THE ENVIRONMENT
CHRISTIAN RESPONSE
Philosophical and Historical Background
Much of the blame for the irresponsible use of the natural world and for the “environmental crisis” lies at the feet of Christianity. This has two main reasons:

1. Christianity took over many ideas from Ancient Greek philosophy which placed the human species at centre stage.
2. Christian theologians interpreted the Story of Creation under the influence of Greek philosophical ideas.

1. According to Plato and Aristotle, the defining feature of a human being is their rationality – their ability to reason. It is this capacity that makes them both moral and superior to the natural world. Aristotle, following an already established tradition (way of thinking), expresses this belief when he states:
Since nature makes nothing purposeless or in vain, it is undeniably 

true that she has made all the animals for the sake of man.

It is easy to see how this argument can, and was, extended to cover the natural world, not just animals. Consequently, by the time we get to the philosophers and scientists of the seventeenth century Nature is treated as a means to an end – and that end is man. Francis Bacon’s idea that the man ought to “torture nature” (as a lawyer “tortures” the witness in the witness box) so that nature gives up its secrets, led him to coin the phrase “knowledge is power”. The idea was that mankind will benefit from the investigation and use of nature, because by understanding how it works mankind could bend nature to uses which suit his purpose. Nature, therefore, has only instrumental value, it exists for the benefit of man.
2. Under such ideas, Christian theologians interpreted the relationship between humans and the natural world in a particular way. God’s command in Gen. 1: 28 that man should 

“fill the earth and subdue it; 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”
was interpreted to mean that man has “power over” nature: the word  ‘dominion’ was interpreted to mean DOMINATION. On this reading, power over nature is to be understood as absolute. God’s granting of dominion to humankind means that creation is for human use and therefore anything is possible. The implication of this view is clear – that nature can be treated however we please because it exists for our benefit, and for no other reason. No wonder Peter Singer can say:

“According to the Dominant Western tradition; the natural world exists for the benefit of human beings. God gave human beings dominion over the natural world, and God does not care how we treat it. Human beings are the only morally important members of this world. Nature itself is of no intrinsic value, and the destruction of plants and animals cannot be sinful, unless by this destruction we harm human beings.”
It is such an interpretation of humankind’s relationship with the natural world – given sanction by Christian theology – that has influenced the way the natural world has been used, leading to the “environmental crisis”.

The Christian Response Today
Such an understanding is no longer generally accepted, or even acceptable to the majority of Christians. Today Christians teach that the whole idea of God giving humankind “dominion” over the earth implies not ‘domination’ but STEWARDSHIP. 
Stewardship
Certainly, following the logic of the Sixth Day of Creation, humans are the last creatures created by God and therefore have a special place in the order of creation; but this special place is as creatures which are responsible for the care and conservation of the natural world. 
What has been lost in the traditional view of the Story of Creation is the truth that the seventh day rather than the sixth day is the peak of creation. The seventh day, with its related Commandment to ‘keep the Sabbath Day holy’ (4th Commandment), shows that all creation is pointed towards  worship of God. The traditional view was in danger of promoting the exact opposite: the worship of man, as Plato had said: “man is the measure of all things”. (An idea reiterated by Alexander Pope in the seventeenth century in his Essay on Man).

A further point of significance is the change in the status of humanity in the modern interpretation of the Creation Story. The seventh day rather than the sixth day emphasises the fact that human beings are creatures of God (after all God is creator); this has two implications: 1). As creatures, humans are still dependent upon God – they cannot, therefore, do as they like with creation, an attitude of humble respect/reverence is required- and 2). this dependence gives human beings a relationship with the natural world – the non-human animals in particular – but it is not based upon humankind’s “superiority” to the natural world. Rather, creation belongs to God and so human beings have a duty to look after the world – by seeing themselves as part of this creation and by realising that they share this creation with the rest of the natural world (the idea of ‘eco-systems’, ‘food chains’ and a sensitivity to the consequences of decisions made on the world i.e. endangered species, climate change through pollution etc.). This means that when humans make decisions about the environment they must take into account:

a). 
that each decision made cannot be done for the sole benefit of human beings.

b).
that the role of humanity is to ensure that the decisions made respect the fact that it is God’s world, and that God has commanded human beings to care and conserve the world and so not to pollute or destroy creation but to allow it to flourish.
Christian Response in Practice

The Christian attitude towards the environment is, therefore, influenced by the belief that this environment belongs to God. Christian’s response to the “environmental crisis” is, then, not simply a matter of recycling a few bottles/cans or conserving a few endangered species BUT about changing people’s whole attitude about their place in the created order. 

But, of course, Christians ought to support the movement for change in the way humankind treats the environment.  (See separate sheets). 
ENVIRONMENT
UTILITARIAN RESPONSE

The issue of the “environmental crisis” lends itself quite naturally to utilitarianism if the environment is understood in terms of conservation ethics. Conservation ethics focuses on the importance of conservation and preservation, not because of any intrinsic value the natural world and life forms have, but simply because of the benefits they bring to humankind. The environment, on this view, is not an end itself, but a means to other ends, the means by which humans gain pleasure and/or profit.

●
The issue, then, is will the practise of conservation ethics provide “the greatest happiness for the greatest number?”

●
Let us consult the calculus. There are several ways that intensity can be analysed. Suppose one considered the cutting down of the tropical rainforests of the Amazonian region. It would obviously provide work for the logging company and its workers who need money on which to live – so the intensity of their pleasure would be great. Furthermore, once the land is cleared it can be farmed, not only providing work for peasant farmers but also much needed food for the people of a region whose population is increasing. It could be argued that such pleasure outweighs the intensity of the suffering and pain of the native people whose habitat is cleared and taken away, since the benefits of cutting down the rainforest clearly outweighs the pain of the native people. Furthermore, the intensity of the suffering caused to the trees cannot even be considered, because it cannot even be measured, trees being without sentience! Even non-human animals, which, according to Bentham, must be considered because they can suffer need not be spared. The benefit of clearing the forest is easily justified because of the benefit to the majority of human beings. 
●
The duration of the pleasure and pain of clearing rainforest can also be considered. The Amazonian rainforest covers a massive area of South America, providing many years of work for the loggers and therefore pleasure for them and their families in the form of increased living standards. Yet this has to be weighed against the loss of land which the native people will feel deeply and a consequent loss of identity which will endure. Furthermore, it is now clear that farming land near to the equator is unproductive, so the duration of the pleasure of the farmers will be short-lived and will be replaced by pain. Therefore, not only has the quality of the farmer’s lives been reduced, but so has that of the native people. 
●
The extent of the pleasure, while initially easy to measure, becomes with time more difficult to gauge. It is true, however, that in the short term many more people will gain from the destruction of the rainforests in terms of jobs and food, but as time goes by the depletion of such a natural resource will, as the scientists tell us – lead to a world ever more polluted with carbon monoxide/dioxide because the rainforest acts as a carbon sink, an ‘air filter’. The extent of the pleasure will therefore diminish, while the extent of the pain will increase in the form of climate change and affects such as an increase in the incidence of respiratory illness like asthma.
●
When it comes to whether pleasure will be a certain outcome it is difficult to assess for the issue of destruction of the rainforests. However, if we take the use of other natural resources like the use of fossil fuels, particularly oil, it becomes more of a certainty that pleasure will be gained by the increasing exploitation of oil reserves. People love their cars, and the discovery of new oil reserves and the efficient management of these reserves stabilizes the economy of the world – leading to increased wealth and therefore increased pleasure. The resulting pain of smog, or air pollution, together with global warming is simply outweighed in the short term by the pleasure that people derive from living as they do. The benefits of oil, therefore, certainly outweigh any future drawbacks. 
●
The fecundity of the pleasure also follows the preceding discussion on certainty. The use of natural resources like oil will obviously lead to more and more pleasure being produced. The developing world will benefit since oil can be an engine of economic growth.

●
The benefits of the destruction of the rainforest and the use of natural resources are clearly near in time so the propinquity of the pleasure must certainly be taken into account. 
●
In all instances of the application of utility, the principle of the quality of life will be appealed to. The use of natural resources, like the burning of oil clearly enhances the standard of living of many people. Even holding of endangered species in wildlife sanctuaries and zoos can be argued as enhancing the quality of life of the species and the humans who take pleasure in viewing them. It could, however, be held that the consequences for the population of the world will be a poorer quality of life as a result of pollution and congestion and climate change, leading in the end to sea-level changes and all the problems associated with this.
●
Utilitarianism will also want to put some emphasis on cost-benefit analysis. The use of renewable sources of energy may be seen as a good idea but it may turn out – and is turning out – to be not cost-effective at all. To switch to the use of renewable sources of energy will almost certainly be a massive project – the pain of which will certainly outweigh any real benefits. Furthermore, the cost of providing renewable sources of energy may actually stop or even reverse the development of the poor south of the world. 

●
Peter Singer may regard the use of the inanimate world as justified on the basis that it cannot feel pain, but he would have difficulty justifying the idea that animals with sentience can be used as a means to human ends. This would be to practise speciesism. He would, therefore, encourage the conservation and preservation of endangered species, discouraging practices which through human selfishness and greed lead to the extinction or near extinction of non-human animal life. Activities as different from each other as the destruction of the rainforests to the building of a by-pass would be difficult to justify, because each would involve speciesism: that is, putting the interests of the human species above that of others. 
●
J. S. Mill’s version of utilitarianism is also applicable, in part, to the “environmental crisis”. His important distinction between the “higher” and “lower” pleasures moves his account away from a consideration of animals as valuable in their own right – a view Bentham hints at and Singer holds – towards the idea that humans are a superior species, and hence their pleasures, those “higher” pleasures of the mind, ought to be aimed for at the expense of all others. Yet the application of “higher” pleasures is not very clear cut. In many respects, it is easy to apply in a situation where the benefit or welfare of humanity is in conflict with the benefit or welfare of an animal species. The fishing industry, on one level, would perhaps like Mill as an ally, because he might argue that the “higher” species – man, must always come before the “lower” species – fish. In other words, that the conservation of fish stocks in areas like the North Sea cannot be used as an argument against the superior claim of human beings to fish what they like. In similar fashion, the human need for more roads outweighs the claims of wildlife habitats.
●
Yet if one interprets “higher” pleasures as “exercise of intelligence” then on Mill’s theory one could argue for the preservation of species as a general rule – remembering, of course, his idea that, unlike Bentham, past experience can be used to aid moral decision-making (Rule-utilitarianism). The study of the natural world can be seen as an intellectual pursuit and scientists and poets and others need something to observe. 

●
Mill also attempted to revise Bentham’s ideas about why people should act morally. Bentham had believed only external force (“external sanctions”) like the law and public opinion could coerce people into behaving morally (in a utilitarian fashion). Mill, by contrast, introduced the ideas of “internal sanctions” stating that people acted morally because of conscience and guilt. Now if this is so, then, people would behave towards the environment in a much more respectable way; perhaps taking responsibility in their own person for the selfish and destructive way in which humanity has, traditionally, used and abused the environment. Therefore, all the ways that people can act responsibly toward the environment can be seen as part of Mill’s version of utilitarianism. 
●
Unlike Bentham, Mill attempted to allow for some concept of justice (fairness) in his theory. This is an important addition for it will affect, especially when it works together with conscience and guilt, the richer nations relationship with the poorer nations when it comes to the use of natural resources. The exploitation of natural resources in developing countries by the richer countries will need to be placed on a much fairer footing whereby the developing nation reaps the real benefits of their own natural resource. Furthermore, the richer countries will not simply be able to tell the poorer nations that they ought to develop without the pollution that is usually a by-product of industrialisation. If this is the desire of the richer nations, and if this desire is pursued in the interests of a less polluted world, then the richer countries will have to subsidise the poorer countries development. This is only fair – for it is not fair to expect the poorer countries to develop without polluting, since this costs lots of money. 
THE ENVIRONMENT
THE KANTIAN PERSPECTIVE

Kant was totally opposed to taking the consequences of an action into account. The end does not in any way justify the means according to his deontological theory. On such a view, the environment ought not to be used solely because of the benefits it will produce for the human population. In other words, if conservation and preservation of the natural world/environment is to take place the issue will be whether it is simply the right thing to do irrespective of the consequences for good or ill.
●
Taken at face value, conservation and preservation cannot be justified in Kantian ethics because it is concerned with hypothetical imperatives: that is, with achievements and goals, outcomes and ends e.g. improvements in air quality, reduction in traffic, the rescue of endangered species etc. Such ideas express a consequential concern, and therefore are of no merit to a Kantian. Any practice that is undertaken with the sole intention of solving the “environmental crisis” for the benefit of man is not an example of the good will. This is because, for Kant, why we do things – our motives – is as important as what we do. 
●
However, starting from Kantian principles one can argue to the opposite conclusion: the conclusion that Kantian’s ought to conserve and protect the environment. Such a view can be reached by arguing from human rationality. Kant believed that human freedom must be subordinate to a person’s duty as a human being to be rational. So mankind’s freedom to pursue policies which treat the environment as a means to their end have to be subordinate to doing the right thing – one’s duty. In other words, to be an example of the good will, an action ought to be done because it is morally right, not done out of self-interest or to promote good consequences. In this respect, Kantians have a duty to be well informed rational agents so that they can make decisions based on universal principles. On this basis, the environment ought to be protected as a duty – in its own right, rather than because of any benefit to the lives of human beings if there is compelling evidence for such action.
●
On the basis of a rational analysis of the issue, a Kantian may decide to argue for the conservation and protection of the environment based on the categorical imperative ‘always seek to conserve and preserve the natural world’. This would make actions which seek to solve the “environmental crisis” an unavoidable duty, since it appears to fulfil the three tests of universalisability: (1). ‘What if everyone did that?’ (2). ‘Is it logically possible for everyone to do it?’ (3). ‘Do you rationally want everyone to do it?’ Following such an imperative would make conservation and protection of the environment good in itself, any benefit to humankind being purely coincidental to the action. 
●
Yet this same categorical imperative, ‘always seek to conserve and preserve the natural world’ would evidently conflict with the way human beings use the natural world for their own ends. The trouble with such an imperative is that it would prevent any use of the environment for the benefit of human beings. Humanity’s exploitation of natural resources like fossil fuels could not take place. It would, however, lead to the practice of conservation, e.g. the use of sustainable forests for paper production, recycling, and use of ‘clean’ sources of energy. 
●
Finally, Kant’s reliance on reason as a capacity that is unique to human beings leads to a situation in which the environment can be used as a means to the ends of man. Such a view is expressed by Kant with regard to the moral status of animals. In his Lecture on Ethics Kant stated:


so  far as animals are concerned, we have no direct duties. Animals


are not self-conscious, and are there merely as a means to an end.


That end is man.

If, according to Kant, animals are not members of the moral community it follows that other life forms and all inanimate life on earth have no moral worth. Consequently, human beings do not have to accord any respect to the natural world. In short, the environment is merely a means to an end not an end in itself. 

