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i Whatis an environmental ethic?

WMM&HuMZ>E02>r PARK in Australia’s Northern Territory,
ood Mﬂo wumﬁwﬂwﬂm m:a_iwﬁmw%w\m Supporting a rich variety of life; it contains
ere else, including some, such as the Ho
e : . oded Parrot and the
Pig-nosed Turtle, which are endangered. Kakadu affords aesthetic miowama and

contains rugged

cmmc.c\. and ecological significance, It is of spiri ignifi
aboriginals. Kakadu is also rich in gold, platinum palladi

¢ protected or, more seriously,
Y wrong to cause the death of wildlife. The
ude moral principles; some people might be
of rational egoists described in Article 16,
0 want their own actions and the actions of
governments, to conform to moral principles,
he Kakadu controversy requires an appeal to
nce in our treatment of wild nature and which

because he or she thinks it is morall
evaluative background need not incl
amoral. (They might be the kind
EGOISM.) However, many people d
others, including corporations and
For such people the resolution of t
principles which offer moral guida
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enable us to answer questions like: would it matter if our actions caused a species
to become extinct? Would it matter if our actions caused the death of individual
animals? Would it matter if we caused widespread erosion in Kakadu? Would it
matter if we turned the South Alligator River into a watercourse devoid of life? Is
it better to protect Kakadu or to generate increased material wealth which might
improve the lives of a number of people? Is the extinction of a species an acceptable
price to pay for increased employment opportunities? Such sets of principles, which
would guide our treatment of wild nature, constitute an environmental ethic in the
most general sense. There is a variety of competing, including partly overlapping,
environmental ethics.

People who have views of a moral kind about environmental issues are
committed to an environmental ethic consisting of at least one, but usually a
number of principles, Consider environmentalists who say that the extinction of
species as a result of human actions is a bad thing, maybe even a bad thing no
matter what the cause. This might be a basic principle in an environmental ethic.
Without having explicitly represented it as such, an environmentalist might
nevertheless be committed to the view that the extinction of species etc. is bad
considered in itself. quite apart from any consequences it might have. Another
possibility is that the principle is not itself basic but rests on a principle enjoining
concern for human welfare, combined with the belief that humans are harmed
by the extinction of species. Making the ethical commitment explicit is a first step
in subjecting it to critical appraisal or justification. Justification is necessary if
we are to adjudicate between the various competing environmental ethics we
encounter. It is not enough that an environmental policy conform to the principles
of some or other environmental ethic, it should conform to the correct, or best
justified, one. We have two questions: how might an environmental ethic be
fleshed out? How might putative environmental ethics be justified?

I Human-centred ethics

Some think that environmental policies should be evaluated solely on the basis of
how they affect humans (see Baxter, 1974, and Norton. 1988). This entails a
human-centred environmental ethic. Although the classical utilitarians include
animal suffering in their ethical calculation, a variant of utilitarianism, which
enjoins us to maximize the surplus of human happiness over human unhappiness,
is one example of a human-centred ethic. Taking this ethic seriously obliges us to
calculate the varying effects of the Kakadu options on human happiness and
unhappiness. We might discover that mining would reduce the ecological richness
of the wetlands and that if this happened then some people would be made
unhappy: for instance. some might be moved by the plight of individual animals,
some might be saddened by the loss of species, some, including members of future
generations. might miss out on the chance of particular recreational or aesthetic
enjoyments, some might be adversely affected by resultant climatic changes,
changes in flood patterns and so on, some might be psychologically harmed by
the despoliation of areas to which they have a spiritual attachment. These negative
effects would have to be subtracted from any increases in happiness which
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resulted from mining in Kakadu. A human-centred ethic could lead to substantial
agreement with environmentalists about policy. This would depend on the facts
about the effects on humans of changes to the natural environment. However,
this decision would have been reached by considering the interests of humans
alone. A helpful way of putting this is to say that this ethic treats only humans
as morally considcrable, Something is morally considerable if it enters into ethical
evaluation in its own right, independently of its usefulness as a means to other
ends. Consider the Pig-nosed Turtle. On the human-centred ethic just now
described neither the species as a whole nor the individual members of it are
morally considerable: it is only the happiness and unhappiness of humans which

is morally considerable and this might or might not be affected by what happens
to the turtles.

2 Animal-centred ethics

There is a view of ethics which counts not only humans as morally considerable
but non-human animals as well: it includes all animals in its scope. Many of the
things which we do to the natural environment do affect non-humans adversely
and this, it is suggested, must be taken into account. For example, if we thought
that cyanide pollution in the South Alligator River would cause non-humans to
suffer then this is a moral minus which must be taken into account independently
of how things will be for humans. The example is not fanciful: consider the effect
on non-humans caused by clear-cutting forests, damming river valleys, quarrying
mountains, constructing pipelines and so on. An animal-centred ethic enjoins the
moral consideration of individual animals not of species: what happens to species
is only of indirect concern insofar as it affects individual animals.

While an animal-centred ethic counts all animals as morally considerable it
does not necessarily rank them equally. A useful way of putting this is to say that
some animal-centred ethics will accord different moral significance to animals of
different kinds. One form this differentiation might take involves the arbitrary,
and many would say unjustified, discounting of the interests of non-humans
simply because they are the interests of non-humans. Just how this will affect
judgements about policy will depend on the degree of the discounting. It could be
such as to make human interests always count for more than non-human interests
no matter what the intensity or strength of the interests and no matter what the
numbers involved. It could be such as to allow stronger or more numerous non-
human interests to prevail over weaker or fewer human interests. Avoiding
arbitrariness seems to require that equal interests be treated equally. This would
leave scope for differentiation, which might still be made on the basis of interests
which not all animals have. For example, humans have a capacity for developing
theoretical knowledge or for rational autonomous action, which are arguably not
capacities of kangaroos. These capacities might underpin certain interests which,
because they lack them. kangaroos could not have. Such additional interests
might swing a decision in favour of humans and against kangaroos. This is
particularly likely in, although not restricted to, cases in which their common
interests are equally threatened or equally protected: the appeal to the additional.

286

24 * ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS

unshared interest acts as a tie-breaker. Imagine that some important Wsmm_m_
breakthrough depended on confining either humans or wmsmmqoow. oMWm:m
kangaroos in a very large enclosure in omaﬁ..ﬁo study them Emwao HM: m
preferable if it threatens no interests of theirs; ;.:um% are :.9 treate Mn e HW_:
they are fed, if they are able to behave according to their :mmzww@ ¢ %&aos mm_
humans in the same way is not morally mnan.%ﬁmzm because of the adduion:
interests of humans. This mode of differentiation :.mma. equal _:_gzww S MnB n.om
regardless of species and it also allows that c:m:mn&,_:aqmmas mmm.mnwoawos ot
degrees of moral significance. (See Article 30, ANTMALS, for further dis
animal-centred ethics.)

3 Life-centred ethics

The class of living things includes more than humans m:.a :osw:.ma.m.z mEMMWm_M
includes plants, algae, single-celled organisms. nm_.rmcm viruses an x_/m”wﬂmu e
suggested, ecosystems and even the whole go%rm.nm itself .Ammm ﬁ %o".Eani
Goodpaster. 1978, and Taylor, 1986). The mo.Bc_mx_Q of a Em”nm,: Mﬂ pic wil
depend on how the question ‘What is living?' is mzws\mnm.m. However w._m% estior
is settled it will make much of the idea of a self-regulating mwmﬁ? w LM.. mmmEnm
not necessarily consciously, towards certain mwm_m. Kwnmo‘\.mnu .: _mr. is ature
which is typically supposed to confer moral no:m&mﬂmg:&o: living ﬁ:ﬂ—ww alle
centred ethic counts all living things as Boﬁ.m:u\ considerable, a wmm.zommm
necessarily of equal moral significance. So, it might be better to wmi.wam _vm_ sed
Turtle than a waratah shrub, even though both are BS.m:.w considerable. he
former, however, might be more morally m._m:wmnmjn woowcm.m .: is m%oﬁﬂoﬂﬁoﬂm
living thing. Here complexity acts as an Eﬁm:m_.mmn if _._.Samﬂ en .~M~o~.m=
complex. the more morally significant. To take a different kind o case, _m ora W
might be preferable to save some plant rather than ﬁ.o save the Pm-zo% | Tart .
because only that plant can fill its particular mno_om_nm._ z._orm. w mnwwm e mw;
nosed Turtle fills a niche that perhaps could be filled by similar turtles :o adi mnﬂ oot
species. Here the differentiation is based on a moral mm.mmmm:_a:ﬂ of H_ e nmmn.ﬂn ve
consequences of the plant ceasing to exist m:m.z.:w m_m..:Ommm ,H,E.n_m ceasing
exist, and not on internal characteristics of the living things themselves. o
A life-centred ethic requires that in deciding :oqa.ém mJo:E act ,mmcsww «
take account of the impact of our actions on every living z:am affecte \ y Mzm
For example, if mining goes on in Kakadu, it will involve .Q:::m a%,.\,a Mwaw, o
destroying other plants: it will cause the death of some animals an ﬁ::mw::. hot
destroy, wetland ecosystems. These facts and oﬁmwm count .mmmim ﬂ o m:::
collectively must be weighed against the good E_Dm.m that might resu . M mdsmmm
does go ahead. Since the good things would seem to EnEmm only B.m"on_mr e oh
for some humans, it would be difficult to do the mﬁ_:m:os sum in such a .EM
that it sanctioned mining. This is not so say that it is never morally naMB_mm_ )
to fell trees. to flatten dunes, to kill animals, to modify ecosystems m%m monm%.
Whether it is permissible depends on what the outcomes are and Ww:_ mnM o
in moral significance within the class of the BS.m.:% no:m.amﬂmzo. i m_.nm et
ethic, incidentally. might take a radical form: it might claim that not only a
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living things morally considerable but also that they are of equal moral significance
(See Naess, 1979.) This biotic egalitarianism, if it could be justified, would Bm_ﬁm

not be counted the most significant. The preservation of the biosphere and of large

mOOmcmﬁm:~m ::m-n Um H:Oﬁmrw more m—W::mO.«w:H nrms ﬁrm pre of ~n:
reservation ge

4 Rights for rocks?

Hrm. mﬁv_.nm so far considered each evaluate actions b
for individuals and adding them. What distinguishes these ethics are the kinds of

Hm_.a rocks for example. Mining will involve smashing up rocks, disturbin
mmm:om_nm_ structures, spoiling fossils and the like. Is there m:ﬁan wron :m
doing these things: Here we must take care to forget for a moment the nmoz
sequential damage which would be done to plants, animals and ecosystems; sﬂm.
must ask whether these things would be wrong considered in themselves >so,52 |
mmev_.m might highlight the issue. Imagine a plan to test a missile by m.z: it at
some distant and completely lifeless celestial body which will be thereby mmm:‘moﬁm

Would this be wrong considered in itself? On the ethic which attributes ‘rights’ to

:oﬂ._:.:mm things. It may mirror biological egalitarianism and deny that there are
gradations of moral significance, or it may fall somewhere in between.

5 Ecological holism

It was earlier said that any ethic which would guide us in our treatment of the
E:E,.m: Q.Er.ozami s, in the most general sense, an environmental ethic. The
.82.5 environmental ethic’ sometim.es has narrower uses. It is sometimes :m.ma to
indicate an ethic which counts as morally considerable individuals other than
humans and which provides some solid purchase for the moral demands HQ
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environmentalists. A life-centred ethic is an enviconmental ethic in this sense, an

animal-centred ethic less clearly so. However, some reserve the term for a specific

ethic, ecological holism, presumably because they think that only such an ethic

provides morally satisfactory protection for the natural environment. (See Calli-

cott, 1979.) Ecological holism counts two kinds of things as morally considerable;

the biosphere as a whole and the large ecosystems which constitute it. Individual

animals, including humans, as well as the plants. rocks, molecules etc. which

constitute these large systems are not morally considerable; they matter only
insofar as they contribute to the maintenance of the significant whole to which
they belong. Why should we worry if some species is caused to become extinct?
We should worry not because of what this implies for its individual members or
even for the species itself but because the extinction runs counter to the goal of
maintaining the biosphere or ecosystems. It is a moot point whether ecological
holism should be thotght to differ structurally from the other ethics. They had as
their focus individuals, and 'holism’ might be thought to signal a different focus.
However, it is possible to view the biosphere and ecosystems as individuals, albeit
extremely complex ones. If so, the holism amounts to the view that individuals
many have hitherto regarded as morally considerable are not. Note that, although
the principles of ecological holism differ from those of the other ethics. this does
not entail that it differs from all of them in its policy implications. The life-centred
ethic and the everything ethic are likely to sanction similar environmental policies
as a result of the nature of the mechanisms which maintain ecosystems and the
biosphere. Also. it is possible to combine ecological holism with any of the other
ethics described. If. for instance, it was combined with the animal-centred ethic
we would be enjoined to consider the interests of animals and the goal of biospheric
maintenance. Where these conflict, for example in some odd case where animals
can only be saved by simplifying an ecosystem, then some kind of trade-off or
balancing would be required.

ii Justifying an environmental ethic

It is not too difficult to appreciate what is compelling about the claim that humans
are morally considerable. Most obviously they are considerable because they have
interests which can be harmed or advanced. These interests are based on capacities
which humans have: for example, the capacity to experience pain and pleasure,
the capacity for rational choice, the capacity for free action. Less obviously, they
are considerable because of properties or characteristics which they possess which
do not give rise to interests, to things in which they themselves have a stake. For
example, it might be argued that anything which has the property of being a
complex living thing is, to that extent, intrinsically valuable, which is to say that
there is a moral reason for preserving it for its own sake independently of whatever
uses it serves.

What is compelling about a human-centred ethic pushes us toward an animal-
centred ethic, possibly further. (This argument is developed by Lori Gruen in Article
30, ANIMALS.) Consistency and the avoidance of arbitrary moral distinctions fuel
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_ . which
might think make them morally considerable, This, too, is a case where they M”M

morally considerable not because th i
: ey have interests but becau
some property which gives them intrinsic value, e they possess
Do the reasons advanced in support of animal-centred ethics also support life-

.nm:ﬂqmm ethics? If plants (and ecosystems or the biosphere) can be said to have

Interests, such as an interest in continued existence, then perhaps they do. The

Mwowowﬂsw& no:%wE:M and harmed when it is deprived of nutrients. A plant's
Is determined by the kind of thing it is. by the t i i ,

. . te | : . ype of biological organizati

it exemplifies, by what it is for it to be a flourishing member of its Ew&. Em_%m

.om S.Qe from which they experience the world. It doesn
M msh”rwa and dies ~».33 want of water; it would matter to a kangaroo. While
S nave natural goals, they have no aftitude to th .
towards them is not somethin i i ot s g progress
g which they experience Similar poi
1 . points can be made
MWMMMMMM%_N%:H.W m:w m_wo:ﬂ ecosystems. It is this difference which is thought
stop the drift, by providing a non-arhi - i

centred to a life-centred ethic. # rrerbiirasy cutoff. from o animal-

" Even if it is denied z:.: plants have interests, however, it does not follow that

¥ a&\ mnﬂm %oﬂ EOnmzw considerable. Recall that there were reasons suggested, which

td not have to do with interests, in virtue of which h :
. , umans and non-hum
m“w Boz%wrno:mam_.mim. These concerned the property of being a complex :<M.MM
1g and the property of being beautifu] Plants can

. . possess these properties

:,_ animals are morally considerable in virtue of possessing them, Emsvmo too are

plants. .,ES key to defending thus a life-centred ethic is to establish that the
properties appealed to are intrinsically valuable.

u:mmmmr_mmﬂwﬁﬁw_zm that BWmE be said in defence of a life-centred ethic which

ard an everything ethic? The property of bei ivi
thing cannot be exempli related propesy LomPLex o
plified by rocks etc. but a related
i . property, namely that of
being a complex system. can be exemplified by collections of :o:-:S:M things

mnM.mmeBm. o.os:ﬁ as living things. If they do not then they are
MQ Mmrzmxmﬁ_w_n %oSﬂ@aQ and which, given the suggestion, are morally con
abic. The fact that they are morally consider _ i |

‘ it t 3 able would provide an ethical

reason for opposing mining. Or again, we might judge that one reason we think

non-living things
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that living things are morally considerable is because they exemplify beauty. In
some cases beauty might be exemplified by a thing's more general, external
features, as in the case of tigers, whales, orchids and proteas. In addition, beauty
might be exemplified in the more specific detail of a thing's biclogical functioning.
Now some non-living things such as boulders, dunes, lifeless moons and icebergs
can be beautiful, so, if exemplification of beauty is a basis for attributing moral
considerability to living things. then at least some non-living things are morally
considerable. The claim that exemplifying beauty is a basis for moral con-
siderability is contentious: however, it is strongly supported by some, for example
Rolston, 1988. Those who oppose it typically urge that it is the appreciation of
beauty rather than beauty itself which is morally significant.

So. one way in which the move from one ethic to the next is accomplished is
by finding a determinant of moral considerability in that ethic and showing that
a rigorous application of it leads us to the next kind of ethic. Another way is by
showing that there are new morally relevant features which the more restrictive
ethics unjustifiably ignore. One such feature might be the property of being a
natural object: that is, an object which is not the product of human technology
and culture. Rocks are natural objects and so on this view it would be wrong,
although perhaps not all things considered wrong, to destroy them. There are
other candidate properties: for example, the property of exhibiting diversity of
parts, the property of functional integration of parts, the property of exhibiting
harmony and the property of being a self-regulating system. This last group of
properties, if deemed determinants of moral considerability, move us in the direc-
tion of ecological holism or in the direction of a mixed ethic, This is because they
are properties quintessentially exemplified by ecosystems and the biosphere. If we
accept that they are determinants of moral considerability, then we are provided
with a reason, in addition to any we might derive from the other ethics we have
considered, for resisting policies which would lead to disruption of ecosystems.

How do we decide whether candidate determinants of moral considerability
are in fact such? Consider naturalness and exhibiting diversity of parts. Imagine
that a certain mine requires the destruction of a group of trees on a rocky
outcrop and of the outcrop itself. Environmentalists protest that this involves an
uncompensated loss of value. The mining company promises to reconstruct the
outcrop from synthetic parts and to replace the trees with plastic models. This bit
of artificial environment will be indistinguishable, except by laboratory analysis,
from what was originally there. It will be exactly as appealing to look at, no
animals will be harmed as a consequence and no ecosystem will be disrupted.
Neither the human-centred ethic nor the animal-centred ethic provides space for
an environmentalist rejoinder. The life-centred ethic does to the extent that it
permits a complaint about the killing of living trees. However. this does not seem
to some to be the only thing morally amiss with the mining company’s proposal.
Isn't it also morally suspect because it replaces the natural with the artificial?
Imagine a modified case in which only a rock outcrop, devoid of life, is removed
and later replaced with synthetic rock. Not even the life-centred ethic allows for
a complaint about the morality of this. Some people think that even in the modified
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Hommoﬁmum am:w:m no.::um:v.\ does something to which a moral minus attaches, If

S %nr MEJ m is nma__gmﬁai it provides support for a variant of an everything mz.:n
ncludes within its scope all natural items. (See Elliot, i

/ SCop . iot, in VanDeVeer and

M%nn»,ﬁ% mmw. E.mlmo.v It is difficult to be entirely sure about the source of the

el IFwe have it, that naturalness is a determinant of moral considerability. It

no:mamﬂ.mv_m but things which are both natural and complex.
Consider the property of having a diversity of parts. Is this a determinant of

0

ﬂuwm_.aﬁ”mﬁ oﬁzrqﬂo:m of mrmmm areas could be saved from massive devastation Many
ay that, considering them just in themselves i .

» the rainforest should be

saved. Moreover, one reason that will be given is that the rainforest exhibits more

one and H.Emw::w beyond a life-centred one as well.
oo:wmo: _N_s‘m accept, for mx.man_m. that the ecosystems of Kakadu are morally
iderable, how do we weigh this against human (or other) interests? A frst
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an ecosystem is always more important than protecting any set of human interests.
Nevertheless there will be cases, such as Kakadu, where the morally appropriate

policy is clear enough.
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