Attachment “A”

Our World, Our Selves

Curriculum created by Tim Walsh, South Seattle Community College
Background Notes For Teachers


“Environmental Worldviews and Ethics”
With the world filled with a variety of economies, from subsistence agriculture to post-industrialism and the information age, people have widely differing perspectives on the environment. One might wish to never cut a tree in an old-growth forest, another might wish to never cut any tree in any kind of forest, while another might see trees as an agricultural crop to be grown, managed, harvested, and maybe even replanted. 

What underlies these perspectives, and indeed all of our actions toward the natural world, is our worldview, or our ethics. 

A worldview is simply how one looks at the world, how it operates, and how one operates within it. Is the world built on competition or cooperation? Does it operate from fear or love? Are resources scarce or abundant? Do I trust or distrust strangers, or friends? Our worldview isn't so didactic, but it is worth examining your worldview, particularly, for this course, your environmental worldview. 

Note that it is sometimes difficult to recognize a worldview other than the one you hold. When you're inside a system, it's hard to see what that system is. It was a flying fish who discovered water. The first one swam fast, jumped, spread its fins, and soared. It splashed back beneath the waves, returned to her friends and said, "Guess what?! We're wet! There's this other stuff up above us. It's all dry and you don't really want to get it on you, but this isn't the only world there is." Her friends took quite a bit of convincing. 

Try to step outside the stage. Take a view from the balcony, or from 30,000 feet.

The heart of an environmental worldview is a belief of what has value, and in what way it is valuable. To some people, a particular species, like the Douglas fir, might have value only because it is useful. The fir can be cut to make lumber or firewood or paper pulp. The fir, in other words, has instrumental value. To other people, the fir might have value not because it is useful but because it simply exists. This is called intrinsic value.

In different western environmental ethics, that which has intrinsic value, the value of nature, and man's place in nature all vary. (Much of the   information in this section is drawn from Principles of Conservation Biology, by Meffe and Carroll. Sinaur Press, 1994.) 
Types of Western Environmental Ethics: 

Anthropocentric Worldview: 
What has intrinsic value? Human beings; 
What is the value of nature? Instrumental; 
What is man's place in nature? Lord and master. 

Judeo-Christian Stewardship Worldview: 
What has intrinsic value? Species/creation as a whole; 
What is the value of nature? Holistic-intrinsic; 
What is man’s place in nature? Caretaker. 

Biocentric Worldview: 
What has intrinsic value? Individual organisms; 
What is the value of nature? Individualistic-intrinsic; 
What is man’s place in nature? One among equals.

Ecocentric Worldview: 
What has intrinsic value? Species, ecosystems, biosphere, evolutionary processes; 
What is the value of nature? Holistic-intrinsic; 
What is man’s place in nature? Plain member and citizen. 
Comments on the Matrix Above: 

The anthropocentric view seems to have been the dominant ethic for millennia: resources are here for us to use.  It is derived from one interpretation of the traditional Judeo-Christian view. The Book of Genesis is often cited, where God gave man dominion over the earth, and the animals of the earth. Hence the concept of “Lord and master” when it comes to man’s place in nature.   Very recent religious interpretation, by Thomas Berry, for one, yields a broader view: if God created the Earth and pronounced it ‘good,’ then all of it must be good (holistic-intrinsic), and our role is that of the shepherd, or steward. 

The biocentric worldview, which, in its extreme, is more interested in organisms or specimens rather than species.  It’s not inconceivable that a staffer at an animal welfare agency would use a flea comb rather than flea soap on a stray cat someone brought in.  Biocentrism is not always so extreme, however. Some thinkers have created a hierarchy, with some classes having more value than others. In one scheme, the hierarchy is arranged thus: self-conscious human beings, sentient animals, all insentient individual organisms. 

The ecocentric worldview seems to be the one that Aldo Leopold would hold (see below).  Even Thoreau asserted that we a part of nature, not apart from it.

An additional ethic could be inserted after the anthropocentric view, that of the egocentric worldview. In the gocentric ethic, what has intrinsic value is "I", the value of nature is "Mine" and man's place in nature is "Me first!" 

All of the world’s great religious/cultural traditions—Islam, Hinduism, Jainism, Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism-- have teachings on the natural world and our relationship and responsibility to it. 

For more detail and explanation on all of these environmental worldviews, see Earth's Insights: A Multicultural Survey of Ecological Ethics from the Mediterranean Basin to the Australian Outback, by J. Baird Callicott. University of California Press, 1994. 

In A Sand County Almanac, Aldo Leopold notes in “The Land Ethic,” that our relationship to the land has solely been an economic one, but that ethics regarding other social structures have changed over time, as with slavery.  He advocates not just education about conservation but education about our ethical obligations to the land.  He wrote that "a land ethic changes the role of Homo sapiens from conqueror of the land community to plain member and citizen of it. It implies respect for his fellow-members and also respect for the community as such."  Further, he says, “The ‘key-log’ which must be moved to release the evolutionary process for an ethic is simply this: quit thinking about decent land-use as solely an economic problem.  Examine each question in terms of what is ethically and esthetically right, as well as what is economically expedient.”  Finally, Leopold's Land Ethic directly stated: "A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise."

This ethic has seemed to some to approach "environmental fascism," but Leopold intended it to be an addition to our historical human-to-human ethics, not a replacement for them.

Leopold's Land Ethic could be updated, in light of more recent understanding of the dynamism of natural systems, to read, "A thing is right when it tends to protect the health and integrity of ecosystem and evolutionary structure and processes. It is wrong when it tends otherwise."

 As extensions of this "golden rule," the following "commandments" can be drawn: 

1. Thou shalt not extirpate or render species extinct. 
2. Thou shalt exercise great caution in introducing exotic and domestic species into local ecosystems. 
3. Thou shalt exercise great caution in extracting energy from the soil and releasing it into the biota. 
4. Thou shalt exercise great caution in damming or polluting watercourses. 
5. Thou shalt be especially solicitous of predatory birds and mammals. 
Implications:
The issues of worldviews and ethics are vitally important, for it is our values that drive our decisions and our actions. As an example, suppose an investment company wants to cut down a redwood forest in order to liquidate assets, and then put up a housing development and golf course. Not everyone who knows of this plan would be happy with it. Conservationists would surely seek to stop the project, or at least limit its scope. The dispute might even be resolved in a court of law

When a society, like ours, is made up of millions of individuals who view nature as being only instrumentally valuable, the burden of proof would fall to the conservationists. In other words, conservationists would have to prove that the forest is more important and valuable left alone than converted to a development. It is assumed by most others that the development is a good thing progress, a benefit to all.

However, when nature is viewed as being intrinsically as well as instrumentally valuable, then the burden of proof falls to the investment company or developer to prove that the development is more important and valuable than the forest, for itself and its myriad services.

Land-use decisions by government bodies at the state, county, and local levels can serve as real illustrations of ethics in action.

The Next Level:

There is something more to the issue of what drives our actions, something underneath the construct of our ethics of which we are also only dimly aware.  Ethics are products of our minds, our thinking selves, but also as human beings we are emotional creatures, nearly the opposite of rationality.  Some part of our daily actions or inactions is based in our feelings.  With regards to the natural world and our use of it, the two big, primary emotions are manifest: love and fear.  Three other, closely coupled psychological phenomena are also present: habituation, saturation, and proximity.

Love and Fear:

It’s said that love conquers all, but fear is where we live, or don’t.  Fear is extremely powerful.  Often, people cite greed as a root cause of environmental destruction, but fear underpins greed.  Greed is just the fear of not having ‘enough.’  Imagine homelessness or starvation, true deprivation.  These are extreme hardships that most people today have not experienced but have seen second-hand or read about, yet they are not uncommon elsewhere in the world or in human history.  We carry the fear of something like starvation with us always, the wolf at the door.  To insulate ourselves against such catastrophe, we garner more and more resources, whether that is more land, more money, more power, more possessions.  We gather more stuff than we’ll ever have a use for, to the point where we throw or give some away.  All of this excessive gathering has a cost to the natural world and its functioning, and if enough people do it, it renders the natural world unsustainable.

There are other resources that people appreciate in the natural world, non-material resources, such as beauty, awe, wonder, solitude, and these can give rise to such deep reverence for nature that we can call it biophilia. However, love of the natural world isn’t the only motivator for people who work to preserve it.  At some level, they understand the other, material resources nature provides, and the services that ecosystems provide us for free, like oxygen production, photosynthesis, decomposition, nutrient cycling, water purification.  We are consuming natural resources at an increasing rate, and our activities are straining the capacity of ecosystems to continue to provide the services that sustain us.  It is a fearful situation, and that’s what impels some people to be more green.


Habituation, Saturation, Proximity: 

Habituation is illustrated by the frog analogy, with the frog in a pan of cool water who will sit there serenely while the flame underneath slowly heats the water until the frog is cooked.  People in Mexico City or Los Angles or Bejing didn’t move there for the air quality, and if they saw the air from a distance and had better options, they would stay away.  However, the air wasn’t always opaque.  It got that way slowly, and people just got used to it.  We can get used to just about anything, especially if it creeps upon us slowly enough, whether it’s pollution, an economic system dependent of increasing levels of consumption, or an undemocratic government.  It’s just the way it is, we say.  It’s always been like this, we say.  Change is difficult, but it begins with seeing.

Saturation can be an extreme form of habituation, leading to inaction, but it’s a bit different in that we get used to the call for change.  About fifteen years ago, the alarm was rung about tropical deforestation.  It was all over the news.  You couldn’t avoid it.  We don’t hear much about it anymore, but it’s still going on.  What happened?  We just got tired of hearing about it.  Will the same happen with sustainability?  Being green?  Global climate change?  These are not the only concerns to which we might pay attention.  If we open a newspaper, we are bombarded daily with Darfur, terrorism, Iraq, crime, economic recession.  We get saturated, and we tune out or turn away.

Proximity has two dimensions: time and space.  It is easy to ignore a problem if it’s happening somewhere else, like Sudan, or if it hasn’t happened yet, like sea level rise.  Time and space make problems like water pollution, which may be real and concrete to someone in Bangladesh, abstract to others half way around the world in an advanced economy.  But there are local, bioregional problems, and we have the capacity to handle abstractions, and we have the capacity for foresight, even if they do take a bit of exercise.        
