Environmental Justice, Moral Theory and Environmental Ethics

In the next five lectures we will be covering a range of issues and topics linked to a study of global justice, including…
· Obligations to future generations

· Environmental issues (especially climate change and the arguments for ‘equal per capita carbon emissions’)
· Free-market environmentalism

· Issues to do with global citizenship and international co-operation.
· Justice and non-human beings
· Environmental justice
As part of the module, you are expected to examine traditional moral theory and explore its application to ethical dilemmas. As such, and in preparation for subsequent lectures, in this lecture we will focus on a discussion of such theory, and we will also focus on a discussion of normative stances in environmental ethics, comprehension of which is essential to an in-depth understanding of the issues we’ll study as they relate to global justice. 

**********************

Environmental Justice 

Important questions to consider include:

1. How are people affected by their environments?

2. Questions concerning the distribution of environmental benefits and burdens. 
3. Who are the recipients of justice’, and more specifically ‘Who are the recipients of environmental justice?’ These questions are about who matters or who should be taken into account when deliberating about the distribution of goods and benefits. 

The scope of justice
Possible answers to (3) range from
· Only current citizens of a certain state or a certain community to all current and future beings (sentient and non-sentient). 

Conceptions of environmental justice (some more plausible than others)
· Anthropocentric (human-centered: includes human beings only).
· Non-anthropocentric (includes all sentient creatures or all sentient and non-sentient creatures). 

· Inter-generational (includes current and future generations).
· Intra-generational (includes the current generation only).
· Cosmopolitan (does not limit obligations to those in our community; responsibilities do not cease because of spatial distance).
· Communitarian (includes those within a certain community; ethical obligations derive from relationships). 

Context
Environmental philosophy emerged as an academic subject in a cluster of writings of the early 1970s. Most of these writings advocated moving from anthropocentrism (an approach which accords moral standing to human interests alone) to a non-anthropocentric approach (which recognises the moral standing of nonhuman beings).

The sphere of morality

What kind of things matter in their own right? Some philosophers have used rational argumentation to extend the domain of morality to include other than human beings and even ecosystems. 
Whilst there is much debate about the kinds of things that have moral standing, it’s generally agreed that whatever has interests is deserving of moral consideration. A being with interests is a being that’s capable of being harmed or benefited, whereas ‘a being without interests is a being that’s incapable of being harmed or benefited, having no good or “sake” of its own’ (Feinberg, 1974). 
Environmental ethics – key terms
Anthropocentrism – limits moral standing to human beings, confines the scope of morality and moral concern to human interests
Sentientism – all and only sentient creatures have moral standing. 
Biocentrism – all living creatures have a good of their own and as such all have moral standing. It is individual living things that matter morally, not systems. 

Ecocentrism – ecosystems have a good independent of that of the individuals that exist in those ecosystems, and as such have their own moral standing. 

Moral standing: a being has moral standing if ought to be included among that class of beings that should be taken into account in our moral judgments. 

Intrinsic value 
That which is of intrinsic value is good or of value in itself and for no other reason beyond itself. In this way, intrinsic value is a non-derivative or independent value. One might claim that well-being and flourishing are states of affairs that are intrinsically valuable in that such states are good-in-themselves, rather than good-in-relation to other things. 

Environmental ethicists draw their theoretical stances from traditional ethical theories→

Utilitarianism (variety of consequentialism): 
· Regards pleasure (or, more broadly, the satisfaction of desire and/or preference) as of intrinsic value, and pain (or the frustration of desire and/or preference) as of intrinsic disvalue. Right actions are those that would produce the greatest balance of pleasure or preference satisfaction over pain or frustration of preference. 

· Examples: Peter Singer

· Problems: restriction of moral concern to sentient beings makes it unclear the extent to which utilitarianism is sufficient as an environmental ethic.

Deontological theories:
· Examples: Paul Taylor’s biocentric egalitarianism and Tom Regan’s rights-based ethic.

· Problems: the egalitarian element of Taylor’s position does not give us scope for deciding how to act when interests conflict. In terms of Regan’s position, we have a prima facie duty not to harm some animals (not all animals satisfy the ‘subject of a life’ criterion). Limits the sphere of morality.

· Some general problems: (1) Not taking into account the consequences of actions, but just taking into account which rules we have a duty to follow, could have disastrous results. The consequences of our actions are important, whether or not we take into account rules that one has a duty to follow. (2) How should we revise rules and on what basis should the revisions be made? (3) Adhering to strict rules - may be too rigid as an ethical theory to take into account the particular interests of different beings. The application of general rules tends to ignore particular circumstances.
Consequentialist theories:
· Examples: Attfield’s capacities-based biocentric consequentialism. Attfield argues that consequentialist theories are not bogged down with the above problems because they can appeal to the balance of good over bad consequences (2014, p.46). His approach is a form of practice-consequentialism.
· Some objections and replies (see ibid., pp.44-45): 

(1) Problem to do with weighting the goods of different creatures. 

(2) Biocentric consequentialism reccognises intrinsic value in the flourishing of, say, viruses. 

Reply to (1): most people are used to weighing up harms and benefits. 

Reply to (2): the flourshing of, say, the small-pox virus is outweighed by the loss of worthwhile life. Also, we could appeal to Goodpaster’s distinction between moral standing and moral signifance (1978). 
Virtue Ethics:
· Examples: J. O'Neill; J. Barry; and Rosalind Hursthouse.

· Objections: (1) what character traits are to count as ‘virtuous’? One person’s conception of the good life may not involve treating the environment respectfully, and thus respectful treatment of the nonhuman world may not be a virtue that one sees as essential for one’s flourishing or a virtue that one believes it is necessary to exercise. (2) Susceptible to problems related to moral relativism. (3) Could be argued that virtues are not necessary for right action, and neither are virtues or vices—in themselves—what makes certain actions right or wrong. The rightness or wrongness of actions can be assessed independently of moral feelings or virtues. (3) Strong emphasis on human excellence and flourishing sits uncomfortably with taking the interests of nonhuman entities and the natural world into account for their own sake.

Contractarianism:
· Moral rules are based on what rational, self-interested individuals would (in certain circumstances & under certain constraints) choose or contract into. 
· Problems: (1) Does not provide for those unable to enter into a contract, including


unborn generations, animals, and some humans (2) Problem of abstractness.
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- Nigel Dower, World Ethics: The New Agenda (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University press, 1998), ch.1. 
- Robin Attfield, Ethics: An Overview (London and New York: Continuum, 2012), pp.45-52 & 150-58.
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