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ntial increases in global
nt changes

change, including substa
average surface temperature and importa
in regional climate.’

Scientists say the worldwide consequences olf
this process are alarming and ominous: a globa
rise in sea level, ocean warming, the retreat Of.Slﬂ'
ciers everywhere, severe droughts, coastal flooding,
the receding of Arctic ice, increased acidity in the
oceans, frequent heat waves, heavy rainfalls, and
increased species extinction.

Given this runaway train of global warming, the
moral questions hit home hard: What is an indi-
vidual morally obligated to do about it? What ar¢
countries duty-bound to do about it? Should we
do something even if our efforts cause widespread
economic hardship, loss of jobs, social upheaval,
and the demise of whole industries? Should we do
something now even though the only people who
will benefit from our sacrifices will be future genera-
tions? What, after all, do we owe the future? Do we
have a moral obligation ot to act in ways that might
contribute, even slightly, to global warming? For
example, are we obligated not to drive a gas guzzler,
use an inefficient heating system, run the air condi-
tioner nonstop, avoid recycling, or waste water?

Trying to answer such questions through criti-
cal reasoning is the main business of environmental

ethics, a branch of applied ethics. Let us explore
how these questions arise, determine whether tra-
ditional moral theories can shed any light on them,
and evaluate arguments that are frequently used to

address important environmental issues.

ISSUE FILE: BACKGROUND

Environmental issues can emerge from a variety
of real-world challenges besides climate change:
endangered species, pollution, wilderness preser-
vation, treatment of animals, ecosystem protec-
tion, waste disposal, global population, resource
allocation, energy usc, economics, food produc-
jon, world hunger, social justice, and the welfare

t
of future generations.

As you would expect, serious dispyy “
environmental issues involve both tp, nn‘ ah% ‘
and the moral—nonmoral facts (ofte, SCicnn.m”’l ‘
technical) and moralprinciplesoriuagmenllh Coy |
often than not, there is.subslantial “Sreeme”\’“'t |
the former but seriou§ divergence on the laue,' pe
parties may agree, for instance, that buimingarﬂ\n
through a forest would help a struggling town p,
perand that the project would wipe out 5 rare,
cies of butterfly, but the debate rages over Wwhetp .
prosperity is more valuable t{mn the bunerﬂy. 2

Moral arguments in environmental ethicg .
pend heavily on notions of value and morgy sta
The distinction between instrumental and in[r,‘,m-('
value s especially important. Recall thafSOmething
with instrumental (or extrinsic) value is valuapje as
a means to something else; something with intrip.
sic value is valuable in itself, for its own sake, y
many people, nature possesses instrumental vajye
(some think it has instrumental value only). They
may therefore believe that a forest has value because
of its economic worth, because it provides the ray
materials for making houses, furniture, and paper,
Or because it helps make the environment livable
for humans by cleaning the air as it absorbs carbon
dioxide and releases oxygen. Or because it adds to
the quality of human life simply by being beauti-
ful, inspiring, or impressive. Or because it provides
a home to many animal and plant species that are
themselves instrumentally valuable to humans. In
all these cases, the value of the forest is measured
by its positive effects on human well-being. The for-
est is good because it is good for human beings. On
.the .oﬂ?er hand, for many other people, nature has
;:l:z:z‘:o"sijulz;ittis ;f;luab.le regardless of its use-
objects in nature cayr'z h i ml'nd -

ave both instrumental and

intrinsic v,
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me other value-granting property. Even
(hing or wlity, ftcan have great intrinsic worth.
wi ! ‘vldclmcs in environmental cthics revolve
: m“, ¢ concept of moral status, ot moral consid-
,m“"‘” ,“ we saw In the previous chapter, some-
ability- - .yn("ﬂl status if it is a suitable candidate
¢hing I‘Tcnnct'f" or respect in its own right. Every-
for m_ that humans have moral status; many
one ilﬂ"cil nonhuman animals also have moral
pelicv® ‘“‘]c insist that all living things have moral
statusi s_unIUde plants and cven one-celled crea-
statu® i ¢ think that the natural environment
ures)i 57_mounlai"5r oceans, rivers, and all—
cncﬂ") ] status; and a few believe Planet Earth
has ﬂ“’ﬁ;c has moral status. A fundamental issue
a5 “:lv‘:,nmental ethics is precisely what sorts of
in c.r!\l have moral status—and why.
ennucsny things can have instrumental or intrinsic
Mavﬂ have no moral status—that is, they may
wle )crvc our direct moral concern. A bicycle can
got d?;snumcmal value as a mode of transporta-
)?;vc i)ul it is not the kind of thing that can have
naﬂr:,al status. Michelangelo’s magnificent sculp-
::rc pavid is gencral]y thought to have intrinsic
aesthetic value, but few philosophers would think
that it has moral status. Some theorists draw such
a distinction as follows: “We can have obligations
",xa,d,-,,xa painting, but not to n painting. We ought
to treat beautiful paintings with respect, but not
pecause we have obligations to the paintings. We
ought to respect them because they are beautiful
(or because their gwncrs have rights), not because
they have rights.””
Often the question at issue in environmen-
1al debates is not whether something has moral
status, but whether it has greater or lesser moral
status than something else. Does an ape have the
same moral status as a domestic cow? Do animals
(human and nonhuman) deserve the same level of
moral concern as plants? Do humans and nonhu-
man animals have the same moral status? Is a cat
as morally important as a cabbage? Does a species
have a stronger claim on our moral concern than
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any Individual of a species® As we weill s see,
many people, on various groundy, give
one or more species over athers,
living things equal, and some rank spectes
individuals.

In light of these considerations. we shonld not

be surprised that a central question in environmen-
tal ethics is. What entities have moral status and to
what degree do they have it> The answer that has
been assumed in the Western world for much of
its history is known as anthropocentrism. the
notion that only humans have moral standing.
By anthropocentric (human-centered) lights, the
rest of nature has only instrumental value—that
is, nonhuman animals. plants, mountains, and
streams have value only because they are valuable
in some way to humans. An anthropocentrist
sees animals, plants, and ecosystems as means to
enhance the well-being of humankind. to serve the
ends of human beings. This stance, however, does
not imply a disregard for the environment. He may
be genuinely concerned about the destruction of
rain forests, the extinction of species, river and lake
pollution, the destruction of wetlands, animal cru-
elty, and global warming—but only because these
calamities might lead to a less livable environment
for humans, or their loss of enjoyable aesthetic or
spiritual experiences of nature, or their feelings of
distress at the thought of animal suffering, or dra-
matic climate changes that could endanger human
lives. On what grounds should humans be granted
this exclusive moral status? The traditional justifi-
cation has been along Kantian lines: that humans
are moral agents or persons—they are capable of
making free, rational moral choices.

Another influential answer to our question is
what could be called zoocentrism, the notion that
animals—both human and nonhuman—have moral
status. As we saw in the previous chapter, advocates
for animal rights, notably the philosophers Peter
Singer and Tom Regan, take this view, insisting
that human and nonhuman animals are equally
deserving of moral considerability or respect. Singer
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If
all?l,?:::)e";?fming and climate change are actu-
humans are ?9 (and. have been happening), then
1o take actio aced with a dreadful moral decision:
N now to help save the future, or to

do

nothi
thing and suffer through an uncertain pres-

::ctt'sit::nzec.lding rationally requires knowing the
Nir‘IEty~seV:vmg whether climate change is real.
———. then PErc’em of all climate scientists .and
8 By vy ‘:'v'orld s leading scientific organizations
the it is. But how do they know this? Here’s

: answer from NASA, one of the world’s leading
climate research agencies.

How

The overwhelming majority of climate scientists
agree that human activities, especially the burn-
ing of fossil fuels (coal, oil, and gas), are responsi-
ble for most of the climate change currently being
observed.

) But how has this conclusion been reached?
Climate science, like all science, is a process of
collective learning that relies on the careful gath-
ering and analyses of data, the formulation of
hypotheses, the development of models to study
key processes and make testable predictions, and
the combined use of observations and models to
test scientific understanding. Scientific knowl-
edge builds over time as new observations and
data become available. . . . In the case of climate
change, scientists have understood for more than
a century that emissions from the burning of fossil
fuels could lead to increases in the Earth’s average
surface temperature. Decades of research have
confirmed and extended this understanding.

do we know that Earth has warmed?

ave been taking widespread measure-

ments of Earth's surface temperature since around
1880. These data have steadily improved and,
today. temperatures are recorded.by thermom-
ers at many thousands of locations, both on

the oceans. Different research
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space Studies, Britain's Hadley
Change, the Japan Meteo,ologientre 5
NOAA's National Climatic Data c:al A
these raw measurements to pmd:ter
long-term global surface temper ce g,
These groups work carefully to r:ture
data aren't skewed by such thing, :ke g
the instruments taking the me&sures tha“ﬂg}.‘i
other factors that affect local tempe'rnai tsd'}.%‘
urg |

as additional heat that has come from 1
growth of cities. the g, j‘
These analyses all show that Earthy |

s a"efag!

surface temperature has increased by m
1.4°F (0.8°C) over the past 100 years, W“hore thay
this increase taking place over the pagt 3':u(

A temperature change of 1.4°F may not seem .
much if you're thinking about a daily o SeaT like
fluctuation, but it is a significant change W‘Jhna|
you think about a permanent increase avers en
across the entire planet. ... ¢

How do we know that greenhouse gases lea t,

warming?

As early as the 1820s, scientists began to appreg.
ate the importance of certain gases in regulating
the temperature of the Earth. Greenhouse gases—
which include carbon dioxide (CO,), methane,
nitrous oxide, and water vapor—act like a blan-
ket in the atmosphere, keeping heat in the lower
atmosphere. Although greenhouse gases com-
prise only a tiny fraction of Earth’s atmosphere,
they are critical for keeping the planet warm
enough to support life as we know it.

Here's how the “greenhouse effect” works: &
the Sun’s energy hits Earth, some of it is reflected
back to space, but most of it is absorbed by the
land and oceans. This absorbed energy is then
radiated upward from Earth’s surface in the form
of heat. In the absence of greenhouse gases, this
heat would simply escape to space, and the plan-
et's average surface temperature would be wel
below freezing. But greenhouse gases absorb and
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They hold to biocentrism, ©
ics, the view that all living €0
status, whether sentient or not. people, € :
weeds, algae, amoebas, germs—all these are worthy
of some sort of moral concern simply becaus¢ they
are alive. This moral concern, many hioccntrisls
say, is justified by the teleological nature of liv-

ing things (tclos is Greek for “goal”). Living things
or uncon-

are goal-directed, striving consciously

sciously toward some good. They therefore have
moral status. But biocentrists differ on how much
respect to grant living things. some assert that all
living things have equal moral status: exactly the
same moral considerability is accorded to human
beings, dogs, redwood trees, and amoebas. These
biocentrists are therefore species egalitariansi
Other Dbiocentrists, species noncgalitarians;
think that not all living beings are created equal—
some have more moral worth than others. A none-
galitarian might argue that a human deserves more
respect than anelk, an elk more thanarat, and arat
more than a cactus.

In either form, biocentrism implies that in our
moral deliberations we cannot ignore how our
actions might affect both sentient and nonsentient
living beings, as some forms of anthropocentrism
might have us do. If we want to build a shopping
mall on wetlands, we must consider all the plants
and animals that the project would destroy—and
judge whether their deaths would outweigh any
benefits that the mall would provide to humans
and other living things.

In both zoocentrism and biocentrism, the
fundamental unit of moral consideration is the
individual—the individual animal or plant. Only
individuals have moral status. This perspective,
then, is individualistic, its advocates being called
ecological individualists. In contrast, some
theorists say that the proper focus of moral concern
is not the individual but the entire biosphere and
its ecosystems——what has been called the “biotic
community.” This view, then, is holistic; its propo-
nents are ecological holists. It implies that in

tities ha

considering our moral obligations ¢,
ment, the good of the whole will a, g
the good of an individual. An elk, fo:%
be killed t0 preserve a species o
ensure the health of its ecosystem. A .
expressed it, “A thing is right when it i °0r,‘
ve theintegritys stability,and beautyoft““hl
community: It is wrong when it tends Othehebi%
What properties might confer moral conig t
ity on the biotic community or an ECOSystE hl
holist might say that suchan environental i
deserves our respect because it is a unity o wl k
fully integrated parts, oritisa Self'regulatin ‘
tem, OF its destruction would diminish the g

genetic possibilities.

may

ser

MORAL THEORIES

On environmentai issues, some traditiona] moi{l
theories have peen strongly anthropocentric, Kant',
theory is @ good example, mandating duties 1,
people because they are ends in themselves

establishing no direct duties to animals. For Kan;

animals have instrumental value only. As he pu

it, “Animals . . . are there merely as means to a

end. That end is man.”* Thomas Aquinas, author

of the most famous version of natural law theory,

also thinks animals are tools to be employed at the

discretion of humans. In addition, the Bible has

seemed to many to suggest an anthropocentric

attitude toward nature, commanding that humans

“subdue” the earth and “have dominion over the

fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over

every living thing that moves upon the earth”

(Genesis 1:28). But traditional theories can also

be—and have been—construed in various ways t0

support nonanthropocentric approaches to envi

ronmental ethics.
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, just as persons are thought t0
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\;_redirect some of this energy downward, keeping
\\ heat near Earth’s surface. As concentrations of
heat-f'appi"g greenhouse gases increase in the
atm‘”Phere’ Earth’s natural greenhouse effect
P enhanced (like a thicker blanket), causing sur-
e ce temperatures to rise. Reducing the levels of
fa,eenhouse gases in the atmosphere would cause
g decrease in surface temperatures.

we know that humans are causing

enhouse gas concentrations to increase?
gre

: ow do
| [olnce humans began digging up long-buried
forms of carbon such as coal and oil and burn-
ing them for energy, additional CO, began to be
re[eased into the atmosphere much more rapidly
than in the natural carbon cycle. Other human
activities, such as cement production and cutting
down and burning of forests (deforestation), also
add €Oz to the atmosphere. . ..
To determine how CO, concentrations var-
jed prior to such modern measurements, scien-
tists have studied the composition of air bubbles
trapped in ice cores extracted from Greenland
and Antarctica. These data show that, for at least
2,000 years pefore the Industrial Revolution,
atmospheric €O, concentrations were steady and
then began to rise sharply beginning in the late
1800s. Today, atmospheric CO2 concentrations
exceed 390 parts per million—nearly 40% higher
than preindustrial levels, and, according to ice
core data, higher than at any point in the past
800,000 years.
Human activities have increased the atmo-
spheric concentrations of other important green-
house gases as well. Methane, which is produced

contends that moral status is justified for nonhu-
man animals when they, like humans, possess the
psychological property of sentience. Sentient non-
.hUmaﬂ animals can experience pain and pleasure,
:;lst as humans can; therefore, he says, they are enti-
ed to the same level of moral respect. Some critics,

.
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by the burning of fossil fuels, the raising of Jive-
stock, the decay of landfill wastes, the production
and transport of natural gas, and other activities,
increased sharply through the 1980s before start-
ing to level off at about two-and-a-half times its
preindustrial level. Nitrous oxide has increased
by roughly 15% since 1750, mainly as 3 result of
agricultural fertilizer use, but also from fossil fuel
burning and certain industrial processes. Certain
industrial chemicals, such as chlorofiuorocarbons
(CFCs), act as potent greenhouse gases and are
long-lived in the atmosphere. Because CFCs do not
have natural sources, their increases can be attrib-
uted unambiguously to human activities. . . .

In addition to direct measurements of CO;
concentrations in the atmosphere, scientists have
amassed detailed records of how much coal, oil,
and natural gas is burned each year. They also esti-
mate how much CO; is being absorbed, on aver-
age, by the oceans and the land surface. These
analyses show that about 45% of the CO, emitted
by human activities remains in the atmosphere.
Just as a sink will fill up if water is entering it
faster than it can drain, human production of CO;
is outstripping Earth’s natural ability to remove it
from the air. As a result, atmospheric COz levels
are increasing and will remain elevated for many
centuries. Furthermore, a forensic-style analysis of
the CO, in the atmosphere reveals the chemical
“fingerprint” of carbon from fossil fuels. Together,
these lines of evidence prove conclusively that the
elevated CO, concentration in the atmosphere is
the result of human activities.*

*NASA Science, Climate Change: How Do We Know?,
January 2, 2018, https://climate.nasa.govlevidencel.

however, object to this kind of animal egalitarianism,
affirming that all sentient animals do have moral sta-
tus but that humans have greater moral considerabil-
ity than nonhuman animals.

Some theorists want to expand the sphere of
moral status to include more than just animals.





