Discussing Issues in Environmental Ethics
Summary


Environmental ethics is a rapidly expanding area of philosophy examining  the need for changes in human attitudes toward the world in which we live.  It attempts to explain the historical disregard for environmental degradation, the changing values produced by recognition of such harm, as well as the conflicts created by the dichotomy between how life is conducted on the earth and how it ought to be lived, to reduce current terrestrial harms and to provide a habitable planet for future generations.  Ethics in general, and environmental topics in particular, varies among different cultures, but this paper will primarily consider Western ideals.  Issues such as the shortsightedness of human society in resource management, the term "future generations," the anthropocentric viewpoint of capitalism, the movement toward equal valuation of living things, and the rise of deep ecology will be considered.  


The potential environmental crisis has raised awareness of the current resource scarcity, but no agreement has been reached as to whether the anthropocentric view should be completely discarded, based on humanity's position at the top of the evolutionary pyramid.  Changing the value system to include all non human living things is possible, but may not be practicable because their interests are rarely similar to our own.  Deep ecology emphasizes a return to nature, but that may also be impossible because "nature" as it exists now is different than it was in the past, and it is difficult for humans to revere things outside of their frame of reference.            

Introduction






The world is changing.  It is a fact that humans have been slow to accept, but based on scientific experiments, the environment of planet Earth is undergoing massive changes in temperature and climate, landscape, molecular distribution, and species diversity.  With the improvement of technology and industry, the amount of pollutants released into the atmosphere has dramatically increased, producing a rise in average global temperature due to carbon dioxide and other "greenhouse gases" trapped in the atmosphere.  Desertification caused by over farming and inefficient agricultural methods has changed rainfall distribution and reduced the land available to produce food.  With the loss of forested areas and increased industry, photosynthesis, decomposition, and other biological processes have been disrupted.  The change in landscape has also removed protective areas for non human species habitat as well as a natural "sink" for carbon dioxide absorption.  The loss of habitat from human modification has caused a loss of biodiversity, with a number of species theoretically becoming extinct each day.
  The planet Earth is very different than it used to be, based on the actions of one species among possibly millions that inhabit the earth.  



Humans have managed to transform everything they touch, taking a position of dominance over all that is within their reach.  Staking such a claim on the control of the Earth and its processes has left the planet with many problems, and the human attitude of living "right here, right now" has put a tremendous strain on air, water, and land resources.  The long term effects of using nonrenewable resources and producing large amounts of waste have not been fully evaluated, but the impact is sure to be great.  The dramatic increase in population that has come with improved technology and health care is stretching resources to their limit.  The search for supplies of clean water and land for farming has become more desperate, and the disparity in wealth and resources between Northern and Southern Hemisphere countries has created tension on various levels.  The cultural ideal of having all of life's pleasures at one's finger tips has dominated the twentieth century, and developing countries have sought to follow the lead and goals of developed nations by exploiting their natural resources and raising their standard of living.  Providing a light bulb and a refrigerator to each household in China does not seem to be an unreasonable prospect until the number of homes has been multiplied by the amount of pollution produced from supplying the electricity and manufacturing the chlorofluorocarbons for the refrigerators.  With Northern countries continuing to consume large amounts of fossil fuels and produce tremendous amounts of waste, combined with the growing needs of Southern countries, the pressure on the planet to provide for all has become excessive.  The "carrying capacity" of the Earth does not appear to be infinite, and eventually a disastrous breakdown will occur.  Such an unattractive prospect has stimulated a discussion on changing consumption patterns and promoting recycling, but such limited remedies have not taken hold over large areas and humans continue to live beyond their environmental means.  

Ethics Framework

Environmental ethicists focus their attention on this exploitation of Earth's resources and the impending crisis that may result when the carrying capacity has been exceeded.  They also consider human attitudes towards the planet and its value as a provider of resources and as an entity with its own intrinsic worth.  Ethics in general has been described as "the pursuit of goodness in a way which transcends individual interests and human imperfections" (C.A. Hooker 1992).  It is an evaluation of each aspect of life, where positive goals should be attained and the overall quality of human living should be improved.  C.A. Hooker provides a framework for considering ethics and its components.  It breaks down ethics into norms, or rules, and meta-norms, or overarching guidelines, to simplify a complex system of social factors that shape human decision making.  Hooker describes justice as being either based on equal opportunity or equal outcomes of a process (Hooker 1992).  Rights are those that are available to be claimed whether by individuals or the group (Hooker 1992).  A deontological ethical system is based on obligations, a utilitarian system seeks to maximize human benefit, and a situational system promotes success of an individual in a specific setting (Hooker 1992).  The meta-norms category refers to "the normative judgments which necessarily underlie our choices among and within these categories" (Hooker 1992).  This diagram provides the framework in which environmental ethics and its values can be evaluated.  Each factor may conflict with another, or provide different options for resolving an ethical issue.  There is no one way to handle an ethical problem, nor should one method be emphasized over another.
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Older Traditions

Environmental ethics is concerned with taking responsibility for the current ecological problems on the Earth.  However it is a new discipline, a product of the 1960s and 70s when consciousness about many social issues was raised and examined.  Under the earlier Judeo-Christian traditions, humans were not required to think in an environmentally protective manner, but were rather extolled to "go forth and multiply and subdue the earth and have dominion over it" (Hooker 1992).  Humans were the dominator of all species, separate and superior, permitted to change and destroy any natural process that did not suit their needs.  Lester W. Milbrath sees this as part of the "male dominator system," based on the power derived from the conquest of nature that was then transferred to social, political and economic areas (Milbrath 1989).  The male dominance of all positions of power made competition and victory the goal, leaving less aggressive, more feminine plans for social order by the wayside (Milbrath 1989).  Milbrath sees science as the promoter of the dominator system because it offers further support for the accrual of power and because it lacks values to guide its direction.  Its results are interpreted in one fashion to maintain male power, so other possible explanations for its results are disregarded (Milbrath 1989).  A move away from the patriarchal system must continue, having begun with the rise in feminism, the drastic changes in the environment, the move from dictatorships to democratic governments, allowing for women's suffrage (Milbrath 1989).  Under Milbrath's theory, environmental degradation will continue until the dominator system is removed (Milbrath 1989).  

Community v. Individual


The competitive stance of humans against each other and nature under the male dominator system fits perfectly with the emphasis in most cultures on capitalist gain.  The individual is the most important factor because he/she works to create personal wealth and exerts power over the environment to realize personal benefits.  Environmental ethics shifts the quest for goodness from the individual to the group, changing goals so that they bring positive results on a larger scale.  Obligations to provide for the group changes the objectives sought, bringing environmental issues more into focus because the environment is part of the community and behavior is modified to produce the most good (Hooker 1992).  Hooker offers a continuum to show how different social systems view individuals and the group, as well as the environment.  Traditional ethics have emphasized the well-being of the individual, with the environment as an afterthought, making it "shallow"(Hooker 1992).  The animal rights movement supports the value of animals as equivalent to humans, but still on an individual level (Hooker 1992).  "Pastoralist" and "Marxist" identify the systems that put the community before the individual, but still limit ethical considerations on humanity only.  The "deep ecologists" combine the communal    

focus with concern about the environment.
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Hooker identifies another important factor that contributes to environmental ethics:  love (Hooker 1992).  "Love" in this situation refers to agape, or gift-love, rather than eros, ego need-love (Hooker 1992).  Hooker describes agape as "the freely cherishing of another life for its own sake...which crowns personal or spiritual, and so moral, development" (Hooker 1992). Agape pushes humans to provide a healthy environment for their children, as well as embrace nature, even though it is no longer as "natural" as it was, due to human intervention (Hooker 1992).  To further open agape, Hooker cites Singer (1981) for the expanding circle theory, that the scope of human ethical obligations is continually growing outwards, surrounding previously excluded human groups, to reach all living things that feel pain and pleasure, most particularly animals (Hooker 1992).  Deep ecologists wish to expand this concept of gift-love even further, to entire ecologies rather than just the members of which they are composed (Hooker 1992).  Deep ecology also emphasizes the human position to be absorbed within the cosmic realm, requiring humans to respect all parts of the Earth and the ecosystems within it, rather than focusing on a group of living things or a particular region (Hooker 1992).  

Equal Value

The valuing of living creatures within an ecosystem is another important part of the environmental ethics discussion because it shifts the focus of moral concern from the human-dominated, anthropocentric view of life, to one more ecocentric.  Holmes Rolston III recognizes that with the arrival of the new millennium and the changes in the environment, it is unreasonable to maintain that non human forms of life should be excluded from ethical consideration even if they are unable to understand the moral issues at hand (Rolston 1992).  Determining the minimum guidelines for inclusion in the value system is difficult because at the base level all living things react to changes in their environment and have a will to live, adapting to altered conditions.  Vertebrates should be included in the value system, but Rolston ponders whether lesser organisms must be members as well, because they have no apparent subjective existence (Rolston 1992).  All living things exist in their environment, requiring basic necessities like oxygen and water to survive, and by continuing to live they have shown their "vital" value (Rolston 1992).  These living "evaluative systems" have intrinsic value as organisms, even if in the anthropogenic view they are "bad" or "good," such as a weed or a whooping crane (Rolston 1992).  The species made up by these individuals also has value, as each member helps to pass on a genetic identity that exists solely within that species group (Rolston 1992). The loss of a species due to human action ends an evolutionary trail, showing a lack of respect to the biosphere (Rolston 1992).

Future Generations

With Singer's expanding circle (1981) to encompass all creatures, there is also a concern about including the needs of future generations in current environmental planning and action.  "Future generations" are not only the children and grandchildren of people alive today, but those people who will be born many years from now.  They are not identifiable, except as descendants, but their requirements for survival on Earth must be considered now, due most critically to the current situation of environmental degradation.                            Despite the importance these future generations should have in human decision making, it is difficult to fully quantify and accept the existence of people who are not alive today or who will be living in the next 50 years.  Anthropocentrism has not only emphasized humans over all other living things, but also those humans who are living now or will be living soon.  Barry S. Gower recognizes that humans have a duty to future people and should care for them, but also sees a conflict when considering how the harms of the present day will affect descendants (Gower 1992).  There are many variables presented, including population growth, economic indicators and agricultural processes employed, even what life is going to be like hundreds and thousands of years from now (Gower 1992).  The argument that individual sacrifice in the present, e.g. recycling plastic bottles, will not have an impact on the future is false when the actions of many people over a long period of time is considered (Gower 1992).  A recycling program today may have tremendous beneficial impact in five hundred years when the landfills are at capacity.  Another justification for shortchanging future generations is that the current world faces problems to which present resources should be allocated to save the suffering people now, or  because the standard of living in the future will be better than it is this year (Gower 1992).  Looking only to short-term goals ignores that there will hopefully be humans living on the Earth later, who rely on choices made when resources have not been completely exhausted.  Another hurdle to acceptance of an obligation to future generations is that humans who sacrifice now receive no benefit from those alive in the future, making a gift that may or may not bring a positive outcome in the long run (Gower 1992). 


Ernest Partridge takes a stronger approach by finding that future generations have rights to resources against the current population because they can be benefited or harmed by their interests (Partridge 1990).  The "moral rights" that arise out of the benefit or harm can be exerted against those who can affect those rights (Partridge 1990).  Partridge asserts that people alive now and in the near future not only have "imperfect duties" of kindness, beneficence and duty, but also "perfect duties" to pay future debts and to protect the rights of people in the distant future (Partridge 1990 using terms by Kant).  These perfect duties create an obligation that must be met, and those in the future will receive their exact due, not an extra benefit from current sacrifice (Partridge 1990).  Partridge refutes the argument that the duty ends in the future because of improvements made now, producing a "genetic shuffle" and completely different individuals, based on the continuing moral obligations to all future people, whether or not they have any genetic similarities to people living now (Partridge 1990).  Improvements to the environment now may change the future, but there is still a duty to mitigate the damage faced by future generations.  Another challenge to the moral duty theory, the attenuation of rights to performance over long spans of time, does not eliminate the obligation because in the real world of chemical production there are substances such as nuclear wastes that will be toxic for many years to come, affecting future generations by their continual threat of harm (Partridge 1990).  The "time lag" between their creation and eventual decomposition is so great that they serve to create a connection in time between the generations.  It is the responsibility to limit the production of such dangerous longlife chemicals now so that the extent of the harm to the future can be capped.  Future generations as prospective human beings have the right to have their interests protected today, on moral and legal grounds, because they are almost certain to exist eventually (Partridge 1990).  They are not imaginary, even if they are indeterminate at this time, because they will be human beings to whom this current population has a duty (Partridge 1990).
  

  Other Voices

Environmental ethics is not as clear as it appears from the sources presented in the above paragraphs.  There are many disputes as to its value as well as to its applicability to the environmental problems faced today.  The shift from anthropocentrism has not been complete and there are still scholars who view utilitarianism as the appropriate method for evaluating environmental planning (Passmore, as referred to by Hooker).  Human interests are still paramount, so long term impacts of environmental harm are to be considered above all other negative possibilities.  Benefits to non human living things are incidental because their value is not considered in the equation.  Passmore represents the prudential point of view, where human self-interest provides reasons for saving the environment but does not include any factors that may not have any impact on human survival in the future.  The views of Hooker and Rolston have moved away from the prudential view to consider the benefits of saving the environment for its own sake and for the non human organisms within it.  David E. Cooper, however, challenges the validity of the title "environment," charging that it is too overarching  yet refers to nothing in particular (Cooper 1992).  Too much has been included under the title "environment," and as a result the issues that are supposed to be represented by it have become too abstract for the average human to consider (Cooper).  The reverence shown by deep ecologist to "nature" is not appropriate because it does not create a connection between a person and the resource or natural wonder which he/she is supposed to protect (Cooper).  The "environment" to Cooper is that which surrounds a creature, with which it has some form of connection (Cooper).  It is not the world in general, but rather immediate conditions that produce a consistent response from the organism (Cooper).  The "environment" is also what matters to the organism, creating a network of meanings from which it can get its bearings (Cooper).  The environment as a general category for reverence does not create the dependence that is present with deity worship because it doesn't have a direct impact on the mechanisms of daily life (Cooper).  Cooper also argues against deep ecology's attempt to pull humanity back into a unified relationship with "nature" because "nature" is no longer as natural as it was and because humans are set apart from all other creatures in their cognitive abilities, making them less part of "nature" than other organisms (Cooper).  Connecting each creature's "environment" by an effort to resist changes and protect natural resources of each place would be a more successful method for protecting the Earth than calling for global action (Cooper).  The "Environment" as defined by deep ecologists is too general a designation to inspire efforts to protect it.  Taking local action would better suit the realistic needs of humans and other creatures and create a unified effort to limit ecological degradation.


Paul A. Barresi appears to disregard the necessity for ethics altogether when considering the impact of present environmental planning on future generations because the desire to preserve resources is biological rather than a moral construct (Barresi 1998).  Humans have an inherent tendency to care about future generations because they are genetically predisposed to attempting to pass on their genetic material (Barresi 1998).  Reproductive success is the goal, and all efforts are made to protect those future children from harm (Barresi 1998).  Moral obligations are not created but rather inherited, so the human desire to limit future environmental harms is a product of evolution (Barresi 1998).

Conclusion

There is little agreement in the field of environmental ethics.  A moral duty exists, but it is not clear to whom it is owed.  Anthropocentrism puts humanity at the top, and shapes the living world around it.  Resources are for the taking, but should be protected so that more humans can benefit from its continued existence.  Other living things are benefited by coincidence, when they share common interests with the humans in their area.  Deep ecology takes an opposite perspective and attempts to remove the disparity in value between humans and non humans, by making a universal whole, with equivalent needs and goals for survival.  Non human creatures should have a greater value as individuals and as members of a species, whether threatened by extinction or not.  The difficulty arises in attempting to "sell" this view of life to the general humanity.  Convincing people that the Earth has been irretrievably altered by human activity has been enough of a challenge, so trying to dramatically alter their point of view may prove to be insurmountable, at least in the immediate future.  Asking people to save for future generations may be an easier task,  however, because their obligation to provide for their descendants is more cognizable, whether driven by morality or biology.  This obligation will hopefully be expanded to provide for all future generations, whether human or not, so that those who are living a thousand years from now may know the meaning of biodiversity and ecological balance.  
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�This scientific discussion is based on issues raised in Environmental Science 610.


�Copied from Hooker, C.A. 1992.  Responsibility, ethics and nature. Page 154 in David E. Cooper and Joy A. Palmer, editors.  The Environment in Question.  Routledge, London, England.


�Copied  from Hooker, C.A. 1992.  Responsibility, ethics and nature. Page 155 in David E. Cooper and Joy A. Palmer, editors.  The Environment in Question.  Routledge, London, England. 


�See the campsite paradigm, pages 57-58.
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