh Grey Squirrel Action Plan [footnoteRef:13] demonstrates a decision to limit to numbers of grey squirrels by culling individuals by trapping and shooting. There is a debate and protest from Animal Welfare organisations who want to reduce the grey population by other, non-lethal means [footnoteRef:14]. It is not the responsibility of each grey squirrel that they are causing harm by following their own interests, but it is these individuals who will suffer for the good of the eco system, that is measured by the flourishing of the native red squirrel. [13:  Gov.Wales. The Grey Squirrel Management Action Plan. ]  [14:  NothWalesLive. 2019. Wales cracks down on grey squirrel menace but rules out wholesale culls.] 

  In conclusion, drawing any line between individuals of species and systems, weighting their value by applying current knowledge, will always be problematic. There is no clean moral high ground that will remain consistent over time. It seems that an awareness of all the positions and the consequences of each need to be kept in mind, whether it is politicians deciding about polluting industry and the harm to the planet, or which food to buy in the weekly shopping. Personally, this is often an uncomfortable process, but as Eldridge Cleaver first coined, ‘There is no more neutrality in the world. You either have to be part of the solution, or you’re going to be part of the problem’ [footnoteRef:15]. [15:  Smith, Gavin. "3. A CONVERSATION WITH MONIQUE NUIJTEN." Engaged Encounters: 25.] 
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