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Holmes Rolston 111

ANTHROPOCENTRISM

Literally defined as “human-centeredness,” anthropocen-
trism is for many environmental philosophers the ethical
attitude the field was created to overcome. The critique
of anthropocentric assumptions and moral judgments
and their supplementation with nonanthropocentric
(i.e., biocentric or ecocentric) commitments have driven
much environmental ethical theorizing since the aca-
demic founding of the field in the 1970s. The critique
of anthropocentrism, however, is not seen as a purely
intellectual task by environmental philosophers. Most
theorists identify the militancly and exclusively anthro-
pocentric worldview as the root cause of environmental
problems such as species extinction, the loss of natural
areas and wilderness, and the general decline of environ-
mental quality. As a consequence, the rejection of anthro-
pocentrism has become the hallmark of environmental
ethics since the 1980s, although not all environmental
philosophers believe that an exclusively anthropocentric
orientation necessarily leads to the destruction of wild
species and ecosystems. For these dissenting voices in the
field, a sufficiently reformed and enlightened anthropo-
centrism not only is capable of motivating a strong,
effective environmental ethic, it is defensible as a superior
approach to moral, ontological, and policy questions.
With global climate change eclipsing all other environ-
mental concerns, anthropocentrism became ascendant in
environmental ethics early in the twenty-first century.

Philosophically, anthropocentrism may be understood
in ethical, ontological, and epistemological terms. As an
ethical view anthropocentrism refers to the explicitly stated
or implied claim that only human beings have intrinsic
value; all other natural beings and things have only instru-
mental value, and human interests thus always trump the
interests of nonhumans and the environment. This is an
evaluative and priority judgment that many nonanthropo-
centric philosophers believe reflects an arbitrary bias. As an
ontological view, anthropocentrism refers to the position,
sometimes identified as Aristotelian or Thomistic, in
which humans are seen as the center of the universe or
the ends of creaton. Typically, environmental philoso-
phers conflate the ontological and ethical positions in their
critiques as well as in their positive nonanthropocentric
proposals even though, as Tim Hayward (1998) pointed
out, ethical anthropocentrism does not necessarily entail
ontological anthropocentrism and vice versa. Indeed, most
secular anthropocentric environmental philosophers, such
as Bryan Norton and Andrew Light, are not ontological
anthropocentrists, publicly accepting an evolutionary
account of human origins in which Homo sapiens is not
regarded as an ontologically privileged species. However,
many self-identifying Christian, Jewish, and Islamic
anthropocentric environmental philosophers are both
onwlogical and ethical anthropocentists, grounding the
latter type of anthropocentrism in the former. As an
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epistemological view, anthropocentrism is tautological: All
human values are human values, including the intrinsic value
that ethical nonanthropocentrists ascribe to nature. Thus,
no ethical nonanthropocentrist can be a self-consistent
nonanthropocentrist, although this truism often is over-
loocked or denied in the heat of the anthropocentrism
-nonanthropocentrism debate.

Terminologically, anthropocentrism sometimes is
confused with related words that crop up in discussions
about the human-nature relationship, especially the terms
anthropomorphism and anthropogenic. The first term
refers to the pracrice of ascribing uniquely human attrib-
utes to nonhuman beings or entities (e.g., the human
traits given to the animal characters in the Disney film
Bambi and in Kenneth Grahame’s book The Wind in the
Willows). The second term simply means “human-
caused” rather than produced by natural forces, as in
anthropogenic climate change.

Anthropocentrism as it is commonly understood in
environmental ethics and philosophy refers to the view in
which nonhuman nature is valued primarily for its sat-
isfaction of human preferences and/or conrribution to
broader human values and interests. Another way 1o
put this is that in the anthropocentric worldview, indi-
vidual plants and animals, populations, biotic commun-
ities, and ecosystems are accorded only inscrumental, not
intrinsic, value; Eugene Hargrove (1992) and Ben Mint-
eer (2001) have given alternative readings.

ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS AS
ANTIANTHROPOCENTRISM

One of the most significant influences on the rise of the
antianthropocentric agenda in environmental ethics has
been the 1967 essay “The Historical Roots of Qur Eco-
logic Crisis” by the historian Lynn White, Jr., in the
magazine Science. White’s article proved controversial
mostly because of its harsh assessment of the environ-
mental ethic embedded in the Judeo-Christian tradition.
According to White, the creation account in Genesis
placed humans in a superior ontological position: Man
was created separately from the rest of Creation, and he
alone was given “dominion” over the creatures of the
earth and commanded to “subdue” them and the earth.
White’s “despotic” reading of Genesis therefore empha-
sized the divine sanction of human control and mastery
over nature. Furthermore, his provocative remark that
except for Zoroastrianism Christianity is “the most
anthropocentric religion the world has ever seen” (White
1967, p. 1205) drove home the point that the human-
centered outlook of the dominant Western religion was
ultimately responsible for overpopulation, species loss, air
and water pollution, and other environmental ills. Such
dilemmas were ultimately the product of deep cultural
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and religious beliefs about the proper place of humans on
the earth, White concluded, and only a rethinking of the
“axioms” of Western culture (i.e., an interrogation and
rejection of ontological anthropocentrism) would enable
humans to adopt a more harmonious relationship with
the natural world.

White’s argument, especially his identification of
anthropocentrism as the cause of the ecological crisis,
had a strong influence on the work of environmental
ethicists in the subsequent decades. Indeed, nonanthro-
pocentric environmental philosophers have focused most
of their attention since the appearance of White’s paper
on discrediting both ontological and ethical anthropo-
centrism as a philosophical attitude toward nature and
constructing an alternative worldview and ethical system
that would recognize the intrinsic as well as the instru-
mental value of nature (Rolston 1975, 1986, 1988, 1994;
Taylor 1986; Callicotr 1989, 1999; Katz 1997). Many in
the field presumably would agree with the nonanthropo-
centric philosopher J. Baird Callicott, who observed that
White’s essay is the “seminal paper in environmental
ethics” and thar after its publication in the late 1960s
the “agenda for a future environmental philosophy thus
was set” (Callicote 1999, p. 31).

The antanthropocentric (and prononanthropocen-
tric) movement in academic environmental ethics received
an early boost in 1973 when Richard Routley (later Syl-
van) published the first essay on environmental ethics by
an academic philosopher, “Is There a Need for a New, an
Environmental Ethic?” in 1973, Just as White attacked
primarily ontological anthropocentrism, Routley artacked
primarily ethical anthropocentrism. Routley presented his
well-known “last man” thought experiment, which
became a kind of ethical litmus test separating ethical
anthropocentrists from nonanthropcentrists. It was also
an exercise that, at least in Routley’s and many nonan-
thropocentrists’ view, exposed the failure of conventional
anthropocentric ethical systems (e.g., utilitarianism, deon-
tological ethics) to account for environmental harm, espe-
cially harm to nonsentient parts of the environment.

Routley claimed that according to the traditional
moral principles of the European and North American
philosophical tradition, the last man surviving the col-
lapse of the world system would be committing no wrong
if he set about destroying every species of animal and
plant on the earth that he could. Because only humans
(or the satisfaction of human preferences or the fulfill-
ment of human interests) have intrinsic value in tradi-
tional Western ethics and no other human is left to be
harmed (or have his or her preferences frustrated or
interests adversely affected) by the actions of the last
man, that man’s destructive actions would not run afoul
of conventional ethical codes. In other words, if the last
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man goes about destroying all nonhuman life on the
planet, Western moral philosophy provides no good
reason why such wanton destruction could be deemed
wrong. To Routley’s mind, and similar to White’s argu-
ments about the Judeo-Christian tradition, standard
Western ethical theory reflects a clear “human chauvin-
ism.” Routley was thus able to answer the question posed
in his essay’s title: A new ethics is needed if people want
to be able to condemn individuals and communities
morally for driving species to extinction and despoiling
natural areas. In addition to a thorough rejection of
ontological anthropocentrism, a critique of ethical
anthropocentrism—with  its exclusive emphasis on
human preferences and well-being—is called for, along
with the mounting of a2 nonanthropocentric complement.

Although a strong strain of both ontological and
ethical nonanthropocentrism took hold in environmental
ethics after the early essays of White and Routley and
became the dominant approach in the field in the last
quarter of the twenteth century, not all environmental
philosophers were convinced that a new “nature-centered”
ethic was necessary. John Passmore’s Man's Responsibility
Jor Nature (1974), published a year after Routley’s paper,
was the first book-length treatment of environmental
ethics and is significant in part for its rejection of the
emerging view that traditional Western philosophical
thought is adequate for the resolution of environmental
problems. The established (anthropocentric) ethical tra-
dition, Passmore claimed, with its sensitivity to the con-
sequences of human actions and its array of moral
principles directing the promotion of genuine and endur-
ing human interests (i.e., those beyond immediate phys-
ical and material enjoyment), had far more ethical
resources at its disposal than the new environmental
“mystics” and “primitivists” understood or appreciated.
Among other things, Passmore’s early work in the field
suggested that environmental ethics might not be synon-
ymous with nonanthropocentrism.

WEAK ANTHROPOCENTRISM AND
ENVIRONMENTAL PRAGMATISM

Passmore’s denial of the need to inject nonanthropo-
centric principles into the ethical discussion of human-
nature relations would gain further play in the field over
the ensuing decades. In the 1980s the philosopher
Bryan Norton introduced to the discussion whar he
termed weak anthropocentrism, a broadly humanistic
project that distinguished between strong anthropocen-
trism and a weaker (i.e., less consumptive) variant of
instrumentalism. In Norton’s project human contact
with nature (e.g., outdoor recreation, environmental
education, ecotourism) could prompt individuals to
question their own and others’ ecologically irrational

commitments and shape normative ideals affirming
human harmony with the environment (Norton
1984). Although a strong anthropocentrist would regard
the biological richness of a forest as little more than a
storehouse of raw materials to be harvested and meas-
ured only in commercial terms, in Norton’s view a weak
anthropocentrist would value that landscape differently,
recognizing its present and future beauty, cultural
expressiveness, therapeutic and recreational value, and
ability to inspire individuals and communities to care
for and protect nature (Norton 1987).

The philosopher Eugene Hargrove (1992) also pro-
posed a version of weak anthropocentrism, though it
differed from Norton’s in a critical respect. Like Norton,
Hargrove acknowledged that environmental value neces-
sarily originates from a human valuer. In effect, Hargrove
brought attention to epistemological anthropocentrism
and to its logical necessity. Unlike Norton’s weak anthro-
pocentrism, however, Hargrove’s version included recog-
nition of the intrinsic value of natural objects. Grounding
his approach in the naturalistic traditions of nineteenth-
century landscape painting and field naturalism, Har-
grove wrote that people may ascribe intrinsic value to
the elements of nature they judge to be beautiful or
scientifically interesting—just as one might ascribe
intrinsic value to a priceless work of art such as the Mona
Lisa—even though that ascription is made from a dis-
tinctly human point of view and is intimately related to a
complex suite of human values (Hargrove 1989).

The anthropocentric approach in environmental
ethics received a boost with the emergence of environ-
mental pragmatism in the mid-1990s, a philosophical
movement drawing from both the substance and the
spirit of classical American philosophy, particulatly the
work of Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, and John
Dewey, who adamantly opposed the notion of intrinsic
value whether ascribed to nature or to anything else
(Light and Katz 1996). Ben Minteer (2001), however,
has argued that Dewey did recognize a form of non-
instrumental value (if not exactly intrinsic or final value)
in his overall logic of moral inquiry. Pragmatists in
environmental ethics for the most part retain the anthro-
pocentric orientation of the historical American pragma-
tists and endorse a broad instrumentalism in which
nonhuman nature is valued for its contribution to a wide
range of human interests, such as those described above
in Norton’s work. Many environmental pragmatists
argue that this reformed or liberal anthropocentrism not
only is a more philosophically sound approach w envi-
ronmental ethics but has greater political and policy
appeal inasmuch as most people are unreflectively
anthropocentric—indeed, many are unreflectively ego-
centric and ethnocentric—regarding the value of nature
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and its direct and indirect uses, including nonconsump-
tive ones, exclusively in terms of human interests (Norton
1995, Minteer and Manning 1999, Light 2002).

THE DEBATE CONTINUES

Despite the growing number of anthropocentric
approaches in environmental ethics and the sobering pros-
pect of the impact on humans and human interests of
global climate change, nonanthropocentrism is still the
dominant philosophical position in the field. Moreover,
nonanthropocentric philosophers remain committed to
complementing anthropocentric arguments in ethical and
policy discourse with nonanthropocentric arguments.
Some seem to take an even more extreme view that
anthropocentric arguments for nature preservation should
be replaced altogether by nobler (as they see ir) nonan-
thropocentric arguments. For example, Holmes Rolston
111, one of the founders of academic environmental ethics,
has asserted, “Both anthropocentric and anthropogenic
values have to come to an end before we can be the best
persons. We have to discover intrinsic natural values”
(Rolston 1994, p. 166). Similarly, the philosopher Eric
Kawz has argued that apparently ontological anthropocen-
tric approaches are not only philosophically suspect, they
are “imperialistic” and ultimately devastating to the goals
of environmental protection. “An anthropocentric world-
view,” Karz stated, “leads logically to the destruction
of the nonhuman natural world” (Katz 1997, p. 183).
J. Baird Callicott, in contrast, also a founder of the field
and a staunch defender of the nonanthropocentric
approach, recognizes that nonanthropocentric values are
also human values—that is, he recognizes that there is no
alternative to epistemological anthropocentrism-and that
the intrinsic value nonanthropocentrists ascribe to nature
often must compete with as well as complement the
various instrumental values in nature.

In response to the extreme nonanthropocentrism of
Katz, anthropocentrists argue thar there is no necessary or
inevitable linkage between ethical anthropocentrism and
ecological destruction. Instead, they claim thar it is
human arrogance toward nature and a related myopic
view of the effects of human actions and their consequen-
ces on a broad range of human interests and values
that are the culprit, not human-centered values per se.
This distinction, which in essence restates the division
berween strong and weak anthropocentrism, is implicit in
White’s “Historical Roots” essay but often is neglected
by nonanthropocentric environmental ethicists who have
chosen to focus on the perceived philosophical flaws of
anthropocentrism as a general theory of value (Norton
and Minteer 2002). Although the anthropocentric-
nonanthropocentric debate continues to divide many
philosophers, Norton (1991) has proposed that the most
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defensible forms of weak anthropocentric and nonan-
thropocentric arguments actually “converge” on a similar
policy agenda, an argument that would seem to lower the
practical stakes of the dispute, if not its philosophical
import (Minteer forthcoming). Norton’s convergence
hypothesis, however, remains contested by nonanhropo-
centrists, and the debate continues.

SEE ALSO Anthropomorphism; Callicott, ]. Baird:
Hargrove, Eugene; Judaism; Norton, Bryan; Passmore,
Jobn Arthur; Sylvan, Richard; White, Lynn, Jr.
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Ben A. Minteer

ANTHROPOMORPHISM

The straightforward definition of “anthropomorphism”
is the attribution of human qualities or characteristics to
nonhuman entities. While correct, this definition does
little to express the significance of the term to environ-
mental ethics. Most often, anthropomorphism (person-
ification) has served as a common literary device. For
example, in William Blake’s “To Autumn,” autumn is
portrayed as a man who is enjoined to sit, rest, and sing
“the lusty song of fruits and flowers.” Anthropomor-
phism is also strongly associated with religion and myth-
ology, notably in the tales of the ancient Greeks, where,
for example, the personification of the earth is the god-
dess Gaia and the renewal of spring is Persephone. Pre-
dictably, literary and religious uses of anthropomorphism
impact environmental ethics, both directly and indirectly,
culminating in contemporary critiques not only of
anthropomorphism per se, but also of how anthropo-
morphism is linked with racism and sexism.

Within a religious context, anthropomorphism has
had currency in both the East and West. The God of the
ancient Jews was often described in physically human
terms as engaging in human activities, for example, wres-
tling with Jacob in the book of Genesis. The God of
Israel was also characterized as expressing very human
emotions, such as anger and vengefulness. Sometimes
called “anthropotheism,” this attribution of human char-
acreristics to divine figures has been controversial. Sig-
nificantly, Islam generally forbids such images, regarding
them as tantamount to idolatry.

Within Hinduism, anthropomorphism is complex.
The conception of Saguna Brahman (the Absolute with
qualities) suggests the existence of a supreme being with
describable humanlike characteristics. According to this

version of Brahman, it makes sense that Hindu gods, such
as Vishnu and Shiva, and goddesses, such as Durga and
Parvati, would be depicted in human form. Interestingly,
much drama alludes to the notion that Hindu gods and
goddesses are not to be understood as ultimately human.
Durga, for example, may be presented in the form of a
woman, but with eight arms. Ganeshe has the body and
posture of a human, but the head of an elephant and also
many arms. Krishna is often depicted as a young man, but
his skin is blue. By contrast, the conception Nirguna
Brahman (the Absolute without qualities) emphasizes the
Absolute not as a god per se, but as ineffable ultimate
reality, the ground of all being uncapturable by any words

or images, human or otherwise.

Another aspect of anthropomorphism can be dis-
cerned in Hinduism’s understanding of reincarnation.
This familiar doctrine allows that one may be reborn in
the form of various sorts of animals or even insects. It has
often been suggested as an explanation for Hindu vege-
tarianism and injunctions against harming cows and
other animals. One may be discouraged from eating
animals or even harming insects on the grounds thar,
despite appearances, such creatures may be the actual or
potential reincarnations of human beings. This reasoning
is loosely anthropomorphic in the sense that spiritual
potential, the human soul or atman, seems to be pro-
jected onto the animal or insect. This anthropomorphism
may be merely apparent, because the Hindu perspective
includes a more nuanced explanation. One is enjoined
from harming animals not so much because animals are
thought of as being previous or potential humans, but
because humans, animals, insects, indeed all beings, are
aspects of one and the same undifferentiated ultimare
reality (Brahman).

Anthropomorphism has also figured in Western sci-
entific contexts. The eighteenth-century taxonomist Carl
Linnaeus, for example, relied heavily on anthropomor-
phic metaphors in his elaborate classification schemes for
plants, overtly basing his system on human reproductive
organs and the language of heterosexual intercourse. Also
in the eighteenth century, Anton von Lecuwenhoek
adopted the view of preformationism and insisted that
the human sperm contained a fully formed human in
miniature. This sort of anthropomorphism involves pro-
jecting a human form onto a substance emitted by a
human being.

Within primatology, not surprisingly, anthropomor-
phic descriptions have been especially common and the
subject of much critique, notably from feminists, who
objected, for example, to the use of the word “harem” to
describe a group of female gorillas (Haraway 1990). In
contrast, humans are often unwilling to see human qual-
ities in animals, a kind of opposite of anthropomorphism.
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