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Ch 5: Environmental Ethics 

Ethics:  The branch of philosophy dealing with “morality”, or questions of right and  

wrong human action. 

Relevant concept here: 

 

Environmental Justice:   

 

A body of thought stressing the need for equitable distribution of environmental goods (parks, 

clean air, healthful working conditions) and environmental bads (pollution, hazards, waste) 

between people, no matter of their background  

 

 

 

Environmental “bads” 

Environmental “Goods” 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h8mWp

wgbNAI 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u6Rbv

XulpAk 
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Social Housing Complex 

95% Low Income 

0% Low Income 

Two neighborhoods in London Ontario 

Green Lane landfill is a landfill 

near London Ontario.   

 

It is owned by the City of 

Toronto.   
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The largest (by far) is situated next to one of London’s poorer neighborhoods (Kipps  

                                Lane; Also East London, south of Hamilton Road ) 
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Relevant concept here: 

Environmental Justice: 

Where do we situate the environmental “bads” (waste, air pollution, hazards, waste, snow removal, traffic)?? 

What about the environmental “goods”?? (parks, clean air, quiet neighborhoods, healthful living conditions) 

Some of our busier streets (Adelaide, Highbury, Wharncliffe,  

Hamilton) are high density residential, with low income housing   

Environmental “goods” 

Environmental “bads” 

https://www.ted.com/talks/majora_carter_s

_tale_of_urban_renewal?language=en 

Majora Carter, environmental activist, NYC 
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• The ethics of “factory farms”..  
• Factory farms raise animals for industrial meat production, but often use 

morally questionable methods 

• In terms of “environmental justice”, think of: 

• the working conditions of employees/farmers?? 

• The impact on local rural communities (air/water pollution)?? 

• The impact on smaller competitors (can they compete)?? 

 

• But what of the treatment of the animals themselves, as living “sentient” beings 
(moving beyond our “anthropocentric world view”)? 

• Here, we speak of “moral extensionism” – extending our sphere of moral 
concern beyond the human realm; what of other species, particularly those that 
are “sentient” or relatively intelligent?? 
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          A breeder sow’s “farrowing crate” 

Most pigs in the United States & Canada are being produced on “industrial  

farms”.  A similar situation exists with to hens (for eggs), broiler hens (for meat) 

 turkey, and diary cows.  Cattle (for meat) usually spend the last couple of  

months of their lives in feedlots (unnatural diet, cramped quarters, ...)  

 

Why? 
Industrial efficiency: less land; space, less input & cost; cheaper meat; 

Utilitarianism: the value of nature is determined solely by its usefulness to society; 

Maximize “utility”, i.e. maximum good for the maximum number.   

 

 

Western ethics tends to be anthropocentric, or human-centered.   

-> ethical orientation whereby “humans are the central focus in issues 

relating to right and wrong in our actions toward the environment and 

nature..” 

 

 

This can be held in contrast with an ecocentric (ecology-centered) 

ethical framework. 

-> ethical orientation whereby “ecological concerns are central to 

decisions about right and wrong action (over and above human 

priorities)” 

  

The former (anthropocentric) is clearly the dominant ethical orientation,.. 

                        

Ethics:  The branch of philosophy dealing with “morality”, or questions of right and  

wrong human action. 
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Western ethics tends to be anthropocentric, or 
human-centered 

Consider the biblical tradition (old testament) 

 
 

 

 

 

       Humans are separate and superior to nature 

Old testament: 

Dominion thesis – humans should control nature and use it how they wish 

 

Note that this has evolved over time: 

E.g. More progressive religious movements have evolved to the idea that: 

humans have stewardship over nature, and must care for the environment.. 

i.e. a moral responsibility to care for & protect the natural world 
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Roots of modern environmentalism:  19th century 

 

 

Late 19th century/ early 20th century 

 

Context: very little regulation/concern over the impact of human activities on the  

       environment..  much of Western Canada/U.S. was a frontier for settlement 

 

2 major traditions in North American Environmentalism emerged 

   1. conservationism (Gifford Pinchot, 1865 – 1946) 

   2. preservationism (John Muir, 1838 – 1914) 
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• Conservationism:     

• Gifford Pinchot, American forester and politician.  
Chief of the United States Forest Service (1905)   

• Context:  Free for all, no environmental regulation at all..  

• Pinchot was given jurisdiction over lands controlled by the federal government 

• Conservation:  The management of a resource to sustain its productivity over time  

• Scientific management of resources: forestry/fisheries with proper management & regulation 

• Utilitarian - Best thing is to do the greatest good for the greatest number of people 

• Remains: anthropocentric  yet concerned with long term sustainability 

• Conservationism:     

• Gifford Pinchot, American forester and politician.  
Chief of the United States Forest Service (1905)   

• Context:  Free for all, no environmental regulation at all..  

• Pinchot was given jurisdiction over lands controlled by the federal government 

• Conservation:  The management of a resource to sustain its productivity over time  

• Scientific management of resources: forestry/fisheries with proper management & regulation 

• -> emphasis on “long term economic sustainability”..  

• Preservationism: 

• John Muir: Scottish-American naturalist (founder of the environmental 
organization: The Sierra Club) 

• Preservation: The management of a resource for its own protection, and 
preservation  

• Nature should be left alone as much as possible 

– Wilderness areas that have had little human impact should be 
protected (protecting nature, for its own sake) 

– Successful in establishing & expanding several “National Parks” 
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Conservation had its roots in “Utilitarianism” 

In early 19th century, Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill promoted the idea 

that actions are right as they maximize human happiness, and happiness alone 

(fundamental here: increased wealth & development increases happiness”) 

For Gifford Pinchot, this should dictate how we treat nature..  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conservation had its roots in “Utilitarianism” 

In early 19th century, Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill promoted the idea that 

actions are right as they maximize human happiness, and happiness alone 

(fundamental here: increasing wealth increases happiness”) 

For Gifford Pinchot, this should dictate how we treat nature..  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Preservationism had its roots in “Transcendentalism”  

Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau wrote of this tradition in America 

-> rejection of utilitarian thinking..  

-> “anti-materialist”..  (we can’t achieve happiness through “wealth & property”..) 

 

The main belief was in an ideal spiritual state that 'transcends' the physical and is 

only realized through the individual's intuition/meditation..   

On Walden Pond, Henry David Thoreau 

  Thoreau -> “voluntary simplicity in nature can lead to enlightenment”..  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jeremy_Bentham
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Stuart_Mill
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jeremy_Bentham
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Stuart_Mill
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ralph_Waldo_Emerson
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Henry_David_Thoreau


3/8/2019 

12 

Are the two traditions contradictory? 

 

Conservationism versus Preservationism?  

 

 

Think of the “Pinery Provincial Park”..   

Are we “preserving” a “unique and sensitive 

ecosystem”?? “preservationism”?? 

 

Or  

 

Conservationism: using nature to “promote local tourism industry” (maximizing utility) 

Or… 
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The Hetch Hetchy Valley 

Northwestern part of Yosemite 

National Park (est. 1864) 

The conservationists and preservationists can come into direct conflict 

Hetch Hethy was home to a diverse array of plants and animals. Gray pine, incense-cedar, and California black 

oak grow in abundance.  Spring and early summer bring wildflowers including wallflower, monkey flower, and buttercup. 

Seventeen species of bats inhabited the Hetch Hetchy area, including the largest North American bat, the western 

mastiff.  - various endangered species..  

 

  

San Francisco needed fresh water!   The 

city applied to the United States 

Department of the Interior to gain water 

rights and to damn the river and establish 

a reservoir..  

The debate over the fate of Hetch Hetchy Valley 

• Pinchot and the 
conservationists: 

– The river should be 
dammed to provide a 
steady water supply for 
the residents of San 
Francisco 

– Leaving the area wild 
serves fewer people 

• Muir and the 
preservationists: 

– The landscape should 
remain unaltered so that 
people may enjoy it 

– The natural landscape has 
intrinsic value 

"The object of policy," he wrote, "is not to 

preserve the forests because they are beautiful . .  

 

The first great fact about conservation is that it 

stands for development." 

Muir declared "everybody needs beauty as well as 

bread, places to play in and pray in where nature 

may heal and cheer and give strength to body and 

soul alike”..  
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The Hetch Hetchy Valley 

Through to the present:  CONSERVATIONISM HAS FAR MORE CURRENCY 

 THAN PRESERVATIONISM AMONG DECISION MAKERS, NO? 

 Pinchot’s thinking continues to be dominant..  

Following up on Muir: 

• His thinking  was heavily influenced by his training in the scientific field of 
ecology. 

• Also, he rejected the “utilitarianism” and “anthropocentric” thinking that 
was dominant at the time   

 

• Primary argument: 

• We can extend our sphere of moral concern beyond the human realm; what of 
other species.. 

 

• Extending this concern to “the land” upon which we depend..  

•         “soils, waters, plants, and animals, or collectively, the land”..  

Aldo Leopold (1887 – 1948) was an American scientist (ecologist).  

             important impact on 20th century environmentalism..  
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Aldo Leopold and “The Land Ethic” 

• Ecologist: 

– Relatively young science, that really didn’t establish itself until well 
into the 1900s..  

– the field of ecology, the study of the interactions between organisms and 
their environment (living and non-living).  

– It is an interdisciplinary field that includes biology, geography and geoscience. 

– Ecologists attempt to explain: 
• Life processes, their interactions and adaptations  

• The abundance and distribution of organisms and biodiversity 

• The movement of materials and energy through living communities 

 

– A FUNDAMENTAL INSIGHT OF ECOLOGY:  

 

Human beings can be thought of as one species among many, and we too are 
“dependent” upon the health of our environment    

• Leopold’s land ethic argues that something is 
right if it promotes healthy ecosystem 
functioning, and wrong when it doesn’t 

– An ecocentric ethic – ecological concerns should 
come before human concerns 

 

 

Aldo Leopold and “The Land Ethic” 
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Rejects mindset whereby it is morally okay to “exploit” nature (to produce the 
maximum good for people) if in fact, this exploitation leads to the destruction or 
major degradation of our environment and ecosystems  (think of industrial 
farming). 
 
 

 

 

 

HENCE: Our use of the land and our “ethics” must be informed by the science of 
ecology, to maintain ecosystem health 

 

One final issue:  What of the animal rights movement?   

• The animal liberation movement argues for the extension of 
ethical consideration to individual animals  

 

– The suffering of sentient beings should be minimized or 
eliminated 

– Use of animals for human purposes is therefore unethical 
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Issues to ponder: 

– To what extent does equal consideration of 
humans and animals make sense??  

 

Newfoundland’s difficulty: 

 

Land ethicists would argue that a major cull is necessary for ecosystem 

health 

Animal liberationists argue that it leads to animal suffering and is wrong 

in any context 

This is “NOT” what Leopold was arguing, right? 

          The emphasis was on “ecosystem vitality” and “sustainability”..  


