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ENVIRONMENTALISM 
INTRINSIC VS INSTRUMENTAL VALUE 

There are two types of values to be considered here: an instrumental value and an 

intrinsic value.  

THE LEVELS OF VALUE ATTRIBUTED TO NATURE 

Anthropocentrism 

Most western views are either 

strongly anthropocentric, as in 

assigning value to only human 

beings themselves or reflect a 

weak anthropocentrism in 

prioritizing most human interests 

above nonhuman ones (e.g. eating 

meat is morally acceptable, but 

causing significant suffering to 

animals for marginal benefits in 

meat production efficiency is not). 

‘Weak anthropocentrist’ Eugene 

Hargrove, for instance, regards  

an aesthetic appreciation of nature 

as essentially non-violent and non-

domesticating 

 

Enlightened 

anthropocentrism 

Some support 

enlightened 

anthropocentrism/pr

udential 

anthropocentrism, as 

in the idea that our 

duties towards the 

environment are 

derived from our 

duties to human 

inhabitants; however 

this view respects that 

this implies a 

significant duty of 

care for the 

environment. 

 

Intrinsic value of 

nonhuman nature 

1970s emergence of 

environmental ethics 

challenged 

anthropocentrism by 

challenging the idea of 

human moral superiority 

and assigning intrinsic 

value to nonhuman nature. 

R. Routley called our 

anthropocentric worldview 

human chauvinism, 

drawing parallels with 

discrimination based on 

being of the privileged 

class.  

 

  

Intuition 

Imagine there is a rare butterfly species held by butterfly collectors. They would benefit if 

their collections became more valuable in monetary terms. Is it morally acceptable to 

destroy the rare butterfly species so that this can happen? 

 

INTEREST BASED MORALITY 

J. Feinberg argues that only things which can be seen as having interests can have rights 

or any moral standing at all. So, for example, we can know that an animal has an interest 

to not be in pain, hence they can have a moral standing, but a tree, that has no nervous 

system, doesn’t have an interest to not be cut down, hence has no moral standing.  Moral 

standing is widely accepted as constituting intrinsic value.  

WILL-TO-LIVE 

Schweitzer’s influential “Reverence for Life” ethic claims that all living things have a 

“will to live”, and that humans should not interfere with or extinguish this will 
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(Schweitzer, 1923). But while it is clear that living organisms struggle for survival, it is 

simply not true that they “will” to live. This, after all, would require some kind of 

conscious experience, which many living things lack. However, perhaps what Schweitzer 

was getting at was something like Paul W. Taylor’s more recent claim that all living 

things are “teleological centers of life” (Taylor, 1986). For Taylor, this means that living 

things have a good of their own that they strive towards, even if they lack awareness 

of this fact.  

 First, the principles state that humans are allowed to act in self-defense to prevent 

harm being inflicted by other living organisms.  

 Second, the basic interests of nonhuman living entities should take priority over 

the nonbasic or trivial interests of humans.  

 Third, when basic interests clash, humans are not required to sacrifice themselves 

for the sake of others. 

CRITIQUE: 

 Moral standing is not the same as moral significance. So while we could 

acknowledge that plants have moral standing, we might nevertheless accord them 

a much lower significance than human beings, thus making it easier to justify our 

use and destruction of them.  

 It seems to be no sense in which something can be said to be good or bad from the 

point of view of the plant itself. And if the plant doesn’t care about its fate, why 

should we? 

  It is alleged that these individualistic ethics suffer from the same faults as 

anthropocentric and animal-centered ethics: they simply cannot account for our 

real and demanding obligations to holistic entities such as species and 

ecosystems.  
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ENVIRONMENTAL PHILOSOPHIES 

PROPERTARIAN 

DESCRIPTION 

Property is good for the environment, 

when you don’t have it you face the 

tragedy of the commons.  Ownership 

increases incentive to get most out of your 

property, including in the long term. This 

has been seen in examples of Scottish wild 

areas privately owned as well as in 

fisheries that are privately owned not be 

over harvested. Deep ecologists are not 

aiming to formulate moral principles 

concerning the environment to supplement 

our existing ethical framework. Instead, 

they demand an entirely new worldview 

and philosophical perspective. 

CRITIQUE 

(1)The idea of ownership of 

land/environment perpetuates 

anthropocentrism, land becomes a thing we 

can use as we wish since it belongs to us, is 

here for human beings. 

(2) ‘Long term’ in the perspective of the 

individual is not long term enough for 

humanity.  

(3)Human managerial skills are less than 

perfect, so even when they try to do the 

right thing they might very well do the 

wrong thing for the ecosystem and 

themselves. 

 

SHALLOW ECOLOGY 

DESCRIPTION 

The focus here is individual responsibility 

and changing lifestyles. Consumers are 

encouraged to “go green” by recycling, 

using eco-friendly products, driving less, 

etc.  Educating consumers and citizens is 

key to changing society as people change 

their lifestyles. 

CRITIQUE 

(1) Fails to question the fundamental 

beliefs society has, anthropocentric.  

(2) Ineffective  

(3)Uses up social, political and empathy 

capital that could be used for deep ecology.  

 

 

DEEP ECOLOGY 

DESCRIPTION 

Deep Ecology rejects the idea that an 

individual possesses a separate essence, 

because this radically separates humans 

from the rest of the world which leads to 

selfishness towards both other people and 

nature. What the movement proposes is 

that the identity of a living thing is 

constituted by its relation to other living 

things, hence respect towards an 

individual implies a broader respect for 

nature. 

CRITIQUE 

(1) Feminists criticize the expanded-self 

idea on the basis that it gives reason to treat 

others in ways in which you like rather 

than treating others in the ways that they 

would like to be treated. 

(2) 3
rd

 world critics have accused deep 

ecology of being elitist in its attempts to 

preserve wilderness experiences for only a 

select group of economically and socio-

politically well-off people. 

(3) Deep ecology has been accused of 

having an unrealistic utopian view falling 

short of possible practical application. 
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ECO-FEMINISM  

DESCRIPTION 

Generally, the same characteristics that 

create male-chauvinism (in relation to 

women) also create human-chauvinism (in 

relation to ecology): 

1.      The dualistic way of thinking 

that sees the world in interlocking 

opposite terms, such as 

active/passive, male/female. All 

superior is on the male side of the 

interlocking concepts whereas all 

inferior is on the female side, hence 

the association between female and 

nature. 

2.      Logic of domination then 

implies that those on the superior 

side are entitled to dominate those 

on the inferior side. 

CRITIQUE 

(1)Rationalist thought is not the enemy, but 

instead the best hope for securing proper 

concern for the environment and for 

women.  

(2) Dualism is not problematic on its own 

(think 3
rd

 wave feminism argumentation), 

rather it is only problematic in connection 

with the logic of domination.  

 

  

SOCIAL ECOLOGY 

One idea is that the biological world constitutes ‘first nature’ and the human created 

constitutes ‘second nature’. What is suggested in this context is that we use our gifts of 

communication, intelligence, etc. as if we were nature made conscious.  

The new ideology that social ecology proposes is not concerned with the “self-

realization” of deep ecology, but instead the absence of domination. The ideology of the 

free market that has facilitated such hierarchies, reducing both human beings and the 

natural world to mere commodities. Bookchin argues that the liberation of both humans 

and nature are actually dependent on one another. 

BIOREGIONALISM 

Environmentalism is deeply connected with communitarianism, that regional centers of 

communities based in naturally suitable regions is the way to go.  This is criticized on the 

basis of its utopian nature as well as the possible problems in applying such a system in 

an overpopulated world. 

NIETZSCHE 

Nietzsche wants to get rid of the moral arrogance of human beings who think of 

themselves as special and higher than the rest of nature. He criticizes the (false) moral 
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self-images of human beings and he wants to show that people are in fact just nature and 

nothing else (in spite of what they want to believe). 

The awareness of the radical otherness of nature can lead to a new attitude of listening 

and respect for nature and awareness of human finitude.  

 

POSTMODERNISM 

Modern ethics looks at different levels of domesticating nature, either more so in the case 

of strong anthropocentrism, or not at all in the case of defensive deep ecology. 

Postmodern environmental philosophers deny such a possibility. According to them, each 

conception of nature is a domestication per se. They argue that concepts such as 

‘nature’ and ‘wilderness’ (signifying a realm opposed to culture) are social constructions 

that function within the cultural project of trying to control and understand reality. They 

point to the contingent character of the different cultural interpretations of nature. 
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IMPLICATIONS OF INTERGENERATIONAL JUSTICE 

 At the very least in the ‘enlightened’ anthropocentrist view, intergenerational justice 

becomes a deciding factor in our attitude towards the environment. 

Objections to an obligation to future generations.  

NON-PRESENT 

Future generations 

by definition do not 

exist now. They 

cannot now, 

therefore, be the 

present bearer or 

subject of anything, 

including rights, 

BUT they (1) will 

bear rights in the 

future, (2) they will 

be affected by our 

actions now. 

 

NON-IDENTITY 

We know, of course, that 

when we harm future 

people's interests and 

violate their rights, 

specific persons are 

harmed. But the decision 

we take counts as a 

necessary condition of 

the very existence of this 

genetically and 

numerically specific set 

of people at some future 

point in time, t.i. ‘Non-

Identity Problem’. 

RECIPROCITY 

Some philosophers have denied such 

standing to future people, claiming 

that they lie outside of our moral 

community because they cannot act 

reciprocally. This lack of reciprocity, 

so the argument goes, denies future 

people moral status. However, other 

philosophers have pointed to the fact 

that it is usually considered 

uncontroversial that we have 

obligations to the dead, such as 

executing their wills and so on, even 

though they cannot reciprocate. 

 

LACK OF KNOWLADGE  

Even if we do decide to grant moral standing to future human beings, however, that still 

leaves the problem of deciding just what obligations we have to them. One set of 

difficulties relates to our ignorance of who they are. For not only do we lack information 

about the identity of future people, but we have neither knowledge of their conceptions of 

a good life, nor what technological advances they may have made.  

By way of reply to such problems, some philosophers have argued that while we do not 

know everything about future people, we can make some reasonable assumptions. For 

example, Brian Barry has argued that in order to pursue their idea of the good life – 

whatever that happens to be – future people will have need of some basic resources, such 

as food, water, minimum health and so on.  
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THRESHOLD OF OBLIGATION 

Just how are the needs and interests of the current generation to be weighed against the 

needs and interests of those human beings in the future? Can we justifiably let present 

people go without for the sake of future humans?  

Egalitarian 
reasons 

make it 

possible for 

us to 

understand 

relative 

differences 

between the 

states of 

persons as 

something 

“which is 

itself to be 

eliminated 

or 

reduced”. 

According to the priority 

view, equality as such 

does not matter. It is 

therefore not open to 

objections against 

holding equality to be of 

intrinsic value. A 

plausible version of the 

priority view reads as 

follows:  Benefitting 

persons matters more the 

worse off the person is to 

whom the benefits 

accrue, the more people 

are being benefited and 

the greater the benefits in 

question. 

And 

sufficientarianism 
also has a built-in 

tendency to 

equality. However, 

the tendency is 

restricted in the 

following way: To 

benefit person X is 

more important 

than to benefit 

person Y, if X is 

below the threshold 

and if Y is better 

off than X.  

 

Rawls. Currently living 

people have a justice-

based reason to save for 

future people only if 

such saving is necessary 

for allowing future 

people to reach the 

sufficientarian threshold 

as specified. Once just 

institutions are securely 

established — this is 

known as the steady-

state stage — justice 

does not require people 

to save for future people. 

 

 

  



EUDC 2014, SSE Riga 

8 

 

SELECT ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES 

FRACKING (HYDRAULIC FRACTURING) 

FOR: 

(1) Hydraulic fracturing has a positive 

economic effect (a) job creation (or 

avoidance of losing jobs as the 

conventional gas industry dies), (b) 

decreased gas and oil prices. (c) Some 

argue that it can be used to finance the 

use of alternative energies as a 

transitional change. 

(2) Energy independence (which is a rising 

concern considering Russian foreign 

policy and their trade deal with China). 

(3) Environment. The environmental 

impact (carbon footprint) is smaller 

than for conventional gas as well as 

bioenergy overall.  Considering that 

other alternative energy is often (a) 

hard to store, (b) expensive, it is a good 

temporary solution until better methods 

are developed.  

 

AGAINST: 

(1) (a) Some studies call into question the 

claim that what has been called the 

"shale gas revolution" has a significant 

macro-economic impact. A study 

released in the beginning of 2014 by 

the IDDRI shows the contrary. May 

jobs are non-transferrable from one 

type of gas/oil extraction to another. (b) 

Its not going to finance any alternative 

energy- alternative energy is 

competition. 

(2) In Europe, using hydraulic fracturing 

would have very little advantage in 

terms of competitiveness and energy 

security. Indeed, for the period 2030-

2035, shale gas is estimated to cover 3 

to 10% of EU projected energy 

demand, which is not enough to have a 

significant impact on energetic 

independence and competitiveness. 

Nuclear energy is preferable. 

(3) Environment. The air emissions from 

hydraulic fracturing are related 

to methane leaks originating from 

wells, and emissions from the diesel or 

natural gas powered equipment such as 

compressors, drilling rigs, pumps etc. 

Some studies have found that hydraulic 

fracturing has higher emissions due to 

gas released during completing wells as 

some gas returns to the surface, 

together with the fracturing 

fluids. Hydraulic fracturing routinely 

produces microseismic events too small 

to be detected except by sensitive 

instruments, but it sometimes produces 

bigger events that can be felt by local 

populations.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Energy_security
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Energy_security
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Methane
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GREENPEACE 

Greenpeace also has a very international infrastructure, with regional offices in over 42 

countries around the world. Greenpeace is funded at the grass-roots level, building most 

of its infrastructure on the support of over 2.8 million financial supporters and from 

grants received from several charitable foundations. However, Greenpeace emphasizes its 

financial independence from corporations or government grants.  

Critique involves the following: 

1. Use of civil disobedience. 

2. Opposing nuclear energy which realistically is environmentally the soundest of 

realistic short term goals. 

3. Costing jobs in major industries such as logging. 

4. Focus on ‘belief’ rather than scientific proof or reasoning in many of their actions. 

CASE EXAMPLE: 1994 Shell 

In 1994, Shell was planning to dispose of the Brent Spar oil storage facility by scuttling it 

in the North Sea. Greenpeace objected and took Shell on in an acrimonious public 

campaign. Shell argued that its studies showed that disposing of the facility at sea was the 

most environmentally responsible thing to do.  

Shell capitulated. It changed its plans and dismantled Brent Spar on land. When the fray 

died down, many believed that the chosen option was, in fact, more environmentally 

damaging than the original plan. 

 

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/greenpeaces-brent-spar-apology-1599647.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/greenpeaces-brent-spar-apology-1599647.html

