Environmental Ethics

Lecture 2: The Sphere of Morality
Key terms
Anthropocentrism – a normative stance that restricts the scope of morality to human beings. 
Sentientism – an entity needs to be sentient to have moral standing. 
Biocentrism – all living things have a good of their own and as such all have moral standing. It is individual living things that matter morally, not systems. 

Ecocentrism – this stance holds that systems have moral standing. Ecosystems are held to have a good independent of that of the individuals that exist in those ecosystems. 

Moral status and moral standing

Moral status:  the word status means ‘a person’s position in society’, or ‘degree of importance’. Similarly, talk of ‘moral status’ is talk of a thing’s moral position in society and is likely to involve discussions about the degree of moral importance that thing has. 

Moral standing:  A being has moral standing if that being ought to be taken into consideration for itself. Beings that have moral standing are beings ‘to whom principles of morality apply from, so to speak, the other end(from the standpoint not of the agent but of the “patient”’ (G. J. Warnock, 1971, p.148, cited by Kenneth Goodpaster, 1978, p. 308). 
We may further enquire into the criterion for moral standing: 
‘What… is the condition of moral relevance? What is the condition of having a claim to be considered by rational agents to whom moral principles apply? (Warnock, ibid., p.148, cited by Goodpaster, ibid., p.308). 
Sentientism
Peter Singer and Tom Regan: moral consideration is fixed at sentient beings.
Problems


· A narrow understanding of what is good and bad.

· We could argue that although sentience is sufficient for moral standing, it is not necessary. 
· What about fish and reptiles? What about non-conscious things, like trees and plants? Should we include these as deserving of moral consideration?
David DeGrazia:
‘It sounds fairly natural to speak of harm to a plant, but not to speak of its welfare. If the sentience requirement is right, while it might not be incorrect to speak of what is good or bad, beneficial or harmful, to plants and nonsentient animals, these terms are not correctly applied to these beings in any sense relevant to morality’ (DeGrazia, 1996, p.227).

However, if we say that plants can be harmed, does this suggest that they have interests that we can further or damage? 
Interests and morality

P1: Only beings capable of being beneficiaries can deserve moral consideration.

P2: Only beings who have (or can have) interests are capable of being beneficiaries.

C: Only beings who have (or can have) interests can deserve moral consideration. 
(See Goodpaster, ibid., p.318). 

Note that while there is general agreement among ethicists about the link between interests and moral standing, there is little agreement about which things can be said to have interests, so the question still remains as to the criterion for moral standing or for possession of interests. 

Joel Feinberg

Suggests that to have interests a being must be capable of being harmed or benefited. A being that has no interests does not possess this capability. As he says, ‘a being without interests is a being that is incapable of being harmed or benefited, having no good or “sake” of its own’ (Feinberg, 1974, p.51). 

Feinberg also suggests that only those things that have interests and a good of their own have moral standing. Feinberg accepts that trees and plants ‘are not “mere things”’ and ‘are capable of having a “good”’, but he denies that they have interests (Feinberg, ibid., pp.51-2). This denial is paradoxical in the light of his view that interests belong to those beings capable of being harmed and benefited (or capable of having a good), and that mere things cannot be harmed or benefited (or have a good of their own). To overcome the paradox of his denial that trees and plants have interests, Feinberg also needs to deny that they are capable of having a good. 

Feinberg goes on to talk restrictively about interests - interests belong to beings that have certain ‘conative’ characteristics. This excludes ‘mindless creatures’ like plants. (This is obviously in tension with his claim that plants are not mere things.) However, Feinberg includes ‘latent tendencies, direction of growth and natural fulfilments’ as characteristics deemed sufficient for the possession of interests (Feinberg, ibid, pp.49 & 53). While trees and plants do not have a mental life, it has been argued that they do possess some of the characteristics that Feinberg believes are sufficient for having interests. 
Biocentrism

Robin Attfield:

‘[A]ll individual animals and plants have interests… all have a direction of growth, and all can flourish… There is no need to hold that trees have unconscious goals to reach the conclusion that trees have interests… The growth and thriving of trees does not need to be regarded as a kind of wanting, nor trees as possible objects of sympathy, for us to recognise that they too have a good of their own’ (Attfield, 1994, p.157).

Paul Taylor:

· His stance is different from that of Attfield’s. 
· Egalitarian biocentrism: all living beings are equal in having inherent worth. 

Problems with Taylor’s position
· Problem to do with competing interests.

· Problem concerning his definition of basic interests. 

Objections to biocentrism

1. Why draw the boundary at life? Why not include rocks, rivers, etc?  

Reply: nonliving things do not have a good of their own or interests. 
2. There are a lot of disanalogies that can be made between conscious things and nonconscious things.

Reply: disanalogies point to the moral significance of such things, not moral standing. (For Goodpaster’s distinction between moral standing and moral significance, see Goodpaster, ibid., p.311). 
3. You cannot live if you accept this view. Not possible to consider all life. 

Reply: could reply by pointing out the aforementioned distinction. Plants and bacteria could have moral standing and, at the same time, have little moral significance.

Ecocentrism
· Systems have intrinsic value and moral standing.

· Our own value as individuals is neutral until we explain how we contribute to systems. 

· Species have value. 

Problems related to the following questions: 
Do systems have value over and above beings as individuals? Do we derive our value from systems? Does a species have interests and a good of its own? 

Anthropocentrism
Strong anthropocentrism:

‘takes unquestioned felt preferences of human individuals as determining value… if humans have a strongly consumptive value system, then their “interests” (which are taken merely to be felt preferences) dictate that nature will be used in an exploitative manner’ (Bryan Norton, 1984, p.135).

Weak anthropocentrism 

· Takes into account ‘the full range of human values not just economic ones’ (Norton, 2008, p.10), and ‘recognizes that… preferences can be either rational or not’ (Norton, 1984, p.135).
· For Norton, human interests are sufficiently diverse to include an interest in protecting the environment and its nonhuman inhabitants. The nonhuman world is a source of spiritual well-being and diversity. 
· Norton argues that weak anthropocentrism will advocate similar environmental practices and polices to nonanthropocentric theories (Norton, 1991, pp.237-43). 

Replies to Norton
· Katie McShane says, ‘anthropocentrism… isn’t primarily a claim about what actions and polices to adopt and why, but rather a claim about what has value and why. Claims about what has value and why are… the grounds for our claims about how to act’ (Katie McShane, 2007) 
· We should be wary of the implications of a theory that considers justifications for actions to be defensible only if they appeal to human interests. 
· Weak anthropocentrism provides no grounds for protecting undiscovered plant and animal life. Also, if the majority of people doesn’t care about certain habitats or animals, or feel that the protection of certain habitats or animals will not promote their interests, then, it is unlikely that weak anthropocentrism can provide sufficient grounds for protecting those animals and habitats (Attfield, 2003, p.71). 
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Reading for lecture 3
Attfield, 2003, ibid., pp.43-49.
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