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Dilemmas and the future:
the environment, animals, and plants

Thought exercise

“In an account of the Dutch voyage to the Mascarene Islands in 1598, under a rough
sketch entitled ‘the destruction of the Dodos,’ is a verse on how to catch the dodo:
For food the seamen hunt the flesh of feathered fowl,
They tap the palms, the round-sterned dodo they destroy,
The parrot’s life they spare that he may scream and howl,
And thus his fellows to imprisonment decoy.
The seamen were very hungry, the dodos were very easy to catch and there were an
awful lot of them. At first. And if it were all right to catch the first one, then it must
have been all right to catch the next one, and the next one, and the next. Well, who was
to know when it became not all right? If indeed it ever was wrong. There are a lot of
seagulls left.”1

Moral reflection is not confined to the present, but also needs to take seriously
the future. In this chapter, we shall reflect on some of the ethical demands that
the future might make on the present. The focus will be the corporate, social,
and political realms, namely the extent to which human social and political
behavior today should be influenced by concerns about the future of the planet
or other species. Our brief examination of the topic will focus on three issues:
the first is the problems associated with economic growth; the second is the
environment; and the third is animals.

Economic growth
Perhaps the key debate in economics about the future is the argument over
the legitimacy of economic growth. Economic growth is the goal of virtually
every economy in the world. This means that the economic planners want to
see growth in terms of trade, jobs, and therefore wealth. In a growing economy,
one hopes that everyone will get richer, although some get richer a great deal
faster than others. The growing economy brings in more tax revenues that can
be used to provide support for those who are struggling. To bring about a growing
economy, governments often borrow money. This money is then invested in
production, which provides jobs, and the wealth from these jobs is then spent on
goods and services, which in turn leads to more jobs. That, at least, is the theory.
In 1967 E. J. Mishan produced a book called The Costs of Economic Growth that
attacked this vision of economic management. His argument was that economic
growth is treated as if it were a panacea; however, the costs of economic growth
are so great that it has become detrimental to human welfare. Instead, argues
Mishan, we need “a far more selective form of development which must include
a radical reshaping of our physical environment with the needs of pleasant
living, and not the needs of traffic or industry, foremost in our minds.”2 Mishan
attacks many of the results of modernity and the quest for economic growth.
For example, he describes the motorcar as:



one of the greatest disasters to have befallen the human race. Given the
absence of controls, the growth of populations and increased wealth
and urbanization would, in any case, have produced overgrown cities.
Commercial and municipal greed, coupled with architectural apathy,
share the responsibility for a litter of shabby buildings. But it needed
the motorcar to consummate these developments, to fill our days with
clamor and fumes, to suburbanize the countryside and to subtropianize
suburbia, and to ensure that any resort which became accessible should
simultaneously become unattractive.3

For Mishan, the quest for endless economic growth is deeply damaging in its
effects. It is a moral problem: we are constantly dissatisfied with the present,
which makes us ill at ease in the moment. Mishan believes that much of our
modern society is impoverished and destructive because it has undermined the
sense of community. It has undermined certain social structures that existed in
the past and therefore has made humanity less and less satisfied. He writes:
In the ruthless transformation of our planet home we are concurrently
destroying much that man’s nature doted on in the past: a sense of inti
mately belonging, of being part of a community in which each man
had his place; a sense of being close to nature, of being close to the soil
and the beasts of the field that served him; a sense of being part of the
eternal and unhurried rhythm of life.4
And to the criticism that he is being a romantic about the past, Mishan responds:
It would be untrue to assert that in all past civilizations a feeling of
security and contentment was experienced by all families as it would
be idle to deny that many suffered from hardship, disease, and poverty.
But wherever people lived comfortably, whether in town or village, or
farm, their satisfactions were rooted ultimately in their closeness to
each other and to the natural order of their lives.5
Mishan anticipates certain themes that became prominent in the “no-growth”
movement that so influenced the Green parties in Europe. We shall look at the
ethical demands of the environment later on in this chapter. However, for now it
is worth noting the following. The main argument of the no-growth movement
was that there is an environmental limit to growth. Growth depends on oil and
natural gas, which are limited resources. Jonathon Porritt, a prominent sympathizer
of the Green movement, explains: “It is no longer possible to manufacture
abundance through making unsustainable demands on the world’s resources
and environment.”6 He then quotes the Greens’ description of the economy:
The characteristics of such an economy are clear: reduced industrial
throughput, greater self-reliance and sustainability through largely
decentralized economic activity, maximized use of renewable resources
and conservation of non-renewable resources, a far-reaching redistribution
of wealth, land and the means of production, with the possibility
of more fulfilling, personally satisfying work, all set within a more
co-operatively based framework, and enhanced by the use of new technologies
where they complement the above features.7
Naturally defenders of economic growth do not concur with this analysis.
Although it is true we must recognize that some of the resources we are currently
very dependent on are limited, there are others which are not. The sun
and wind are two examples. In addition the combination of human ingenuity,
technology, and regulation means that many of the environmental costs can
be prevented or ameliorated. The air in many of our western cities is cleaner
now than it has been for generations; fish are back in the River Thames running
through London; and our garbage is in landfills that are now an aesthetic delight



thanks to a careful landscaping of the area. Even the dire predictions about the
lack of oil proved mistaken as technology enabled us to access oil in parts of the
world that we always thought inaccessible (e.g. the North Sea).
Growth advocates point out that there is a sinister side to the Green agenda.
The population explosion anxiety, for example, runs parallel with a belief that
we need fewer people, which in practice leads to policy commitments involving
anti-immigration and anti-development. The classic example of this argument
was Garett Hardin’s rather unpleasant article called “Lifeboat Ethics: The Case
against Helping the Poor,” which is worth looking at in some detail.
Hardin frames the problem thus:
If we divide the world crudely into rich nations and poor nations, two
thirds of them are desperately poor, and only one third comparatively
rich, with the United States the wealthiest of all. Metaphorically each
rich nation can be seen as a lifeboat of comparatively rich people. In
the ocean outside each lifeboat swim the poor of the world, who would
like to get in, or at least share some of the wealth. What should the lifeboat
passengers do?8

Hardin then goes on to make the case that the only way forward for the survival of
those in the lifeboat is to forbid anyone else joining them on it. So Hardin writes:
So here we sit, say 50 people in our lifeboat. To be generous, let us
assume it has room for 10 more, making a total capacity of 60. Suppose
the 50 of us in the lifeboat see 100 others swimming in the water
outside, begging for admission to our boat or for handouts. We have
several options: we may be tempted to try to live by the Christian ideal
of being “our brother’s keeper,” or by the Marxist ideal of “to each
according to his need.” Since the needs of all in the water are the same,
and since they can all be seen as “our brothers,” we could take them all
into our boat, making a total of 150 in a boat designed for 60. The boat
swamps, everyone drowns. Complete justice, complete catastrophe.9

Hardin goes on to argue that even the spare ten seats should not be filled. We
need them as a “safety factor.” He then develops the argument that this is indeed
our predicament by drawing on a combination of Green concerns and rightwing
bigotry. The nations in the two-thirds developing world, complains Hardin,
have disproportionate population growth and corrupt governments (who do not
keep aside sufficient resources for the inevitable periodic famine – the Joseph
principle). If we feed the people in these poorer countries, then we create an
environmental problem. So Hardin explains,
Every human born constitutes a draft on all aspects of the environment:
food, air, water, forests, beaches, wildlife, scenery and solitude. Food
can, perhaps, be significantly increased to meet a growing demand. But
what about clean beaches, unspoiled forests, and solitude?10

Hardin wants a complete stop to immigration into the richer nations, no overseas
aid to poorer countries, and no famine relief campaigns in the crisis periods.
The assumption underpinning Hardin’s article is that the economy is a cake
whose size is determinate. Only a limited number of people can have a useful
slice of that cake; and if you want a bigger slice of the cake then that must mean
others go without or receive a smaller slice. The lifeboat has a fixed capacity,
which Hardin thinks we have virtually reached. But in fact the economy is not
such a cake and moreover prosperity needs population growth.
This is an important point. If you imagine a remote medieval village of 200
people, then it is likely it will be a poor village. There is a very small community
of both sellers and buyers. You wouldn’t be able to start a company which produces
specialized toys because there are insufficient people to buy the product.



This village wouldn’t have the population to justify careers in law, accountancy,
engineering, manufacturing, art, music, sport, and the academy. It would generate
very small tax revenues or even a tax system, because there would be very
little commerce. So there would be no tax base for welfare support and almost
everyone would have employment around the agriculture land. The fact is that
a wealthy economy needs a significant population: growth in trade needs more
people. In comparison with our medieval ancestors, we have more wealth now
than we have ever had before. Economic growth is dependent on population
growth and bigger units of population.
A good illustration of this factor is the growing concern about the stable or
declining populations in Europe. In many European countries the demographic
trend of fewer children and more elderly people is creating real difficulties.
Where is the tax base to support the increasing numbers of elderly people? It is
not surprising that Canada and Sweden are both offering significant incentives
to couples to have children. Now it is true that excessive population growth can
create significant difficulties, especially around the supply of water and other
amenities. However, as a general rule more people means more trade and consumption
which means more growth. There is no reason why most parts of the
world cannot be richer than they currently are. And the no-growth advocates
can sometimes sound “anti people.”
However, the Mishan worry remains: we live on a planet with a fragile ecosystem.
The ozone layer, the rain forests, and the state of our rivers and oceans
are important. We are morally obliged to ensure that we behave in ways that safeguard
the future of the planet. Although I believe we should resist the Garrett
Hardin environmental ethic, there are other options that we do need to look at. It
is to these options that we now turn.

The environment
Modernity has had a dramatic impact on our world. We live at a moment in history
when the human capacity to change the world around us is remarkable, and
much of this change has not been good. David Barnhill and Roger Gottlieb helpfully
summarize the impact that humans have had when they write:
Every tree and river, large mammal and small fish, now exists in relation
to human action, knowledge, commerce, science, technology,
governmental decisions to create national parks, international campaigns
to save endangered species, and (God help us) leisure lifestyle
choices about mountain bikes, off-road vehicles, and sports fishing. Cell
phone towers sprout like mushrooms on mountain tops, grizzly bears
wear radio collars, genetic engineering produces overweight, arthritic
pigs, and the children of Los Angeles slums grow up with stunted lungs
because of polluted air. The world’s coral reefs are bleaching a sickly
dead white; all of Japan’s rivers are dammed; and the cod off Nova
Scotia have been fished out.11

Given the sheer extent of our control and manipulation of nature, there is a
need for an environmental ethic. We need some moral controls on our behavior
as a species. The question is, what are those controls?
Robert Elliot helpfully distinguishes between three different types of “environmental
ethics.”12 The first is a human-centered ethic. Here one worries about
the environment because of its impact on human life: it is an anthropocentric
(human-centered) ethic. When one takes a human-centered approach, one is
interested in environmental issues because our survival as a race depends on the
continuing effectiveness of our planet to sustain human life. So, for example, if
we completely destroy the ozone layer, then the planet would have be unable



to sustain human life. Therefore, the argument goes, a concern for the ozone
layer is in the long-term interest of humans. This position often takes a utilitarian
form: what course of action will bring about the most happiness for the
greatest number of people? Going back to the thought exercise, the extinction
of the Dodo has not really affected human lives. So with this approach, it is arguable
that the extinction of a particular species is not a problem.
The second type of environmental ethics is “animal-centered ethics”; this
approach takes the impact on humans and non-human animals as morally relevant
factors that should determine our decision-making. The assumption here
is that we are called to “share” this planet with other species. It is an abuse of
power to simply insist that as the brightest species, able to act with impunity, we
should do so. Recognizing the “rights” of animals is important. From this perspective
the death of a species is a tragedy and the suffering of a species is an
injustice. We should be able to reconcile our need (and of course some would
dispute whether it is a need) for animal meat with a care for the numbers of fish,
deer, or, in the case of the thought exercise, the dodo. To plunder an entire species
for pure “economic gain” is an unforgivable selfishness.
The third type is a “life-centered ethics.” Elliot explains, “The class of living
things includes more than humans and non-human animals; it includes plants,
algae, single-celled organisms, perhaps viruses and, it is sometimes suggested,
ecosystems and even the whole biosphere itself.”13 Here respect is accorded to
all life, whatever form it takes. It starts from the simple ethical principle that all
life is entitled to exist: there is no ethical reason why humans should be privileged.
It is deeply critical of all anthropocentric justifications of environmental
concern. The moral obligation is to shift the preoccupation from the human to
the intrinsic value of all life.
This position is often associated with “deep ecology” – an umbrella term that
embraces a range of radical environmental worldviews. Shallow ecology worries
about the environment because humans have a vested interest in the ongoing
survival of resources to enable further exploitation, whereas deep ecology is committed
to the environment because it has intrinsic value. Value is not imposed
from outside – from the human perspective – but each part of the environment
in its own place and role, is acknowledged as equally significant and equally precious.
David Barnhill and Roger Gottlieb list 11 characteristics that distinguish those
who identify with deep ecology. These are:
1 an emphasis on the intrinsic value of nature (biocentrism or ecocentrism)
2 a tendency to value all things in nature equally (biocentric egalitarianism)
3 a focus on wholes, e.g. ecosystems, species, or the earth itself, rather than
simply individual organisms (holism)
4 an affirmation that humans are not separate from nature (there is no “ontological
gap” between humans and the natural world)
5 an emphasis on interrelationships
6 an identification of the self with the natural world
7 an intuitive and sensuous communion with the earth
8 a spiritual orientation that sees nature as sacred
9 a tendency to look to other cultures (especially Asian and indigenous) as
sources of insight
10 a humility towards nature, in regards to our place in the natural world, our
knowledge of it, and our ability to manipulate nature in a responsible way
(“nature knows best”)
11 a stance of “letting nature be,” and a celebration of wilderness and hunter-gatherer
societies.14

From this point of point of view, it is a human conceit to claim that humans are



more significant than skunks or mountains. It is not only conceited, it is deeply
damaging. Under the banner of “economic growth” humans use and destroy
animals, plants, and mountains at their peril.
We can and should affirm the concern that underpins deep ecology, but
there is a major difficulty with it. It has embedded within it a potential denial of
human responsibility. To insist that everything is equally significant (has equal
rights to expression) rapidly becomes a nonsense. The AIDS virus is a natural
part of the environment, but no one would want to say it has as much entitlement
to existence as a mountain. A carrot is important, but it is correctly seen
as less important than a dog. Dogs have feelings and capacities for relationships
which carrots do not. It is the complexity of a dog that entitles it to more rights
and greater care. And for all the reasons that dogs exceed carrots, so humans
exceed dogs.
This is important because we need to recognize that with human ability and
privilege in nature (by virtue of our complexity as a species) comes responsibility.
If there is no distinction between a human and a carrot, then why does
it fall on the human to care about our impact on the environment? We don’t
require that of the carrot. The answer of course is that we must care about
our impact on the environment because evolution has made us the most complex
and powerful creature on the planet. And with that complexity and power
comes responsibility.
Although the metaphysic of deep ecology might be problematic, it is spot on
with its intuitions. Humans are privileged in nature, but this privileging is not an
entitlement to assume that we are the only entity in this world that matters. Our
privileged position should lead to a responsibility ethic for the rest of creation.
We must find ways to coexist in a healthy and constructive way with other species.
Many governments today talk of “sustainable economic growth.” This is
growth that seeks to engage constructively with nature and the environment.
We use renewable resources; we recognize that a certain habitat is sacrosanct
because it is the home for a range of precious species (even if they are bugs or
insects) and should be left untouched; and we concede that our endless quest for
“more” cannot always be satisfied because of wholly legitimate environmental
limits on our behavior.

Animals
Many who are sympathetic to deep ecology are also sympathetic to animal
rights. For many this is the next major rights movement. The nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries belonged to the campaign for feminism; the twentieth
century saw the campaign for racial equality and civil rights; the start of the
twenty-first century will belong to gay, lesbian, and transgendered people; and
the next movement needs to be a campaign for “animal rights.”
Tom Regan in his now famous book The Case for Animal Rights15 argues
that animals do have “moral rights,” which are universal and inherent rights,
as opposed “legal rights” that are granted by a particular society in a particular
place. His argument appeals to the concept of “inherent value.” If it can be
shown that animals have “inherent value” (i.e. a value that is independent of
their goodness or usefulness to others), then the language of rights should be
used to protect that value. So, for example, it is clear that my snow blower is
simply a tool; its only value is its utility to me in a snowstorm. However, a dog
does have inherent value; it is, to use Regan’s terminology, a “subject to life,”
which is capable of beliefs, desires, and can conceive of the future. For Regan all
mentally normal mammals who are at least a year old have inherent value and
therefore moral rights.



Regan makes a good case that one should talk of animals as morally significant.
cant. However, his own problem, as he admits, arises in situations where rights
conflict. Regan offers the following thought exercise:
Imagine five survivors are on a lifeboat. Because of the limits of size,
the boat can only support four. All weigh approximately the same and
would take up approximately the same amount of space. Four of the
five are normal adult human beings. The fifth is a dog. One must be
thrown overboard or else all will perish. Whom should it be?16

Regan’s own answer is right. We must, sadly, kill the dog. He explains,
no reasonable person would deny that the death of any of the four
humans would be a greater prima facie loss, and thus a greater prima
facie harm, than would be true in the case of the dog. Death for the
dog, in short, though a harm, is not comparable to the harm that death
would be for any of the humans. To throw any one of the humans overboard,
to face certain death, would be to make that individual worse
off (i.e. would cause that individual a greater harm) than the harm that
would be done to the dog if the animal was thrown overboard.17

Now it is not obvious that Regan is being consistent here. What is needed is the
recognition that there is a hierarchy of rights. Carrots have fewer rights than
dogs and dogs have fewer rights than humans. However, is this speciesism?18

It was Peter Singer who coined the expression “speciesism” to describe the
vice of valuing one species over others for no good reason. The reasons that
people normally cite for preferring humans to other living things are intelligence,
moral awareness, language, and capacity for thought that humans
possess. Not all humans, however, have all these attributes. Babies, the severely
mentally ill, and the very old may not have the same power of speech or as much
intelligence as other human beings. Adult non-human animals (especially the
higher primates) have much better “speech” and powers of reasoning than
human babies. We do not, however, exclude babies and include gorillas in our
preferences because of this. Such choices, Peter Singer says, expose the affirmation
of the human as a prejudice: humans are guilty of speciesism.
Singer is right to insist that some of the important characteristics of the
human species are found outside the human community. Dolphins are highly
intelligent, for instance; and the higher primates can, in some respects, mirror
human communities. This is the reason why I propose a sliding scale of rights.
According to this scale humans are more significant than any other form of life
but gorillas and dolphins are more significant than say mice, while mice are more
significant than daisies. Other animals and plants should be judged against these
same criteria.
Singer, however, is wrong to insist that a definition of a species should encompass
the less developed and mal-developed. To do that would be like defining an
eye with respect to blindness, simply because for some people, tragically, their
eyes do not operate properly. Babies have a potential that a gorilla does not. Elderly
humans who deteriorate so much that speech becomes impossible or those
who are born with severe Down Syndrome are, in part, analogous to those who
are asleep. Keith Ward, the English ethicist and philosopher, makes the point
well, when he writes:
Just as a person who is asleep does not use his or her rational powers,
so a mentally handicapped person is prevented from using such powers,
often throughout a whole lifetime. The subject of their consciousness
is not non-human, or that proper to an animal. It is human, belonging
to the human species, but is deprived of its proper form of activity.19

Humanity should be defined by the characteristics true of humans in their



normal mode; that is, developed, awake and well. When we are less developed
or asleep or ill we are still human, even if we are unable to use and enjoy all the
capacities and gifts of being human.
It is important from an ecological point of view to defend the significance
of humanity. This, as we have already noted, in our discussion of deep ecology
is what protects human responsibility. If humans have no greater value
(and therefore no greater rights and responsibilities) than any other part of the
environment, then to criticize and exhort humans to behave more responsibly
becomes a nonsense. For the ecological crisis to be tackled, we need to persuade
more people that we have the power to adjust our priorities and act justly
towards other animals and the environment.
Having stressed the importance of humans, it is also important that we widen
the circle. To kill a complex, sophisticated creature such as a dolphin is wrong.
Because of their sophistication, the higher primates deserve respect. In the same
way that the taking of human life can only be justified in very special circumstances
(see the chapter on war and violence), so the taking of, for example,
dolphin or gorilla life should be equally rare.

Rocks and mountains
The focus in this chapter has been our responsibilities towards different forms of
life. However, the chapter will be incomplete unless we consider our obligations
to inanimate nature. A mountain takes millennia to form. In our enthusiasm
to quarry that mountain for minerals, we often forget the natural processes
that created the geological structures. If “old age” deserves respect, vague term
though that is; then at the very least the rocks, mountains, rivers, and sea on
the planet are entitled to respect. They have been around much longer than
humans.
However, should we go further? Consider a missile being tested on an unpopulated
island, which causes significant damage to a waterfall; does this matter? A
decision on this question is partly linked to decisions on other questions. If you
decide reluctantly, that nations need weapons, then the testing of them is a military
and even a moral necessity. It is better to test them on a waterfall, than a city.
However, if you think the human propensity for violence needs to be prevented
by principled pacifist witness, then the missile test becomes a supplementary
argument for your position. It is wanton environmental damage that can be prevented
by encouraging nations to relinquish the resort to war as the solution to
disagreements. However, this argument does not in itself prohibit such damage
in its own right.
Perhaps we can all agree that human “vandalism” is wrong. Destruction
of a waterfall or a mountain just for “fun” would be wrong. And when we are
making decisions about road construction or urban development, it is morally relevant
to consider the need to damage a mountain or destroy a forest. We should
do so reluctantly because we can damage so quickly that which took centuries to
form. And our damage means that successive generations of animals, plants, as
well as humans, will not be able to enjoy that which was once there.

Conclusion
When we think about environmental ethics, we are working on a larger canvas
than many of the dilemmas in the rest of this book. The environment predates
the emergence of the human species and it is necessary if any form of life is
going to continue on this planet. The environment transcends human time; it
reaches far back into the past and is crucial for the future.
The focus of the chapter has been on the demands of the environmental



future on humanity. The argument has stressed that it is important to recognize
that the privileged place for humanity in this world brings with it certain responsibilities.
We have a duty of care for animals, plants, and rocks. We do so not
simply because our survival depends on such a disposition, but because we are
simply renting space, with others, on this planet. Temporary occupants are not
entitled to do “whatever they like.” Responsible concern for the environment is
a moral obligation on us all.
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