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General Introduction 

This course, titled environmental ethics, examines how humans should relate with 

the natural environment. As a field of academic inquiry, environmental ethics 

became a subject of consistent academic philosophic examination in the 1970s. It 

however remained marginalised until the 1980s within philosophical circles. It was 

only in the 1990s that environmental ethics began to gain widespread and 

institutional recognition as a distinct academic field of study. It grew to 

prominence with the increasing realisation by scientists and environmentalists that 

human activities have a lot of grievous effects that endanger the environment in 

different and potentially catastrophic ways. 

The basic assumption in this course is that ethics must play an important role in the 

human relationship with the environment if much of the grievous environmental 

problems that endanger the entire earth would be effectively checked. Hence, the 

course begins with an examination of the nature of ethics. The first lecture analyses 

the idea of morality, being the subject matter of ethics, before examining what 

ethics itself is, as a field of discourse in Philosophy. This lecture would also 

examine, albeit briefly, the three basic sub-divisions of ethics: normative ethics, 

descriptive ethics and meta-ethics.  

Lecture Two focuses on the nature of the natural environment and the problems 

afflicting it. These problems generate much concern in contemporary life given the 

catastrophic dimension they have taken in recent times. Hence, they require urgent 

attention and solution in order to avert the disasters that may put the entire world 

and all that is therein at the risk of total destruction. 

The concern of Lecture Three is to outline the  nature of environmental ethics, 

focusing on the nature of the beings or components of the environment that could 



 

 

be regarded as having moral standing. Here, the basis for ascribing moral standing 

to entities in the environment would also be examined as this constitutes the very 

foundation of environmental ethics. Only beings with moral standing can be an 

object of human moral obligations. 

Lecture Four examines the anthropocentric approach to environmental ethics, with 

particular attention paid to its nature, variants and justification.  Lecture Five 

focuses on the biocentric approach to environmental ethics. Here, we shall 

endeavour to clarify the central claims of biocentrism as well as the justifications 

offered for this viewpoint by its advocates. 

In Lecture Six, we will discuss the idea of environmental ethics from the 

ecocentric perspective. This perspective is holistic in that it focuses on the moral 

standing of entire ecological systems and  the duties which require us to protect 

them. The essential difference between biocentrism and ecocentrism would also be 

highlighted  in the course of this lecture.  

Lecture Seven is titled Environmental Justice, Socio-Economic Injustice and the 

Question of Peace in Nigeria. It examines the idea of environmental justice from 

both the anthropocentric and biocentric or life-centred perspectives. While the 

former denies, the latter affirms that the idea of environmental justice should be 

extended from the fair treatment and involvement of people in the distribution of 

environmental benefits and burdens to the fair treatment of everything in nature 

such that no part of nature is particularly disadvantaged or harmed by having its 

nature deformed or impacted negatively.  

Lecture Eight  clarifies the nature of indigenous African culture and specifies how 

Africans, traditionally, have been relating with the natural environment. Here, an 

attempt would be made to identify important aspects of the indigenous African 



 

 

culture, with special emphasis on the Yoruba culture, that could be adapted to 

enhance environmental justice incontemporary society . 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

LECTURE ONE 

 

Nature of Ethics 

 

Introduction 

This lecture focuses on a clarification of the nature of ethics. It begins with an 

account of morality, being the subject matter of ethics, before examining what 

ethics itself is, as a field of discourse in Philosophy. This lecture would also 

examine, albeit briefly, the three basic sub-divisions of ethics: normative ethics, 

descriptive ethics and meta-ethics.  

 

Objectives 

The objectives of this lecture is to facilitate a clear understanding of the nature of 

ethics. At the end of this lecture, we are expected to have a clear understanding of: 

1. What ethics is . 

2. The relationship between ethics and morality. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. Define ethics as a field of discourse in philosophy. 

2. What is the relationship between ethics and morality? 

3. Why is morality important in society? 

 

 

 



 

 

CONTENT 

 

Morality 

The idea of morality connote the normative code of an individual or group of 

individuals. It consists in a set of principles employed by an individual or a people 

to determine the forms of behaviour that are to be accepted as morally right, 

justifiable or good in contrast to those that are to be rejected as morally 

unjustifiable, wrong or bad. Examples of normative principles that determine the 

moral status of human actions include: truthfulness is good; promise keeping is a 

virtue; murder is wrong; stealing is bad; abortion is wrong.  Morality provides a 

guide of conduct or a standard of behaviour for human beings as they engage in 

social interaction. This is achieved by providing a standard for determining the 

type of behaviours, character, and social institutions or practices that should be 

accepted and encouraged in contrast to those that should be discouraged in society. 

Hence, morality may simply be described as an enterprise committed to the 

specification of the type of conducts people should engage in, the kind of character 

traits and social institutions or practices that should be accepted and those that 

should be discouraged in society. 

 

Morality is essentially social and it is meaningful only because humans interact 

with one another in society. Human social interaction is necessitated by  a number 

of factors which include scarcity of resources, human vulnerability and lack of self 

sufficiency.  Morality is also defined by the fact of human rationality  and the 

human capacity to make rational choices from available alternatives. The core of 

morality  consists in providing answers to questions about how men ought to relate 

in society and who should get what at any given time. Hence, morality came into 

being as an attempt to provide plausible answers to these questions. 



 

 

 

The essential objective of morality is to order human activities in a way that would 

enhance social stability by providing an adequate context within which all 

members of society can effectively pursue their interests in ways that would be 

mutually beneficial and also enhance the wellbeing of all in society. To achieve the 

above objective, moral standards are set to specify those actions, character traits 

and institutions that are acceptable as good or bad, right or wrong, justifiable or 

unjustifiable in society. These standards, in turn, provide the basis for the specific 

moral judgments we make about specific human conducts. For example, we 

usually pass the judgment that a given act, say murder, is morally wrong simply 

because of an existing moral standard that specifies that all acts of murder are 

morally wrong. 

 

Relationship among Morality, Law and Convention 

As a social system for regulating human conduct, morality is closely related to law 

(the legal system) on one hand and convention on the other. They are all concerned 

with the regulation of human behaviour in order to facilitate cordial and mutually 

beneficial social relationships, social stability, peace and social development. The 

three are concerned with the determination of what ought to be done, who should 

get what, and how people ought to behave in society.  

 

Convention, however, differs from law and morality as it is basically about matters 

of appearance and taste and also what is socially convenient. It is simply about the 

ways a people traditionally behave which is reinforced by the assumption that they 

should, for this reason, continue to behave in such ways. Examples of conventions 

include traditional modes of dressing and how such ceremonies as wedding  and 

naming are conducted.  Convention does not deal with matters that are ordinarily  



 

 

socially crucial or that affect human wellbeing the way morality and law do. This 

is in the sense that while matters of convention may not have any serious direct 

implication on the prospects of human wellbeing, issues of morality and law do.  

 

An important similarity between convention and morality, which distinguishes 

these from law is that while the former are not created or changeable by a 

deliberate legislative, executive or judicial act, the latter  can be so created or 

changed. Another important similarity between morality and convention, which 

separates them from law is that the former do not have any sanction beyond praise 

and blame and other verbal expressions of approval or disapproval, favour or 

disfavour. Legal sanctions, however, extend beyond mere expressions of approval 

or disapproval or the apportioning of praise or blame to include different forms of 

physical force or the threat of its use.  

 

Essential Features of Morality 

The following are the distinctive features of morality: 

1. The making of normative statements or judgments about specific human 

actions to the effect that they are either good or bad, right or wrong, just or 

unjust.  

2.   A demand for justifications for the normative statements made.  

3. The reliance on some normative principles, rules or ideals to provide 

justification for ethical judgments made.  

4. Some emotional states of approval or disapproval attached to the judgments 

made and the rules and principles relevant to them.  

5. A desire to communicate such emotional states to others. 

6. The existence of some sanctions or incentives, which is usually verbal, in the 

form of either blame or praise. 



 

 

 

Ethics 

Ethics may be defined as moral philosophy or philosophy of morality. This implies 

that the subject matter of ethics is morality. Given the understanding that morality 

is concerned with setting normative standards for evaluating human actions and 

character with a view to determining which ones are right or wrong, good or bad, 

just or unjust, ethics, understood as philosophy of morality, may be rightly 

described as a critical examination of the normative standards employed by 

individuals, groups and societies to determine the moral status of human actions, 

character and in some situations, social institutions or practices. This includes: 

1.  The analysis of ethical concepts such as good, bad, right, wrong, just, 

unjust, duty, rights, etc. The objective of this analysis is to clarify what these 

ethical concepts stand for as well as their implications. 

2. The examination of moral judgments so as to ascertain their actual meaning 

and implications. Effort is also made, in this regard, to justify moral 

judgments by appealing to appropriate moral principles or general rules. 

3. The clarification and justification of the moral principles normally appealed 

to for justifying moral judgments. 

 

From the above, it is evident that while the major concern of morality is to evaluate 

human conducts, personality traits and social institutions or practices and arrive at 

normative judgments about them to the effect that they are good or bad, just or 

unjust, right or wrong, etc, ethics critically examines these judgments and attempts 

to determine the extent to which they can be justified. But, to do this effectively, it 

is important that the core concepts featured in these judgments are clarified, and 

the principles on the basis of which they are arrived at are also clarified and 

justified. 



 

 

 

There are three prominent sub-divisions in ethics: descriptive ethics; normative 

ethics and meta-ethics. 

 

Descriptive Ethics 

 Descriptive ethics describes the moral positions subscribed to by individuals, 

groups or societies. For instance, the claim that many Nigerians believe that 

homosexuality is morally unacceptable or that it is construed as morally good in 

ancient Greece falls within the terrain of descriptive ethics. These claims merely 

give a report that can be verified about the moral conviction of many Nigerians or 

the people of ancient Greece. This is the kind of report presented by sociologists 

and anthropologists and is usually rejected as not being truly philosophical. 

 

Normative Ethics  

Normative Ethics is the sub-division of ethics where moral judgments and 

principles are made. It is often described as the domain of morality proper. 

Statements such as John did something wrong by stealing, it was right for Anna to 

have told the truth, and it is morally bad for Julius to have reneged on his promise 

are the kind of statements made in normative ethics. Examples of moral principles 

that are arrived at in this arena include murder is wrong, honesty is good and 

candour is a virtue.   

 

An important distinction between normative judgments and principles is that while 

the former are about specific human actions or character, the latter is concerned 

with kinds of actions or character. Besides, the relationship between moral 

judgments and principles is that the latter are usually appealed to in the making of 

the former.  



 

 

 

 

Meta-Ethics 

In Meta-Ethics, the objective of philosophers is to subject moral statements, moral 

principles and their constituent moral terms to critical examination in order to 

determine their actual connotations and implications. Analytic philosophers are of 

the opinion that this is what should be the primary concern of philosophers in 

ethics.  

 

Conclusion 

This lecture has concentrated on the clarification of morality and ethics. We 

have tried to carefully delineate their relationship, with the former 

understood as the subject matter of the latter. While morality is primarily 

about the setting up of normative standards for assessing human actions, 

personality traits and social institutions or practices as acceptable or 

unacceptable, the concern of ethics is basically to critically evaluate these 

outputs of morality in order to clarify and justify them. Three major 

subdivisions in Ethics were also identified and discussed in brief. 

 

Post-Test 

1. Distinguish ethics from morality. 

2. Identify three features of morality. 

3. Briefly discuss the sub-divisions of Ethics.  
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LECTURE TWO       

 

The Environment and Environmental Problems 

 

Introduction  

This lecture examines what the term “environment” connotes as a basis for the 

examination of some of the environmental problems afflicting the world today. 

This is important given the belief that is gaining prominence that the world is being 

confronted with various environmental problems of catastrophic dimension which 

requires urgent attention in order to avert the disasters that may put the entire 

world and all that is therein at the risk of total destruction. 

 

Objectives 

The objectives of this lecture is to describe what the environment is and highlight 

some of the key environmental problems confronting the world today. At the 

conclusion of this lecture, we hope to achieve a clear understanding of: 

1. What the environment is. 

2. The nature and forms of environmental problems. 

3. The role that humans play in either generating or aggravating environmental 

problem. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. What is the environment? 

2. Identify any two environmental problems.  

3. Discuss how humans generate a given environmental problem. 



 

 

CONTENT 

 

The Environment  

In very simple terms, the environment may be described as the totality of 

everything, circumstances and conditions, around us that affect or influence the 

survival, growth and wellbeing of everything. It includes practically everything 

around us, both living and non-living, natural and manmade. It can be broadly 

divided into two, the natural and the social environment. The former includes 

everything in nature along with all the physical and biological factors in nature as 

well as their chemical interactions.  In an extended sense, our natural environment 

would include all the physical structures around that might have been established 

through human interaction with nature. These would include buildings, road 

networks,  water supply systems and other physical structures put in place by 

human effort. 

 

The social environment refers to the environment created or constructed by 

humans in contrast to the natural environment. It includes the human society as a 

whole along with culture and the various institutions and social networks designed 

to add value to life by the ways people interact in society. A person’s social 

environment would include the totality of  his/her living and working conditions 

and these are often measured in terms of such factors as access to social amenities 

and income levels. 

 

Environmental  Problems 

There is the perception that the entire world is confronted by an environmental 

crisis of potentially catastrophic dimension. This crisis manifests in various forms 



 

 

of environmental problems much of which are products of human industrial 

activities that have put the totality of life, including human life, at grave peril. It is 

argued that to avoid the potential environmental catastrophe, humans need to 

radically change the ways they act upon and interact with the environment. 

However, there is also the contrary perception that the warning of an 

environmental crisis of catastrophic dimension is greatly exaggerated  and merely 

used to advance the political and environmental objectives. 

While there seems to be no consensus among scientists about the nature and extent 

of the dangers to the environment resulting from human activities, the fact remains 

that there is sufficient understanding of the impact human activities on the 

environment to make intelligent estimates and probabilistic conclusions. These 

conclusions are indeed very worrisome. Hence, it is important that we understand 

the precise ways our activities harm the environment and find ways to mitigate 

them. We would now examine some of the forms that environmental problems 

take. 

 

Environmental Pollution 

In the attempt to meet human needs, we grow food, manufacture products, generate 

energy, and also transport people and things. As these industrial activities are 

embarked upon, a variety of harmful substances are discharged into the 

environment: air, water and soil. These substances come in the form of various 

forms of toxic wastes and chemical effluents that adversely affect not only human 

health but the entire environment. Water is polluted with aquatic life destroyed, 

vegetation is severely impaired, animals are killed with some facing the threat of 

extinction, and the entire ecological balance adversely affected. Indeed, such 



 

 

grievous health problems as cancer, various forms of respiratory disorders and 

neurological disorders and even birth defects are reported to be engendered by 

environmental pollution. 

Ozone Depletion 

The ozone layer is the upper part of the atmosphere, between 15 to 50 km above 

the earth's surface, where most of the harmful ultraviolet radiation from the sun is 

absorbed. It was discovered in the 1980s that industrial pollutants and certain 

chemical substances released into the atmosphere have destroyed and would 

continue to damage the ozone layer, with holes appearing in it at various points, 

especially over the Antarctic. An example of such industrial chemical is 

Chlorofluorocarbon (CFC) which is a form of gas used in refrigerants and aerosols. 

It contains  carbon, hydrogen, chlorine and fluorine.  

 

With the erosion of the ozone layer, the amount of the ultra violet rays from the 

sun reaching the surface of the earth increases, and this results in an increase in the 

atmospheric temperature. This development is reported to have resulted in the 

incidence of human skin cancers, damage to the human immune system, and both 

animal and plant life.  The fact is that as the environment that support both animal 

and plant life is impaired, this would inevitably impair human wellbeing as much 

of human life is also dependent on the environment. 

 

Global Warming  

Due to the burning of fossil fuels in the last 100 years, the level of carbon dioxide 

in the atmosphere has increased significantly. One of the functions of carbon 

dioxide in the atmosphere is that it traps the infrared rays from the sun that would 



 

 

otherwise have been reflected or dissipated out into space. By this, the surface 

temperature on earth is raised. Indeed, without the carbon dioxide trapping the 

infrared rays of the sun on earth, it would be too cold to sustain any form of life. 

However, given the rate at which the level of the atmospheric carbon dioxide has 

increased, due to human activities, especially the burning of fossil fuel, it is 

estimated that average global temperature would increase 0.5-1.5 degrees Celsius 

within the next few decades. However, if the trend of burning fossil fuel continues 

unabatedly, the rate of increase of the average atmospheric temperature may go up 

to between 1.5- 5.0 degrees Celsius within a few decades. 

 

Consequently, the climate of the world would become significantly hotter, thereby 

rendering agricultural regions hotter, drier, and less productive, reducing global 

supply of food. Indeed, some species of plants and animals may not be able to 

adapt to the climate change, thereby going into extinction. In addition, the polar ice 

caps would melt, raising the sea levels and flooding, as we have witnessed 

severally in recent times, thousands of miles of coastline. 

 

Deforestation and Specie Loss 

Due to human developmental and industrial activities, natural habitats have been 

and are still being destroyed, and due to this many plants and animal species are 

going extinct. The process whereby forests are lost is referred to as deforestation 

while that by which animals and plant species are lost is called species loss. 

Indeed, the two go on hand in hand as virtually all species depend on the forests 

for their existence. It is even reported that 90% of the species that existed when life 

emerged are now extinct. The rate of extinction of these species is further 

exacerbated by the over exploitation of the rain forest found mainly in those 



 

 

countries that happen to be over-populated, extremely poor and heavily dependent 

on the diverse products of these forests to meet their existential needs. For 

instance, people in these regions regularly clear vast lands for agricultural and 

animal grazing purposes, as well as for timber exportation. Hence, these regions 

are being massively deforested. Apart from the above, the process of deforestation 

is further worsened by the incidence of global warming and the depletion of the 

ozone layer that we have discussed earlier.  

 

From the anthropocentric point of view, the extremely high rate of deforestation 

and species loss is very unfortunate and very concerning because many of the 

species of plants and animals that are lost are important sources of food, energy, 

medicines and other resources that are essential for human existence and 

flourishing. They also constitute an irreplaceable source of gene pool of earth. For 

instance, commercial species are often cross bred with wild species to improve 

their yield, responsiveness  to different climates and soils, nutritional quality, and 

resistance to diseases and pests. Besides, the destruction of tropical rain forests 

adversely affect the climate in different ways. For instance, as wood is burnt as 

fuel, carbon dioxide is released into the atmosphere and this increases atmospheric 

temperature. The rainforests are also functional for preventing soil erosion and 

their loss enhance drought and flooding in different parts of the world. 

 

Resource Depletion 

Humans consume a lot of natural resources as raw materials for the production of 

goods and services required to satisfy their existential needs. These include 

petroleum oil and natural gas, water, coal, wood and other agricultural produce, 

different kinds of precious stones, animal products and many other natural 



 

 

products. While some of these natural resources are renewable, many are not. The 

non-renewable natural resources, such as petroleum oil and coal are limited in 

stock and once they are used up, they can never be replaced. Unfortunately, many 

of these non-renewable resources are being depleted rather irresponsibly at a very 

alarming rate, and the worry is that there may be none of these resources left for 

future generations to make use of .  

 

War  

War, which has been more or less a constant feature of human history, constitute a 

serious environmental problem. It is usually characterized by the devastation of the 

natural environment in which it takes place. In the course of war, natural resources 

are either plundered or destroyed, with both animals and plants destroyed in the 

course of violent exchange among contending parties. Indeed, the greatest 

environmental disaster that could happen would be the event of a full scale 

nuclear, biological or chemical war. This would likely cause the extinction of not 

just human life but virtually all other forms of life.  

 

Population Explosion  

Environmental problems are largely as a result of human activities and more 

especially our industrial activities that have necessitated the exploitation of the 

resources of nature at an alarmingly high rate. Indeed, the rate at which humans 

have negatively altered the environment has greatly increased in proportion to the 

growth of human population. This is because more humans simply translate to a 

greater demand on the environment for raw materials and energy sources, more 

natural vegetation being destroyed for various human reasons, and invariably a 

higher level of environmental pollution. With this understanding, one can imagine 



 

 

the level of human impact on the environment in 1900 when the human population 

was 1.6 billion and now in 2013when it is getting close to 7 billion.   

 

Acid Precipitation   

When fossil fuels and coal, especially the high sulphur coal, are burnt, certain 

oxides which are released into the atmosphere are later transformed into acids. 

These are never dispelled and eventually become precipitated in rain, snow or fog. 

When acid precipitation takes place, they damage aquatic life, forests and plants. 

Invariably, acid precipitation increases soil acidity, thereby rendering it less 

productive, reducing, in the process, the amount of crops available for both animal 

and human consumption. It also has a very corrosive and destructive effects on 

buildings and even such metal structures as bridges and automobiles. 

 

Conclusion 

This lecture has examined what the environment is. It has also identified 

some key environmental problems, taking care to identify how human 

activities exacerbate them. These include global warming, depletion of the 

ozone layer, deforestation and species loss, war, population explosion, 

resource depletion and acid precipitation. 

 

 

Post-Test 

1. Define the environment, and make a distinction between the natural and 

the social environment. 

2. Discuss how human activities have contributed to the following 

environmental threats: global warming; ozone depletion; deforestation  



 

 

and acid precipitation. 

3. How does population growth constitute an environmental problem?  
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LECTURE THREE 

 

Ethics and the Environment

Introduction 

In the course of this lecture, we shall examine the  nature of environmental ethics, 

focusing on the nature of the beings or components of the environment that could be 

regarded as having moral standing. We shall also discuss what constitutes the basis 

for ascribing moral status to entities in nature. The question of the grounds for 

ascribing moral standing to entities in the environment is central to environmental 

ethics as only beings with a moral status can be the object of human moral 

obligations. 

 

Objectives 

The objectives of this lecture include a clarification of the nature of environmental 

ethics, the determination of the kinds of entities or components of the environment 

that have a moral standing and an assessment of the content of the obligations that 

humans have towards those components of the environment that have moral 

standing. At the end of this lecture, we are expected to have a clear understanding of: 

1. The nature of environmental ethics. 

2. The debate on the kind of entities that have moral status. 

3.  The basic approaches to environmental ethics 

 

Pre-Test 



 

 

1. What is environmental ethics? 

2. What do you consider to be the basis for ascribing moral standing to an entity? 

3. Would you agree that animals have a moral standing? Justify your answer. 

 

CONTENT 

 

Environmental Ethics 

Environmental ethics is the sub-discipline in philosophy, and more specifically 

applied ethics, where the relationship between human beings and the environment is 

subjected to moral examination. This examination is premised upon the value and 

moral status that the environment, along with all non-human components, is 

construed to or not to have. Environmental ethics is the aspect of applied ethics in 

which the traditional scope of ethics is extended from humans to include the 

environment and all its non-human components. Here, the various  decisions made 

and the consequent actions that humans  embark upon with regards to the 

environment are subjected to moral scrutiny in order to determine whether or not, or 

the extent to which they can be said to be morally acceptable or unacceptable, 

morally right or wrong, morally good or bad.  

 

As a sub-field of ethics, although environmental ethics became a subject of 

consistent academic philosophic examination in the 1970s, it remained marginalized 

until the 1980s within philosophical circles. It was only in the 1990s that it began to 

gain widespread and institutional recognition. Environmental ethics grew to 

prominence with the increasing realisation by scientists and environmentalists that 

human activities have a lot of grievous effects that endanger the environment in 

different and potentially catastrophic ways. Hence, they began to urge philosopher to 



 

 

subject environmental problems to critical analysis in order to identify their 

philosophical dimensions and place them in their proper moral perspectives. Some 

of the most prominent of environmental problems that have been of interest in 

environmental ethics include the problems of pollution, depletion of natural 

resources, degradation of ecosystems and climate change.  

Underlying virtually all the environmental problems that are of interest in 

environmental ethics are two fundamental questions: the first is what duties do 

humans have with regards to the environment, and the second why do humans have 

such obligations to the environment. To adequately address the question relating to 

what obligations humans have towards the environment, it is necessary to first 

consider the basis of such obligations, that is why we have them. Hence, we can ask 

“do we have environmental obligations for the sake of human beings living in the 

world today, or for humans that would live in the future, or for the sake of entities 

within the environment itself, irrespective of any human benefits that may result 

from honouring such obligations”? Different philosophers have offered different 

answers to this fundamental question thereby generating different approaches to 

environmental ethics in the last 40 years.  

The most traditional of these approaches in answering moral questions about the 

human interaction with the environment is anthropocentric, that is, human centred  

in orientation. It holds that humans have certain environmental obligations only 

because human life and its continued existence in a flourishing condition would be 

severely impaired if we, as humans, do not regulate our actions towards nature. 

Anthropocentrism assumes that only human beings have moral value and moral 

rights, and as such, whatever moral obligations towards the environment that may 

exist, do exist only because of their impact on human beings. However, the 



 

 

traditional  anthropocentric approach to environmental ethics have been severely 

criticised by many environmentalist on the ground that moral value or worth should 

be extended beyond humans to non-human beings. While some scholars believe that 

such extension should be to only sentient beings, others argue that all individual 

living organisms, sentient and non-sentient, should be accorded this status. Another 

category of environmental ethicists contend that moral worth should be further 

extended to such holistic entities as rivers, species, and ecosystems.                           

We shall now briefly examine some of the prominent positions on the beings that 

should be accorded moral standing within environmental ethics. 

Human Beings 

Concerns regarding the environment appear to have emerged initially because of the 

way environmental problems affect human wellbeing. Hence, anthropocentric 

environmental ethics hold that we have obligations to respect the environment for 

the sake of human well-being and flourishing. However, this moral reckoning has 

been, controversially, extended to future generations of human beings. This has been 

deemed necessary because, first, it is now evident that the actions and policies that 

we undertake today would have a great effect on the welfare of future individuals 

and, second, many environmental problems, either generated or exacerbated by 

human activities,  such as climate change and resource depletion, would negatively 

affect future generations of humans much more than the present ones.  

However, some philosophers have denied future people any moral standing just as 

they have denied non-humans on the ground that they are not within the human 

moral community because they cannot act reciprocally. It is argued that while the 

present generation of humans can act so as to benefit the future generations, future 



 

 

generations cannot give the present generation anything in return. However, this 

argument based on reciprocity is rejected  by such thinkers as Alan Gewirth on the 

ground that just as we have certain moral obligations to the dead (for instance, to 

execute their will) even though they cannot reciprocate, we also hold certain 

obligations towards the future generations who would in turn have similar

obligations to subsequent future generations.   

Another argument that seeks to undermine the moral standing of future generations 

holds that there is no definitive future group of individuals to whom such obligations 

are owed and there is no assurance that such would ever exist.  This is called by 

Derek Parfit as the “non-identity problem”. A response to this position argues that 

while we do not know who precisely would exist in the future, we certainly know 

that some group of people would definitely be existence in future and they would 

have definite interests with regards to the environment. It is these interests, and not 

the actual individuals that hold them, that we have moral obligations to protect and 

enhance.   

On the assumption that moral status is granted to future generations of humans, there 

would still be the problem of determining the actual nature and content of 

suchobligations. This is because our lack of adequate knowledge of such facts as 

who they are, their conceptions of what a good life is, there specific expectations and 

technological advancement render it difficult to determine the actual desires and 

needs that would constitute the content of the obligations of the present generation 

of humans to their future counterpart. For example, why should be bother to 

preserve oil reserve for future generations if this would not be needed by them by 

virtue of their technological advancement. For all we know, future generations of 

humans would have developed a better alternative to petroleum products that would 



 

 

be more functional and much less hazardous.   

In response to the above argument on the nature of the obligations of the present 

generation of people to future generations, some philosophers such as Brian Barry 

contend that we can at least make some reasonable assumptions about the basic 

needs that future generations of people would have. Hence, our moral obligations 

would consist in ensuring that we do nothing that would hinder future generations 

from meeting these fundamental human needs for such things as water, food, 

minimum health, adequate shelter and clean environment.  

From the foregoing, it is clear that the issue of extending  moral status to future 

generations remains controversial. Be that as it may, many environmental ethicists 

argue that the anthropocentric approach to environmental ethics is inadequate, and 

should be jettisoned for an approach that extends moral standing beyond humanity  

so as to rise above the narrow and selfish interests of humans, and give the 

environment and all its components the respect they deserve . 

Animals 

While anthropocentric moral thinkers maintain that only human beings have moral 

value, several moral philosophers such as Tom Reagan and Peter Singer have 

offered elaborate  arguments to establish that moral standing should be extended to 

animals. By virtue of such extension, moral harm can be done against animals in 

ways that would not be possible going by anthropocentrism.  There are two  

important criterion for the ascription of moral status, both of which presupposes 

consciousness. The first is sentience, that is, the capacity to feel pleasure and pain 

and the second is being “subject-of-a-life” which includes beings with beliefs, 

desires, perception, memory, emotions, a sense of future and the ability to initiate 



 

 

action.  

Thus, if any being possesses consciousness, either by being sentient or a subject of 

life, it should be accorded moral status and considered when we formulate our moral 

obligations towards the environment. However, such consideration does not 

necessarily imply that every sentient being should be treatedequally, but at least that 

that it should be given an equal moral consideration. By this view, all entities who 

have consciousness in terms of being sentient or “subjects-of-a-life” possess 

“inherent value”, that is, a value of their own, irrespective of whatever utility they 

may be perceived to have. By this, there are moral limits to what can be done to or 

with them. 

 Given the above, it follows that animal wellbeing should also be considered in 

environmental ethics because they also exist within the natural environment and 

should constitute part of environmentalists’ concerns. Hence, when we consider how 

human actions affect the environment, we should not only consider how these would 

affect the interests and rights of humans (present or future), but also how they would 

affect those of animals.  

Critics of this approach to environmental ethics identify two fundamental and 

devastating problems with it. The first is that it is too narrow and individualistic; and 

second, that it constitutes an unjustifiable interference with natural processes. With 

regards to the first point, it is argued that issues with the environment are beyond 

worrying about individual creatures and should focus more on such “holistic” 

entities as species and ecosystems. The second problem relates to some of the  

absurd implications of the arguments of the advocates of animal rights. For instance, 

if animals have a moral status, humans would then have obligations to alleviate their 

suffering and preserve their life. This would mean that we should find ways of 



 

 

stopping predator animals from killing their prey. However, this would be contrary 

to the natural circle of life and also inimical to the environmentalist objective of 

preserving natural habitats and processes. 

IndividualLiving Organisms 

Many environmental philosophers/ethicists question the idea that only conscious 

beings have moral standing. They argue that  moral standing should be extended 

beyond conscious beings to include all individual living organisms, such as trees.  In 

this regard, Albert Schweitzer, in his “Reverence for Life” ethic, for example, argues 

that all living things have a “will to live”, and that humans should not interfere with 

or extinguish this will. However, his view has been criticised on the ground that  

while it is obvious that all living organisms struggle for survival, this is instinctive 

and by no means indicate  the “will” to live because this would require some kind of 

conscious experience, which many living things lack.  

What may be regarded as a complementary account, provided by Paul W. Taylor’s 

holds that that all living things are “teleological centres of life”. This presupposes 

that living things have a good of their own that they strive towards, even if they lack 

awareness of this fact. By virtue of this good of their own, all living things have 

inherent value that grants individual living organisms moral status that imposes an 

obligation that humans must take the interests and needs of such entities into 

consideration when formulating moral obligations towards the environment. 

 The position that all living things should be accorded a moral status is challenged 

by both anthropocentric thinkers and animal liberationists. They argue that “being 

alive” is an insufficient condition for the possession of moral standing. This is 

because although plants may have a biological good, it is not really a good of their 



 

 

own and there seems to be no sense in which we can meaningfully say that 

something is good or bad from the point of view of the plant itself. In response to 

this challenge, some environmental ethicists have argued that the consciousness of 

an object or state is not a prerequisite for that object or state to be a good. For 

example, a dog that needs de-worming lacks an understanding of what de-worming 

is, or that it needs worming in order to remain healthy and fit but this does not mean 

that it does not make perfect sense to say that de-worming is good for the dog, 

because it contributes to the dog’s functioning and flourishing. It certainly does. 

Likewise that plants and trees may not be conscious of their need for  sunlight, water 

or nutrition does not mean that these cannot be said to be good for them in the sense 

that they contribute to their biological wellbeing.  

The view that individual living organisms should be accorded moral status and given 

consideration in environmental ethics has also been challenged for its individualistic 

nature. It is argued that  environmental ethics should not place so much importance 

on individual things. For many critics, the individualistic position undermines 

crucial ecological commitments to the interdependence of living things, and the 

harmony to be found in natural processes. However, these critics seem to ignore that 

philosophers who ascribe moral standing to individual living things do not ignore the 

importance of such “wholes”. They only recognise that wholes in themselves do not 

have moral standing independent of the individuals that make them up.  

Holistic Entities 

Aldo Leopold is one of the most ardent proponents of  “holistic” ethics, the approach 

in environmental ethics which ascribes moral status to holistic entities. In his  “land 

ethic”, he argues that land should not be treated as a mere object or resource because 

it is a fountain or medium of energy that flows through a circuit of soils, plants and 



 

 

animals. In his view, the food chain conduct the energy upwards from the soil, death 

and decay returns the energy back to the soil. As such, the course of energy relies on 

a complex structure of relations between living things.  

According to Leopold, although natural evolution has been gradually changing these 

relations, human interaction with the environment has disrupted these relations very 

radically and destructively. To preserve the relations and the flow of energy within 

the land, Leopold argues for the need to adopt a “land ethic”, that grants moral status  

to the land as a holistic entity itself and not just its individual members or 

components. Hence, he came up with  the ethical injunction that “a thing or action is 

morally right when it tends to preserve the beauty, integrity and stability of the biotic 

community, and wrong when it tends to the contrary. 

However, the land ethic has been criticised for moving too quickly from a 

descriptive account of how the land is, to a normative explanation of what we ought 

to do. It presupposes, without adequate justification that we should preserve the land 

and its energy flows. It fails to identify what precisely it is about the land as biotic 

community that makes it worthy of moral standing.  

In an attempt to defend the land ethic, Baird J. Callicott argued that moral status is 

ascribed to the land on the basis of how humans feel about the land, that is, on the 

basis of human sentiments and affections. Hence, the land ethic can be seen as an 

imperative for us as humans to widen our moral sentiments beyond human self-

interest to include the whole biotic community and by so doing, bridge the gap 

between the descriptive and the prescriptive components of the land ethic proposed 

by Leopold. 

However, the above attempt to justify land ethic on the basis of human sentiments 



 

 

and feelings has also been queried for its suitability as a foundation for an 

environmental ethics. This is on the ground that there are a lot of people out there 

who have no such affection, sentiments or feelings for the biotic community. Given 

this challenge, there is the effort to construct a more acceptable foundation for the 

land ethic by Lawrence E. Johnson. He argued that once we understand that interests 

are not always based on conscious experience, it becomes evident that  non-

conscious holistic entities such as land and water have interests and hence moral 

status. Just as the availability of clean air and adequate oxygen is in the interest of a 

child, even though the child is not conscious of this and perhaps lacks understanding 

of what oxygen is, so do species have an interest in having access to all the 

conditions that facilitates the  fulfilment of their nature, even though they may not be 

conscious of this. Both the human child and holistic entities have a good of their 

own on the basis of the integrated functioning of their life processes. Just as children 

can flourish as living things, so also can species and ecosystems; Hence, they  both 

have interests that must be taken into account in our ethical consideration of the 

environment. 

However,  if we accept that holistic entities have a moral status, there is still the 

challenge of the content of our moral obligations concerning the environment. It is 

argued, for instance, that while advocates of holistic ethics would approve 

sacrificing some individual entities, such as specific animals, for the sake of the 

whole, they are usually hesitant to sacrifice human interests.  Hence, it is maintained 

by many of the advocates of holistic environmental ethics that recognising that   

holistic entities have moral status does not suggest or imply that one must deny the 

interests and rights of human beings for the sake of the whole. Unfortunately, this 

position generates the question of why  should other entities’ interest be sacrificed 

for the good of the whole environment if human interests cannot be so sacrificed? 



 

 

This shows that extending moral status to holistic entities requires serious 

rationalisation at the level of giving a precise content to our environmental 

obligations towards them.   

Three Basic Approaches to Environmental Ethics 

The diverse perspectives on the beings that should be regarded as having moral 

standing have been broadly categorised into three ethical approaches on the 

environment by Alan Marshall. These are the Libertarian Extension Approach, 

Ecologic Extension Approach and Conservation Ethics Approach.  We shall briefly 

examine each of these in turn. 

Libertarian Extension Approach 

This approach is premised on a commitment to extend equal rights to all members of 

the environmental community, with the community considered to consist of all 

humans, non-humans, living and non-living components of the natural environment. 

It maintains that all ontological entities, animate and in-animate, have ethical worth 

basically on the ground that they exist. Advocates of ecologic humanism (eco-

humanism) such as Andrew Brennan and deep ecology such as Arne Naess all 

presuppose the Libertarian Extension Approach.   

Also falling under the rubric of the 'libertarian extension approach is Peter Singer’s 

moral position on the environment. He argued that moral worth  and rights should be 

ascribed to  non-human animals. Any refusal to do so, according to Singer, would 

amount to speciesism, which he rejected as unethical. Speciesism involves the 

assignment of different values, rights, or special consideration to individuals solely 

on the basis of their species membership. More precisely, it involves the ascription 

of a special status to humans that excludes all other non-human members of the 



 

 

natural environment. Speciesism is premised on the argument that non-sentient 

entities cannot have any moral value, and as such do not have the kind of rights that 

humans have.  

Ecologic Extension Approach 

The ecologic extension approach to environmental ethics lays emphasis on the 

recognition of the fundamental interdependence of all biological entities and even 

some non-biological entities. Ecologic extension approach is a scientific reflection 

of the natural world and it argues for the intrinsic value inherent in collective 

ecological entities like ecosystems or the global environment as a whole entity. 

Advocate of this position include Holmes Rolston and James Lovelock who 

proposed the Gaia theory. This is the view that the planet earth changes its geo-

physiological structure to ensure the continuation of an equilibrium of evolving 

organic and inorganic matter. The ecological extension approach holds that the 

totality of the environment is a unified, holistic entity that has an ethical worth as a 

whole and the moral worth of the human race is not considered as having any 

particular or superior significance in it. 

Conservation Ethics Approach 

This approach concentrates on the value of the natural environment in terms of its 

utility or usefulness to humans. It rejects the idea proposed by advocates of deep 

ecology that the environment, especially its non-human and non-biological 

component has an intrinsic value. This approach is also described as shallow 

ecology as it argues for the protection and preservation of the environment because it 

has extrinsic value measured in terms of it being instrumental to the welfare of 

human beings. The conservation ethics approach sees the environment as a means to 



 

 

an end and it is primarily concerned with humankind and inter-generational 

considerations.  

 

Conclusion 

This lecture has examined what environmental ethics is, with special 

attention paid to the questions of how to ascribe moral status to entities in 

the environment and the kind of entities that have moral standing. These 

questions are central in environmental ethics as they are what determine the 

actual content of our moral obligations towards the environment. Entities in 

the environment considered in this lecture, from various perspectives, to 

have a moral status  include human beings, animals, individual living 

organisms and holistic entities. We also examined three basic approaches to 

environmental ethics: Libertarian Extension Approach, Ecologic Extension 

Approach and Conservation Ethics Approach. 

 

Post-Test 

1. Define what environmental ethics is.  

2. Critically examine the view that only humans have a moral status. 

3. Evaluate the debate on the moral status of  individual living organisms and 

holistic entities 

4. Highlight the three basic approaches to environmental ethics. 
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LECTURE FOUR  

 

Anthropocentrism in Environmental Ethics 

 

   Introduction    

This lecture examines the anthropocentric approach to environmental ethics, with 

particular attention paid to its nature, variants and justification.   

Objectives 

The objective of this lecture is to explain environmental anthropocentrism. At the 

conclusion of this lecture, we should have a clear understanding of: 

 

1. What anthropocentrism is. 

2. Variants of environmental anthropocentrism . 

3.  Arguments for and against environmental anthropocentrism . 

 

Pre-Test 

1. Define anthropocentrism. 

2. Identify a major problem with anthropocentrism.  

3. Discuss the religious justification for anthropocentrism.  

 

CONTENT 

 

Anthropocentrism  

The word “anthropocentric” refers to those values, goods, interests, activities and 

also institutions that promote human welfare to the near exclusion of competing 

nonhuman welfare. In this regard, anthropocentrism is closely related to 



 

 

instrumentalism, which views the world as a resource that is valuable only to the 

extent that it promotes human good. It holds that humans are the sole bearers of 

intrinsic moral value and all other living or non-living things are there to sustain 

human existence. Advocates of the anthropocentric hold humans as the most 

significant entities in the universe and disregard animals and plants unless they 

provide life necessities such as nutrition, clothing, shelter and medical benefits for 

humanity.  

 

Anthropocentrism upholds the view that humans are the central or most significant 

species on the planet and are considered to have a moral value which is higher than 

that of other animals and every other entity, living or non-living in nature. It may 

also be described as the assessment of reality through an exclusively human 

perspective. The term anthropocentrism can also be used interchangeably with 

humanocentrism, and some refer to the concept as human supremacy or "human 

exceptionalism". 

Considered to be deeply entrenched in many traditional and modern human 

cultures, many Western religions, Western philosophies, Christian religion and 

conscious acts, anthropocentrism constitutes a major concept in the field of 

environmental philosophy and environmental ethics. It regards humans as distinct 

from and higher to nature and also holds that human life has intrinsic value while 

other entities in nature, animals, plants, mineral resources, are resources that may 

justifiably be exploited for the benefit of humankind.  

Quite a good number of environmental ethicists consider anthropocentrism as the 

root cause of many of the problems created by human interaction with the 

environment. Hence, a prevalent criticism of anthropocentrism in environmental 

ethics is that human interaction with the natural environment, premised on 



 

 

widespread anthropocentrism, has led to a global scale human exploitation and 

abuse of the natural environment that have generated a massive alteration in 

nature’s balance and many of the recognisable severe environmental crises the 

world is facing today. These range from global warming, ozone depletion, 

deforestation and water scarcity to the loss of biological diversity, with these 

having further grievous domino effects on the environment. For example 

deforestation contributes to global warming since tree-logging results first into less 

absorption of carbon dioxide, and second to more greenhouse gases trapped in the 

atmosphere. This in turn would  lead to severe climate changes that engender the 

extinction of various species due to habitat-sabotage.  

However, many proponents of anthropocentrism argue that it does not necessarily 

generate environmental crises as its critics have propagated: they argue that a 

sound long-term anthropocentric view acknowledges that a healthy, sustainable 

environment is necessary for humans and that the real issue is shallow 

anthropocentrism. Hence, a distinction is made between deep and shallow 

anthropocentrism.  The problem with shallow anthropocentrism is not its concern 

about the well-being of humans, but that it does not adequately conceptualise what 

that well-being consists. According to this view, we need to develop deep 

anthropocentrism, which is an enriched, fortified notion of human interest in the 

long term to replace the dominant short-term, sectional and self-regarding 

conception. Essentially, while shallow anthropocentrism views human interests 

only in the short term, deep anthropocentrism considers it in the long term. 

Also known as prudential or enlightened anthropocentrism, deep anthropocentrism 

affirms that humans do have ethical obligations toward the environment in an 

indirect way, that is, to the extent that the way they relate with the environment has 

either a positive or negative  impact on other humans. Hence, moral obligations 



 

 

towards the environment are justified in terms of obligations toward other humans; 

all the moral duties that humans have towards the environment are derived from 

their direct duties to the human inhabitants. For instance, environmental pollution 

can be seen as immoral because it negatively affects the lives of other people. 

Likewise, the wasteful use of natural resources may be considered immoral to the 

extent that  it deprives future generations of those resources. 

Advocates of deep anthropocentrism contend that the environment should be cared 

for and saved for the sake of both the present and future  human populations. They 

maintain that humans should  work towards the promotion of a rich, diverse, and 

vibrant biosphere, with the understanding that human flourishing is included as a 

legitimate part of such a flourishing. 

Biblical Foundation of Anthropocentrism 

It is of interest to note that many Christian proponents of anthropocentrism premise 

their position  on the Bible, especially Genesis 1:26: 

 And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them 

have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over 

the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth 

upon the earth. 

 

This passage is usually interpreted to indicate humanity’s superiority to nature. It is 

also considered as justifying an instrumental view of nature, which holds that the 

natural environment has value only to the extent that it benefits humankind. This 

perspective is prominent not only in Jewish and Christian theologies, but also in 

the writing of such scholars as Aristotle and Immanuel Kant. Nonetheless, the 



 

 

word "dominion" in the scripture quoted above has been subjected to much debate 

with some Biblical scholars considering it to be an inaccurate translation of the 

term connoting “stewardship”.  This is taken to indicate that mankind should take 

care of the earth and its various forms of life, without assuming that it is inherently 

better than any other form of life. It is also in this regard that the current Latin 

Vulgate, the official Bible of the Catholic Christian church, affirms that God holds 

humans responsible for the care and fate of all earthly creatures. Hence, in the 

1970s, a theologian and philosopher, Holmes Rolston III introduced  a religious 

clause to this viewpoint and argued that humans have a moral duty to protect 

biodiversity because failure to do so amounts to a show of disrespect for God’s 

creation. 

In addition to the above, other environmental anthropocentric philosophers 

advocate a cornucopian point of view, that rejects the view that the resources of the 

earth are limited such that their uncontrolled use or an unrestrained human 

population growth would eventually surpass the carrying capacity of the earth, 

thereby resulting in wars and famines as resources become scarce. This crop of 

anthropocentric philosophers argue that either the claims of resource limitations 

and population growth are exaggerated or that technology would be developed as 

need arises to resolve future problems of scarcity. Hence, they argue that there is 

no moral or practical need for legal controls to protect the natural environment or 

limit its exploitation. 

Arguments in Support of Anthropocentrism 

Below is a brief examination of three considerations usually employed to justify 

environmental anthropocentrism, especially its central idea that only humans, have 

moral standing or worth: 



 

 

(1) Only fully rational human persons are moral agents, and only moral agents 

have moral standing. Hence, nothing else in the natural environment has moral 

standing. A problem with this view is that it seems to be too restrictive or 

narrow as it would exclude some humans such as little children and the 

mentally impaired. To avoid this problem, the criterion for moral status may 

be refined to include both actual and potential rational persons.  

 

(2) Only beings with the capacity to suffer have moral standing. However, 

although the capacity to suffer may be a sufficient condition for having moral 

standing, there is no reason for thinking that it is necessary. Besides, there is  a 

sense in which we could reasonably say of certain non-sentient beings/things 

that they suffer. For instance, when their existence or well being is being 

impaired. Indeed, things can go either for good or for worse for a tree or river 

even though it might not be aware of this.  

 

(3) Only beings with desires, wants, or aspirations have moral standing.  

While it is in, for instance, a tree’s interests to have water and light,  it does 

not want these things the way humans want or desire things. That is, it is not 

interested in them. 

 

Criticisms of Anthropocentrism 

• The criterion that moral status should be ascribed to only actual or 

potentially rational persons is rather arbitrary and not self evident, as some 

advocates of anthropocentrism would want us to accept. Indeed, no 

justification has been offered for identifying the criterion of moral standing 

to be rationality, be it actual or potential.  



 

 

• Restricting moral concerns to all humans is no longer useful as have been 

hitherto assumed. Rather, this has become counter-productive in view of the 

negative  implications it has, on the long term, on human wellbeing. 

• The argument that “only humans are moral agentsand therefore only humans 

have moral standing” ignores the distinction between moral agent and being 

with moral standing (beings that owe duties to others and beings to whom 

those duties are owed). While humans are both moral agents and also have 

moral standing, other beings/things in nature may still be reckoned as having 

a moral standing in the sense that humans owe them a duty, even though 

they may not be considered to be moral agents (beings that owe duties to 

others).  

• Regarding other animals as mere resources to be exploited for human ends is 

mistaken since we can meaningfully speak of their wellbeing, interests and 

needs as being affected negatively or positively by human activities. 

Besides,  the kind of interests or desires noted in human consciousness is not 

necessary for a thing to be valued for its own sake. Rather, that a thing  

naturally strives to stay alive is sufficient. 

• Anthropocentrism is a parochial, narrow-minded, sub-moral approach to the 

earth that is largely responsible for much of the environmental problems 

being experienced in recent times.   

• Anthropocentrism is a kind of species egoism and species selfishness. 

Conclusion 

This lecture discussed the anthropocentric approach to environmental ethics. 

It examined the nature and variants anthropocentrism in environmental 

ethics. Also discussed are some of the arguments in support of 

anthropocentrism as well as some of its prominent criticisms.  



 

 

 

 

Post-Test 

1. Construct a defence for enlightened anthropocentrism. 

2. Examine the debate over the Biblical foundation of anthropocentrism. 

3. Briefly discuss any three arguments for and against environmental 

anthropocentrism. 
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LECTURE FIVE           

 

Biocentrism in Environmental Ethics  

 

Introduction 

This lecture will examine the biocentric approach to environmental ethics. We 

shall endeavour to clarify its central claims as well as the justifications offered for 

this viewpoint by its advocates.   

Objectives 

The primary objective of this lecture is to explain environmental biocentrism. At 

the conclusion of this lecture, we should have a clear understanding of: 

 

1. What environmental biocentrism is. 

2. Paul Taylor’s elucidation and justification of  biocentrism.  

3. Kenneth Goodpaster’s account and defence of biocentrism. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. What is biocentrism? 

2. Identify a major problem with biocentrism .  

3. Does biocentrism have any advantage over anthropocentrism?  

 

CONTENT 

Biocentrism 

Biocentrism is a life centred approach to environmental ethics. It rejects the 

anthropocentric view that only humans have moral standing, and thus the only 



 

 

being that should be given any moral consideration in ethics, and especially 

environmental ethics. Biocentrism affirms that all living entities, because they are 

alive, have a moral standing that ought to be considered in any ethical 

consideration of the environment. This perspective has been very central in the 

development of environmental ethics as a self conscious discipline in the early 

1970s. Indeed, quite a good number of highly influential moral philosophers 

upheld the biocentric view. We have for examples, Mahatma  Gandhi who 

affirmed that any harm against life in any form amounts to violence and Albert 

Schweitzer who argued that all manifestations of life should be revered at all times. 

One clear point that unites all biocentric environmental ethicists is the perspective 

that the good of all living entities should be given adequate or fair consideration in 

any decision that may affect them. Essentially, the core claims of biocentrism are:  

1. Given that all living entities have a good of their own, they also have a 

moral standing that should be given adequate moral attention. 

2.  The well being or flourishing of all living entities is intrinsically or 

inherently valuable. 

3. the intrinsic value of all living entities is basically the same and as such they 

should all have equal rights and equal recognition in any ethical 

consideration.  

 

Paul Taylor’s Biocentric Ethics 
 
Taylor, in his 1986 book, titled  “Respect for Nature”, provides a comprehensive 

account of biocentric ethics. His objective is to provide a systematic and 

comprehensive analysis of the moral relations that exist between humans and other 

living entities. Taylor’s reason for thinking that all forms of life deserve moral 

consideration include the following:  



 

 

 

• all living things have a good of their own because they are teleological 

centres of life. 

• To be a teleological centre of life means that the actions of your life 

direct you toward some distinctive goal or end. E.g. the telos or 

end/goal of an acorn is to become an oak tree. 

• When one sees living things as teleological centres of life, it becomes 

easy to understand that while some things are good for them, some 

others are bad. 

• As teleological centres of life, all living entities have a good of their 

own. 

• Once we understand the life cycle and know the environmental 

conditions an organism requires to flourish (survive in a healthy state 

and help to propagate its species), it becomes easy to comprehend 

how such organisms can be benefited or harmed by changes in the 

environment. 

 

On the basis of the considerations above, especially the understanding that living 

organisms have an intrinsic value, Taylor seeks to establish the normative claim 

that we ought to take that value into our moral considerations. He notes that having 

a good of one’s own is a necessary but not sufficient condition for having inherent 

worth. Thus, the normative claim that living things have an inherent worth is to be 

explained and justified by reference to the ‘biocentric outlook’. 

  

 

 



 

 

The Biocentric Outlook  

The biocentric outlook is a system of beliefs that provides a fundamental view of 

the natural world. The system contains four central beliefs of biocentric outlook: 

(1) Human beings are members of  the earth’s community (the same as all other  

species). 

     (2) All species are part of a system of interdependence. 

     (3) All living things pursue their own good in their own ways. 

     (4) Humans are not inherently superior to other living things. 

 

On the basis of the above beliefs, Taylor identifies the following general duties 

humans have towards all living entities: 

 

(1) Duty of non-maleficence  which specifies that we do no harm to living entities. 

(2) Duty of non-interference that stipulates that humans should not interfere with 

the freedom of individual organisms. This includes the duty not to manipulate 

control, modify or ‘manage’ natural ecosystems. 

(3) Duty of fidelity which suggests that we should not mislead or deceive or betray 

wild animals (that is, no more hunting, trapping, fishing…). 

(4)Duty of restitutive justice. This presupposes that humans who harm other living 

organisms have to make some kind of comparable restitution to those organisms. 

 

These duties are ranked in order of importance: non-maleficence is our top duty, 

and in the event of a conflict of the other three duties: justice takes precedence over 

fidelity, and non-interference comes last. Taylor also notes that in order to be loyal 

biocentrists, we should not allow human interest to automatically take precedence 

when a moral conflict arises.  

 



 

 

Kenneth Goodpaster Defence of Biocentrism 

Goodpaster, as Taylor, argues for a biocentric environmental ethic by showing  

that positions on the environment that favours restricting moral considerability or 

moral standing to either humans only or to sentient beings only are not convincing. 

This, according to him, gives us some justification for regarding all living things to 

be of moral worth. He, however, concedes that there are degrees of moral worth.  

 

His main  position may be outlined thus: 

• While rationality or sentience are not necessary for moral considerability, 

they may be sufficient. This implies that while anything that is either rational 

or sentient will have the relevant moral standing, it does not follow that 

other things or beings without rationality or sentience do not have moral 

standing.   

• A distinction needs to be made between moral rights and moral 

considerability. This implies that even  if  only humans or sentient beings are 

legitimate bearers of rights, it remains possible that other living things 

legitimately deserve moral considerations.  

• Moral considerability is different from moral significance. Significance 

admits of degrees, and so a criterion of moral significance could be used to 

weigh the moral interests of various things, when there is a conflict. 

However, all that Goodpaster seeks to show is that all living things have 

moral standing . 

 

Goodpaster’s analysis of arguments against the Biocentric position that non-

humans or non-sentient beings having moral standing 

 

1.  Only moral agents have moral standing   



 

 

In opposition to the viewpoint that only fully rational human persons are 

moral agents and as such nothing else has moral standing, Goodpaster 

contends that  this position is too narrow and restrictive because it would 

even exclude some humans. For example,  the mentally impaired and little 

children. He also rejects the attempt to refine the criterion to 'potential 

rational persons' as rather arbitrary.   

 

2. Only beings with the capacity to suffer have moral standing. 

The central claim here is that things can go either well or not only for beings 

that can have the right kinds of interests and this requires some level of 

sentience. For non-sentient things, there is nothing to take into account from 

the moral point of view. Goodpaster’s argument is that although the capacity 

to suffer may be a sufficient condition for having moral standing, it is not a  

necessary condition. He argues that non-sentient things have life and also  

strive to stay alive, and this constitutes a sufficient ground for moral 

considerability. It is in this regard that it is meaningful to say that  a tree can 

suffer even though it is never aware of this. Besides, pleasure and pain are 

just useful signals for making one's way in the world, but are definitely  not 

necessary because many things do not have the capacity to feel pleasure and 

pain yet they get along well in life.   

 

3. Only beings with desires and wants have moral standing.  

While it is in a tree’s interest to have water and sufficient light, it does not 

want these things and is not interested in them.  Goodpaster position here is 

that having desires and wants are not necessary for a thing to be valued for 

its own sake. That a thing strives to stay alive is sufficient. 



 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

We have examined the biocentric approach to environmental ethics, with 

particular reference to the accounts of two of its principal proponents, Taylor 

and Goodpaster. Their central claim, which is representative of all biocentric 

positions is that all living entities have a moral standing that should be given 

adequate consideration in environmental ethics  

 

 

Post-Test 

1. Discuss the central claim of environmental biocentrism. 

2. Outline Taylor’s  argument for biocentrism. 

3. From Taylor’s perspective, outline the general duties humans have 

towards all living entities. 

4. Highlight Goodpaster’s analysis of the objections against the biocentric 

position. 
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LECTURE SIX        

 

Ecocentrism in Environmental Ethics          

 

Introduction 

This lecture examines the idea of environmental ethics from the ecocentric 

perspective. This perspective is holistic in that it focuses on the moral standing of 

entire ecological systems and  the duties that require us to protect ecological 

systems. 

Objectives 

The objective of this lecture is to clarify the idea of environmental ecocentrism and 

have a good understanding of the following : 

1.The meaning of environmental ecocentrism. 

2. Arguments for and against ecocentrism. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. What is environmental ecocentrism? 

2. What is the difference between biocentrism and ecocentrism? 

3. Is there any justification for the position that entire ecosystems have moral 

standing? 

 

CONTENT 

 

Environmental Ecocentrism 

 



 

 

The term, ecocentrism, was conceived by Aldo Leopold in 1949 to denote the 

position that recognizes the  intrinsic value in all living things on earth regardless 

of their usefulness to humans. It encourages people to respect and care for the 

natural world, and all its component animals and plants for their own sake. 

Ecocentrism consists in an ontological belief that denies the anthropocentric claim 

that there is any existential difference between the human and the non-human 

aspects of nature that is sufficient to claim that only humans are bearers of inherent 

or intrinsic value. It also denies the claim that only humans possess a greater 

intrinsic value than non-human nature.  

 

Ecocentrism and ecocentric ethics offers a broad, holistic outward-looking 

viewpoint. It advocates respects for all life, especially the existence rights of all life 

forms on earth, and puts humans in a co-existing role with nature, not a dominating 

role. Essentially, ecocentrism places ecology and the ‘ecosphere’ at the centre of 

ethical perspective and locates the interests of humans as only a part of the 

ecological life on earth. 

Ecocentric ethics, also known as deep or dark green ethics, takes holistic entities as 

objects of ethical concern. Itrecognises the value and integrity of species and of 

ecosystemic places, as well as human and non-human organisms. However, while 

it is holistic, it does not exclude considerations of individual value. In addition, it 

still allows for conflicts between the interests of human and non-human nature; 

and on occasions, allows purely human interests to be considered as having an 

inferior value to non-human interests.  

Ecocentrism or dark green ethics holds that since nature has an intrinsic value and 

all natural beings, in the broadest sense, have independent moral status. It also 



 

 

affirms that environmental problems are not to be defined only in terms of  humans 

because other natural entities deserve protection regardless of their use or value to 

humans. Hence, deep or dark green ethics subscribes to the position that the entire 

ecological community constitutes the moral community. 

In essence,  ecocentrism, which refers to an earth centred approach, can be seen as 

a position within environmental ethics that tries to protect and enhance the quality 

of the natural environment by discouraging environmentally harmful human 

activities. It reassesses humanity's relationship with nature and encourages  the 

adoption of environmentally benign forms of political, economic, and social 

practices, systems and organisations.  The general claims  of ecocentric ethics may 

be highlighted thus: 

• It emphasises ecological wholes and moves away from individual plants and 

animals; it places value on ecological systems as wholes. 

• Ecocentric ethics is holisticand not individualistic in orientation. This holism 

has a "metaphysical" aspect which affirms that nature exists as a whole apart 

from or as real as its parts. Its "epistemological" dimension holds that the 

whole is the chief way to understand the parts. Its moral component claims 

that the entire natural system should be considered morally, independently of 

the individuals in that system. 

• An ecocentric ethics appeals to ecology in explaining and defending its 

conclusions with ecology understood as the study of the interactions of 

living organisms with each other and with their non-living environment. An 

ecosystem is an area in which a variety of living organisms interact in 

mutually beneficial ways with their living and nonliving environment (such 

as forests, wetlands, lakes, grasslands and deserts). Ecologists, like botanists 

and zoologists, focus more on interdependencies and relationships than on 



 

 

individual organisms. The term, ecology, emphasises such wholes as 

species, biotic diversity, ecological communities, ecosystems, and 

biological, chemical, and geological cycles. 

 

Two Proponents of  Ecocentric Ethics 

Aldo Leopold's Ecocentric  Ethics: "Land Ethic" 

Aldo Leopold rejects the view that human beings are superior to other species in 

nature or that  they may be considered to be “conqueror” over the land-community. 

He insists that because humans are just members and citizens of the earth as other 

co-tenants of the natural environment, they are required to respect other earth's 

members and its communities. While this does not prevent the utilisation of the 

resources of nature, it guarantees the right of all the inhabitants or members of the 

natural environment to continue to exist in their natural habitats. 

Proponents of land ethics observes that because some members of the land 

community, and also some ecosystems have no economic value, they are 

considered to be of no value, are ignored or even destroyed. Aldo in this regard 

contends that every aspect of nature, notwithstanding their economic value should 

be conserved. His land ethic holds that humans need to realize that: 

 

1. Land is not merely soil but living. 

2.Native plants and animals keep the energy circuit open while others may not. 

3. Man-made changes are of a different order than evolutionary changes, and have 

effects that are more comprehensive than is intended or foreseen. 

4. Food chains are living channels of energy just as the soil is. 



 

 

 

In addition to the above, the land ethics reflects an ecological conscience and in 

turn leaves us with the responsibility of the health of the land. Awareness and 

taking responsibility of our actions is nothing that can be disagreed with and more 

people need this sense of respect. Thus, Leopold’s ecocentric land ethic also 

includes the following claims: 

1. The ecological community includes soils, waters, plants, and animals; or 

collectively, the land. 

2. Human value is to be located in the context of land value. This is because it 

is the land community that has ultimate value and human value is to be seen 

within that context. 

3. The land is conceived as a holistic, interconnected, ecological web or 

ecosystem that has moral standing. 

4. Land is not mere property, commodity or resource to be exploited for human 

ends. Rather it is a moral community to which we belong. 

5. Land is not something to be viewed in solely economic terms, as a matter of 

mere expediency or self-interest without any ethical obligations. 

6. Humans are plain members and citizens,” not conquerors of the "land-

community. The conqueror role is morally inappropriate and practically 

suspect. Hence, if it ever made sense to see humans as tamers or conquerors 

of the wilderness, it no longer does today. 

7. The view that humans can manage nature involves the assumption that we 

have knowledge of the workings of nature which we do not have now and 

which we are not likely to have anytime soon. Thus, the conqueror role or 

perception of human beings is self-defeating. This is because it implicitly 

assumes that the conqueror knows just what makes the community work 



 

 

when in reality the biotic mechanism is so complex that its workings may 

never be fully understood. 

8. A thing or action is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, 

and beauty of the biotic community and wrong when it tends otherwise.  

 

Callicott’s Beyond "The Land Ethic" 

Callicott, in line with the idea of ecocentrism, contends that entire ecological 

communities should be part of the moral equation. While he agrees that we should 

be compassionate and sympathetic towards other members of our biotic 

community, we should not let our emotions direct us so far as to change the natural 

order and focus of the community. Callicott affirms that our ethical system, as it 

deals with the environment, should focus on how to preserve it as it is and maintain 

the natural order and rhythm of things. While many environmentalists assume that 

the best thing to do would be to interfere with nature in an effort to preserve or 

promote its welfare, Callicott argues that by interfering with nature, the entire 

ecosystem is thrown off-balance. He explains that naturally, how things work in 

the ecosystem is good and we should not do anything to change that, even if it 

means stepping in to better the future of species within specific ecosystems.  

Callicott agrees with Leopold’s ecocentrism as espoused in his “land ethic”. Both 

are agreed that if humans along with plants and animals are indeed distantly kin 

members of a biotic community, then we should work to preserve the natural state 

of the community as it was created. According to Callicott, humans ought to feel 

sympathy and benevolence towards fellow members of the ecological community 

and always show loyalty and respect to the community as such. 

  



 

 

Ecocentric values and goals 

The values promoted by the ecocentric ethics include the following:  

1. The aesthetic (beauty) value of nature: questions that are raised in this 

regard include: is all pristine nature beautiful? Is valuing nature for its 

beauty anthropocentric, too relativistic and subjective to be useful for 

policy? Is aesthetic value too weak a value compared to the economic value 

used to justify destroying nature? Do we  not need to protect ugly nature 

too? 

2. Stability : Ecocentrism strives to maintain the stability of ecological systems. 

However, this does not mean that nature is or should beunchanging as  

change is essential to ecosystems. However, it should be either resilient (in  

the sense that if disturbed, it has a strong disposition to return to its pre-

disturbance state) or resistant to being disturbed/upset in the first place.                     

Some ecologists, known as disequilibrium ecologists, suggest that many 

ecosystems, in reality, are not by nature stable or  balanced. Consequently,  

ecocentric thinkers such as Aldo Leopold may be exhorting us to preserve 

stability in ecosystems,  which really is something which sometimes or quite 

often does not exist. If this were so, we have no duty to preserve ecosystems 

that are not stable in the first instance. Besides, it is argued that the view that  

ecosystems were stable conflicts with the environmentalist idea of the 

"delicate balance" of ecosystems on the ground that if they were so stable, 

they should be able to handle human assaults.   

3. Integrity : The idea of the  integrity of ecosystems is understood by many 

ecocentric scholars to mean that nature’s wholeness should be preserved and 

species should be restored to ecosystems. A question often raised in 

connection with the issue of the integrity of ecosystems is:Does human 



 

 

involvement always reduce the integrity of ecosystems? Does it always 

distort the wholeness of nature. 

4. Ecosystem Health: This is about the capacity of an ecosystem to carry out 

its biological and ecological functions, such as water and nutrient cycling. It 

should be noted that, incontrast to integrity, humans can improve ecosystem 

health by, for instance, preserving species that is threatened by natural 

extinction.  Be that as it may, we need to understand that while ecosystem 

health is partially an evaluative, subjective or relative notion, its advocates 

carry on as if it is purely objective and not subjective. They seem to sneak in 

their preferred states for ecosystems into their conception of ecosystem 

health? This invariably suggest that ecosystem health is anthropocentric? 

5. Diversity of species, of genes, and of ecosystems. There is a suggestion 

that human bioengineering would enhance ecosystems in terms of 

maintaining biodiversity when this requires that we work against nature in 

those cases where natural extinction is taking place. 

Problems with Ecocentrism 

Ecocentrism is confronted with a number of problems which include : 

• Lack of total agreement among ecologists about proper scientific methods 

and models to adopt in the study of nature as well as a dearth of consensus 

on conclusions about nature. 

• There is a lot of difficulty of drawing ethical conclusions from scientific 

observations. 

 

Conclusion 



 

 

The ecocentric approach to environmental ethics has been examined in this 

lecture. Apart from a highlight of the general claims of ecocentrism, the 

lecture also paid special attention to two of its major advocates, Aldo 

Leopold and James Callicott. It also discussed some of the basic goals and 

values of the ecocentric approach to environmental ethics. 

 

 

Post-Test 

 

1. Highlight the central claims of environmental ecocentrism 

2. Discuss Aldo Leopold’s  argument for ecocentrism. 

3. Examine Callicott’s perspective on ecocentrism. 

4. Identify the major values and goals of the ecocentric approach to 

environmental ethics. 
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LECTURE SEVEN 

 

Environmental Justice, Socio-Economic Injustice and the Question of Peace in 
Nigeria 

 

Introduction 

This lecture examines the idea of environmental justice from both the 

anthropocentric and life-centred perspectives. While the former denies, the latter 

affirms that the idea of environmental justice should be extended from the fair 

treatment and involvement of people in the distribution of environmental benefits 

and burdens to the fair treatment of everything in nature such that no part of nature 

is particularly disadvantaged or harmed by having its nature deformed or impacted 

negatively. Taking the example of the Niger-Delta region of Nigeria, this lecture 

seeks to establish that environmental injustice is perpetuated in the Niger Delta 

region from both perspectives. It also outlines how the prevailing environmental 

injustice, perpetuated in the region mainly by Multinational Oil Corporations 

operating in Nigeria, with the complicity of agents and Parastatals of the Federal 

Government of Nigeria, generates socio-economic injustice and in the final 

analysis, violent conflicts, in the region.  

 

Objectives 

The objectives of this lecture is to clarify the nature of environmental injustice, 

show how this leads to socio-economic injustice that propel people to resort to 



 

 

violence in the attempt to either protect or promote their rights. At the end of this 

lecture, we are expected to have a clear understanding of: 

1.The nature of environmental injustice. 

2. The relationship between environmental and socio-economic injustice. 

3. The nature of environmental injustice in the Niger-Delta region of Nigeria. 

4. How  environmental injustice underpins the crisis in the Niger-Delta region 

of Nigeria. 

 

Pre-Test 

1. What is environmental injustice? 

2. Discuss how environmental injustice can result in socio-economic 

injustice.  

 

CONTENT 

 

The Idea of Environmental Justice 

A conception of environmental justice hold that it relates to the fair treatment and 

involvement of people in the distribution of environmental benefits and burdens 

among different segments of society. Environmental justice is taken to exist when 

everyone, irrespective of race, colour, national origin, social status, income or any 

other consideration employed to categorise people, enjoys the same level of 

protection from environmental hazards and an equal access to the decision making 

process for an healthy environment. This conception of environmental justice is 

anthropocentric by assuming that only humans have an intrinsic moral value on the 

basis of which they have  interests, needs or rights that require them to be treated 

justly. This idea of human intrinsic moral value is often premised on the claim that 

they have self consciousness or subjective experiences in a way that non-humans 



 

 

do not. This idea is, however, very questionable as it is established that mammals 

and birds do feel pain and pleasure. There have also been claims, though hard to 

substantiate, that some plants are not just conscious, but also psychic.  

The view that the notions of rights and justice are only meaningful within the 

context of beings who can honour contracts is also flawed. Apart from excluding 

non-humans, it also excludes human infants, young children and mentally 

defective people from beings with rights and who should be treated fairly. 

However, these categories of people constitute the most vulnerable in society that 

should be protected, and their incapacity to honour contracts does not in any way 

suggest that they can be treated unfairly. 

Indeed, any being or thing that could suffer or be damaged by having its nature 

deformed should be treated fairly with regards to the distribution of benefits and 

burdens. At least, such harm should be considered in deliberations and decisions 

about the environment. Thus, rather than define environmental justice only in 

human terms, the fact that other non-human beings could be harmed by human 

activities that affect the environment necessitates that their interest should also be 

considered in any discourse on environmental justice. This suggests that the usual 

conception of environmental injustice is quite narrow. Humans constitute only a 

part of the environment, and they interact intricately and extensively with virtually 

every other aspect of nature in such a way that requires that their impacts on the 

environment should be considered beyond how these would affect human well 

being. 

Hence, the notion of environmental justice should be extended from the fair 

treatment and involvement of people in the distribution of environmental benefits 

and burdens to the fair treatment of everything in nature such that no part of nature 



 

 

is particularly disadvantaged or harmed by having its nature deformed or impacted 

negatively. The broad conception of environmental justice being advocated is akin 

to that of deep ecology, which maintains that the well-being and flourishing of 

human and non-human life on earth have value in themselves. These values are 

independent of the usefulness of the non-human world for human purposes. Indeed, 

adequate consideration should be given to the view that the non-human 

components of the environment also has moral claims of its own and deserves 

respect for its own sake. 

 

The Nexus between  Environmental and Socio-Economic Injustice in the 
Niger-Delta   

It follows from the above that environmental injustice is perpetuated in the Niger-

Delta region through oil production in two distinct ways. First is by the exposure of 

the environment itself to harm: land is badly degraded, air and waters heavily 

polluted, wild life, and the hitherto serene and beautiful natural flora are destroyed 

consequent of oil spillage, gas flaring, forest encroachment and other activities 

associated with oil production. The primary harm on the environment births the 

second sense in which environmental injustice is perpetuated: indigenous people 

are exposed to grievous environmental hazards resulting in serious health 

challenges. Their sources of livelihood, primarily fishing and farming are also 

destroyed. Thus, people in this region carry the environmental burden of the oil 

industry, which is the mainstay of the Nigerian economy in a way that people in 

other regions, who seem to benefit more from the oil industry do not. For instance, 

due to frequent oil spills, a year's supply of food may destroyed, and the 

environment is increasingly becoming uninhabitable. People in affected areas are 

confronted by diverse health problems that include respiratory problems and skin 



 

 

lesions resulting in many cases of death. Advocates of the potential compensation 

criterion might attempt to justify the environmental burden of the oil industry in 

the Niger Delta in terms of the overall economic gains for the country, and 

particularly the fact that the region is given a higher percentage of the revenue 

from the oil industry. This is the controversial 13% of oil revenue to compensate 

for the degradation of the environment and consequent loss of earnings due to oil 

prospecting activities. However, this is easily faulted on the ground that utility is 

not always coterminous with justice. That a practice has a higher utility does not 

mean that it is just. Hence, the violation of  the right of the people of the Niger 

delta region to a good environment and a reasonable means of good and healthy 

living cannot be justified on the ground that it brings a higher utility for the entire 

country. 

Besides, from the perspective of environmental justice movement, environmental 

degradation and reduced public health of the people of the Delta region can never 

be compensated monetarily. This is rendered more obvious by the fact that the 

touted 13% compensation has not had any significant impact on the local people of 

the region while the environmental injustice persists unchecked: for example, 

Unemployment remains high, especially among youths, social services (for 

education, health, recreation, etc) and physical infrastructure are still poor 

everywhere in the region, while the problem of poverty in the midst of the 

increasing oil revenues remains intractable. 

There is an intricate relationship between environmental injustice in the Niger-

Delta region, understood specifically as the unfair distribution of environmental 

benefits and burdens, and socio-economic injustice. The idea of socio-economic 

justice is generally premised on the common understanding that people should 

benefit from socio-economic enterprise in proportion to their contribution to it.  



 

 

Hence, any uneven distribution of socio-economic benefits is unjust when it is not 

proportional to people's contribution to the generation of such socio-economic 

benefits. Such benefits include good education, medical care, clean water, 

electricity, good road network, and other basic necessities that facilitate good 

social existence. 

Indeed, much of the manifestations of socio-economic injustice in the Niger Delta 

region is a product of the unfair distribution of environmental burdens and benefits 

that are directly linked to the oil exploration and production in the region. The 

common argument is that the Niger Delta region, which bears the burden of oil 

production that constitutes the mainstay of the Nigerian economy, is denied its fair 

share of the proceed of the oil revenue generated from it. What it gets primarily 

include the destruction of the traditional means of livelihood of its indigenes, a 

denial of spiritual succour through the destruction of sacred forests and shrines as a 

result of oil production, contamination of waters and destruction of aquatic life, 

loss of homes to oil business, thereby worsening the problem of unemployment 

and poverty.  

The Prevailing Injustice in the Niger-Delta: The Roles of Oil Corporations 
and Government 

Much of the environmental injustice in the Niger Delta region is attributed to the  

unethical production techniques adopted by  oil corporations. They not only fail in 

maintaining "good oil field practices" but also in taking adequate steps to check, 

redress or compensate for the hazardous impacts of their activities on both the 

environment and the people of the region. They are alleged to carry out exploration  

with absolute disregard for the basic principles of sustainable environmental 

management.  



 

 

However, many of the oil corporations in the region argue that they do their best to 

minimize the harmful effects of their activities on the environment and also 

contribute meaningfully to social development as a means of reducing problems of 

socio-economic injustice. Shell Petroleum Development Company of Nigeria 

(SPDC), for instance, in its annual reports claims compliancewith government's 

environmental guidelines and standards for the petroleum industry in Nigeria by at 

least 87 percent in the bid to minimize the negative impacts of their operations on 

the environment. It claims further that as at 1st Oct 2011 it has completed and 

certified 71 out of the 74 spill incidents that happened before 2005, the last three 

are at various stages of completion and we are confident we will complete these. 

SPDC also often chronicles various projects embarked upon to alleviate poverty, 

provide employment, facilitate law and order, basic education, and other essential 

services and facilities, as part of its contribution to address socio-economic 

injustice in the Niger Delta region.  

Besides the efforts made by oil companies, the Federal Government of Nigeria 

(FGN), over the years, has also tried to redress both environmental and socio-

economic injustice in the Niger Delta. For instance, laws are designed to enhance 

socio-economic development and security,  protect the environment and the rights 

of the people of the region, and also guarantee that oil exploration and production 

conform to international standards. These include the Environment Impact 

Assessment Act (Decree 86 of 1992).  Parastatals are also established to ensure 

that relevant laws are obeyed by oil companies, that they carry out their operations 

according to international oil industry standards and practices, and that social 

development is facilitated in communities where oil is derived. These include 

Department of Petroleum Resources (DPR), 1970, Federal Environmental 

Protection Agency (FEPA), 1988, the Oil Mineral Producing Areas Developing 



 

 

Corporation (OMPADEC), 1992, the Petroleum Trust Fund (PTF), 1994, and the 

Niger-Delta Development Commission (NDDC), in 2000. 

However, in spite of all that oil companies and the FGN claim to do in the Niger 

Delta, the environmental and socio-economic problems remain unsolved, spawning 

discontent and disillusion in the midst of ballooning oil revenues. This is not 

surprising as a fundamental cause of the problems remain unsolved. A reason for 

the constant recurrence of oil spillages and persistence of associated environmental 

and socio-economic injustices in the region is that oil companies have not shown 

sufficient commitment to the resolution of these problems. As they embark upon 

various projects in the name of corporate social responsibility their operational 

principle appears to be "good environmentalism is good business". This prescribes 

that business acts responsibly towards the environment only when this would 

enhance their business interests.   

Other factors underlying the persistence of environmental and socio-economic 

injustice relates to government. Oil companies often accuse it of failing to fund its 

share of joint ventures designed to resolve or alleviate injustices in the region. It is 

also often found to be inefficient in implementing and enforcing environmental 

protection laws, thereby allowing oil companies to get away with several 

infringements. Besides, many of the government agencies with oversight functions 

in the oil industry lack the means and the mandate to clean oil spills. They 

maintain that this is the primary responsibility of the polluters, who contrary to 

their claims are often elusive with regards to this responsibility. The situation is 

further complicated, on the part of both the oil companies and government, by the 

"benefit captor syndrome", which refers to the diversion of compensations by those 

who receive them on behalf of communities to their own personal advantage. 



 

 

 

Outcome of Perceived Environmental/Socio-Economic Injustice in the Niger-
Delta Region: Resort to violence 

Indigenes of the Niger Delta, confronted by  persistent environmental and socio-

economic injustice, have often resorted to violence in their demand for justice. 

This is not unusual as people naturally tend to resent, resist and attempt to either 

reform or overturn any unjust social arrangement by whatever means available. 

The demand started when the Niger Delta Volunteer Force (NDVF) declared a 

Republic of the Niger Delta. After this came the non-violent social movement of 

the Movement for the Survival of the Ogoni People (MOSOP) led by Saro Wiwa. 

With his execution by the government of Sanni Abacha in 1994 and the violent 

approach adopted by government to repress demands for justice, there emerged 

several militant groupsand with them, the non-violent demand for justice 

snowballed into a violent struggle against government and oil companies perceived  

by the people of the Niger Delta as responsible for their socio-economic 

impoverishment. Demands for justice, in recent times, range from a total control of 

the resources of the region by indigenes to increase in the percentage of the oil 

revenue that is allocated for the development of the region, and greater 

commitments from oil companies to the ideals of corporate social responsibility.  

Unfortunately, rather than resolve the perceived injustice, the violent approach, 

adopted by both government and militant groups, has only complicated the 

problem in the region. For one, criminally minded groups take advantage of the 

militant stance of legitimate groups to vandalise oil pipelines and steal crude oil, 

kidnap expatriates for ransom, and engage in other criminal activities. Realising 

the obvious inefficiency of the use of violence in checking the spate of violence in 

the Niger Delta, government in 2009 evolved the amnesty approach that militants 



 

 

who surrender arms within 60 days would not be prosecuted for crimes. Rather, 

they would be reintegrated and rehabilitated. 

An argument for the Amnesty programme is that relative peace has to be first 

established before the problems with development and socio-economic injustice 

could be effectively addressed. However, while many militants have responded by 

surrendering their arms, many have not. More importantly, the amnesty 

programme has not addressed the root cause of the problem of environmental and 

socio-economic injustice emanating from the activities of the oil companies in the 

region, and until the root cause is effectively addressed, peace cannot be truly 

achieved in the region. 

 

Resolving the Problem of Environmental Injustice: The Idea Global 
Citizenship  

The idea of global citizenship has many meanings and has become somewhat of a 

buzzword often used to motivate people into social action for public good. 

Generally, a global citizen is a person that has a deep respect for all humans 

irrespective of race, nationality, religion or creed. It connotes having a universal 

sympathy for all, and due regard for the fundamental dignity and rights of the 

human person beyond the barriers of nationality or any other consideration 

employed to classify people . 

 

A practical adoption of the ideal of global citizenship would facilitate a resolution 

of the problem of injustice in the Niger Delta given the understanding that it is, in a 

fundamental sense, generated by a widespread disrespect for the fundamental 

dignity and basic rights of the human person on the part of virtually all 



 

 

stakeholders in the Delta region of Nigeria. This disregard underlies the various 

roles played by all stakeholders in the Niger Delta crisis, especially oil companies 

and government. Hence, a resolution of the crisis in the Niger Delta would be 

enhanced if government and oil companies embrace the ideal of global citizenship 

which requires that they begin to give a sincere and adequate regard to the human 

dignity and fundamental rights of people in the Niger Delta. This would predispose 

oil corporations, being the primary cause of environmental pollution and injustice 

in the Niger Delta, to be more committed to issues of environmental justice, even 

when this does not necessarily translate into good business for them.  

Although the proposal of global citizenship is based on the anthropocentric 

conception of justice and, if given a widespread practical recognition, would only 

address injustice that affect humans while other components of the environment 

would be largely ignored, it at least offers a means of getting stakeholders to 

become more committed to the resolution of environmental and socio-economic 

problems in the region. Besides, the non human component of the environment 

would still benefit from a anthropocentric environmental justice, even though the 

benefit accruable to it would only be a by-product of the pursuit of benefits for the 

human component. As stakeholders pay attention to the environment in an attempt 

to enhance human interests, the environment would also be preserved and 

enhanced. 

The ideal of global citizenship, if well propagated, would motivate people to act on 

the basis of the consciousness that oil companies, as the primary cause of 

environmental injustice, do not give enough regard to the fundamental dignity and 

basic rights of the indigenes of the Niger Delta. For instance, it would motivate 

people, among other actions to (1) boycott goods that are not produced in ways that 

are environmentally friendly and (2) refrain from investing in such companies. If 



 

 

these were to be practiced consistently, it would, given the operational principle of 

oil companies that good environmentalism is good business, provide additional 

motivation for oil companies to address environmental and related socio-economic 

problems. At least, if a business organization realizes that customers want strong 

environmental policies, it would operate in line with this demand otherwise it 

would lose sales, which is not profit maximizing.  

 

Conclusion 

This lecture examined the idea of environmental justice from both the 

anthropocentric and life-centred perspectives. With specific reference to the 

Niger-Delta region of Nigeria, this lecture established that environmental 

injustice is perpetuated in the Niger Delta region from both perspectives. It 

also outlined how the prevailing environmental injustice, perpetuated in the 

region mainly by Multinational Oil Corporations operating in Nigeria, with 

the complicity of agents and parastatals of the Federal Government of 

Nigeria, have generated socio-economic injustice and also violent conflicts 

in the region.  

 

 

Post-Test 

1. Explain what environmental justice is. 

2. Discuss how environmental injustice underlie the problem of socio-

economic injustice and the violent crisis in the Niger-Delta region of 

Nigeria. 

3. Discuss  how the problem of environmental injustice in the Niger-Delta 

region of Nigeria could be effectively resolved.  
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LECTURE EIGHT 

 

African Indigenous Culture  and the Quest for Environmental Justice

 

Introduction 

This lecture clarifies the nature of indigenous African culture and specifies how 

Africans, traditionally, have been relating with the natural environment. We would 

also identify important aspects of the indigenous African culture, with special 

emphasis on the Yoruba culture, that could be adapted to enhance environmental 

justice incontemporary society . 

 

Objectives 

The objectives of this lecture include a clarification of the nature of culture and  

indigenous culture before proceeding to an examination of some key aspects of  

indigenous African culture that are relevant to environmental ethics and 

environmental justice. The expectation is that by the end of this lecture, candidates 

would have a good grasp of : 

 

1. What culture is; 

2. Indigenous African culture; 

3. Aspects of indigenous African culture that are relevant to environmental 

ethics; and 

4.  Elements of  indigenous African culture that could be adapted to enhance 

environmental justice in contemporary African society. 



 

 

 

Pre-Test 

1. Define indigenous African culture. 

2. Provide a reason for the position that indigenous African culture is 

antithetical to environmental justice. 

3. Identify a feature of any indigenous African culture that is consistent with 

the demands of environmental justice.  

 

CONTENT 

 

Culture and Indigenous  African Culture 

The term, “culture”, has a number of definitions, but broadly speaking, it refers to 

a complex of the “attitudes, values and beliefs”, as well as the traditional 

institutions of a people. Alternatively, it may be described as the totality of the way 

of life of a people, which includes their thought system, language, value system, 

traditional practices and institutions. In anthropology and intercultural 

communication fields, culture is taken to include all our socially learned behaviour. 

Quite often, the culture of a people is manifest not only in their art, music and 

dance, but also in their dispositions, daily activities, social organizations and 

technology. Besides, there is usually an intricate relationship between the culture, 

religion and the moral system of a people such that the religious and moral systems 

of a people may be correctly described as elements of culture. 

If culture may be described as encompassing all socially learned behaviour, 

indigenous African culture may simply be described as all the socially learned 

behaviour of the traditional African peoples. These would include not only their 

art, music and dance, but also dispositions, beliefs, daily activities, social 



 

 

organizations and technology. The culture indigenous to the African people 

consists of the totality of the ways of life they have evolved over time in their 

effort to contend with the exigencies of life as these are manifested within their 

peculiar environmental and social context. 

 

Environmental Ethics and the Question of Environmental Justice 

Environmental ethics, among other things, is concerned with a correct 

determination of the moral value that the non-human natural world has and the 

prescription of the appropriate ethical response to the environment from humans in 

order to ensure that the moral value of the natural environment is preserved or 

restored as the case might be. The notion of environmental justice, is concerned 

with the appropriate distribution of benefits and burdens among all the beings and 

things that constitute the environment.   

 

Environmental Justice and the Prevalent Conception of Indigenous African 
Culture  

Today, there is the perception that in many traditional African societies, the 

general outlook towards the environment in anthropocentric, with everything in the 

natural environment considered to exist for the sake of humans. As such, nature is 

believed to be exploited by traditional Africans primarily for human benefits 

without any consideration for the non-human aspect of the natural environment. 

Many African cultural practices appear to support this idea. For instance, there is 

the traditional farming practice which seems to encourage the destruction of 

natural vegetation for farming, widely regarded as the most important cultural 

heritage of the African people. There is also the indigenous hunting practices that 



 

 

do not seem to give much consideration to the continued existence of specific 

animal species.  

However, the perception that African indigenous practices encourage an 

indiscriminate and unjust exploitation of the environment needs to be reconsidered 

for a number of reasons: 

1. There is the traditional African metaphysical outlook, with specific reference 

to nature, that has been described as eco-bio-communitarian. This implies a 

recognition and acceptance of the interdependence and value of the peaceful 

co-existence of all the components of the natural environment: earth, plants, 

animals and humans. This has some affinity with James Lovelock’s Gaiatheory 

and like it, recognises a symbiotic relationship between humans and the other 

elements of the natural environment.  Within this traditional African 

metaphysical outlook, it has also been argued that the distinction between 

everything in existence is slim and flexible. This fact is illustrated, for 

example, in the belief that some humans, in certain circumstances, can 

transform into animals, plants, and other elements of nature such as rivers and 

wind. This belief is very prevalent within the traditional African system and 

has very significant implications for the way nature is approached by 

traditional Africans.   

Indeed, the traditional Yoruba and quite a number of other traditional African 

tribes believe strongly that a human spirit can inhabit such animals as cats, 

rodents, goats, deer, certain birds and even such insects as the grasshopper. In 

this regard, there are several mythical accounts of people that were transformed 

into trees, rivers, rocks, and various animals (lions, leopards and crocodiles) 

and are consequently deemed as sacred. For example, there is the account of 



 

 

how three women, all wives of an extraordinary man, named Sango, a king of 

the old Oyo empire, who has been deified by traditional Yoruba people, were 

transformed into three rivers that are named after them: Oya; Osun ; and Oba.  

Given the traditional belief that at least some humans, by some supernatural 

means or at death, can transform or be transformed into other things or beings 

in nature, many traditional Africans tend to treat the different entities of the 

natural environment with much respect because for all they know, these might 

have had a previous human existence, or alternatively, they might also end up 

in any of these forms of existence after death.  

However, it should be noted that the idea that humans can be transformed into 

other beings or things is not peculiar to traditional Africans as variants of it 

have been espoused by Western scholars. We have for instance, the idea of the 

transmigration (metempsychosis) discussed in the works of Plato, Pythagoras, 

Julius Caesar, and a host of others.  

2. The idea, held by the traditional Yoruba people, and quite a number of 

traditional African peoples that nature is not just material but also spiritual, 

with there being a unity among everything in nature: living and non-living 

(ancestors), human and non-human. This requires that the good of all be 

pursued at all times. It is widely held among  traditional Africans that apart 

from humans, animal, plants and even such natural elements as rocks, waters, 

mountains, and fire have spirits, some of which are malevolent while others are 

benevolent.  

Hence, the traditional Yoruba, as many other traditional Africans, hold that 

everything in the natural environment should be treated with respect, so as to 

avoid the wrath of the malevolent spirits and attract the favour of the 



 

 

benevolent ones, both of which are rife in nature. It is for this reason that the 

traditional Yoruba hold that animals should not be killed indiscriminately as 

some of them are extremely powerful, spiritually.  

Hence, scholars, such as Segun Ogungbemi, argue that by virtue of the fact 

that the traditional Yoruba people believe in the communion of spirits, they 

uphold an environmental ethics of nature-relatedness which seeks a peaceful 

co-existence between nature and humans, in which nature is treated with some 

reasonable concern for its worth, survival and sustainability. 

3. There is an indigenous African wisdom on environment related issues that 

suggests an environmental ethics of conservation of both natural and human 

resources. It is premised on the moral code of not taking more than what is 

really needed from the environment.  

4. Traditionally, there are a number of cherished values that are closely connected 

with environmental justice.  These include "respect for elders," and "strong 

family ties".  

A. Respect for elders includes the recognition of the expectation of the elders of 

the community, both the living and those that have become ancestors, upon 

the present generation to take good care of and also to use responsibly, all 

the resources bequeathed to them; and these include the environment. In this 

regard, it is held that the present generation has a moral responsibility to 

exploit the resources of the natural environment now at their disposal in a 

way that would not put future generations at a disadvantage because if the 

previous generation had not used the resources of nature responsibly, the 

present generation would not be in any position to benefit from them. It is of 

interest to observe here that the value of respect for elders, within the 



 

 

context of the Yoruba culture, provides a basis for a traditional 

environmental ethic that incorporates the rudiments of the idea of 

intergenerational environmental justice. 

B. With the value placed on strong family ties, the traditional Yoruba people 

maintain that the resources of nature are jointly owned by members of the 

larger family and not by isolated individuals. Hence, nature must be 

carefully and responsibly utilised for the good of all.  

5. There is a Yoruba ontological and religious belief that incorporates a sense of 

environmental justice. This holds that humans are tenants on earth the same 

way other natural and supernatural beings are. It emphasises that nature serves 

as an abode for different forms of life and categories of beings, and humans do 

not have any justification to lay claim to any superior right over the natural 

environment that would put other co-tenants of the natural environment at a 

disadvantage. As such, by the Yoruba ontology, humans have no right and no 

justification to exploit the environment to the disadvantage of its non-human 

component. 

 

Quest for Environmental Justice and Sustainability: The Traditional Yoruba 
Approach 

With the understanding that the natural environment belongs to both its human and 

non-human tenants, the traditional Yoruba people hold that nature is not to be 

exploited for only human wellbeing, but should be related with in a way that would 

be to the advantage of all its stakeholders, human and non-human alike. In this 

regard, the following are some of the traditional environmental conservative 

approaches that have been adopted:  



 

 

1. Certain parts of the natural environment are conserved in the form of  igbó rò 

or igbó Irúnmolè (forest of spirits/celestial forces), and also sacred streams, 

lakes and rivers. Here, virtually all forms of human exploitation of natural 

resources are prohibited with the effect that the natural balance of the bio-

system is preserved. This includes the natural flora as well as the animal and 

aquatic life.  

2. Many animal species, such as the eye ògà (decorous bird), vulture, parrot, 

various reptiles and the buffalo, and also specific plant species, such as igi 

ashopin (ashopin tree) and igi irókò (iroko tree) are treated as sacred and are 

thus conserved in traditional Yoruba societies as well as in other traditional 

African societies.  

3. The soil is not treated as merely inanimate, but rather, with reverence to the 

extent that it is appeased with libations, invocations or rituals before activities 

such as farming is commenced. This is done with the intention of stimulating 

and maintaining a cautious awareness on the part of the users not to engage in 

conducts that would degrade the soil. 

Thus, there are clear indications that, within the Yoruba cultural milieu, an 

environment conservation attitude, born out of a sense of respect and care for 

the environment, is central in the human relationship with the natural 

environment.  

 

Value of Indigenous Yoruba Culture in the Quest for Environmental 
Sustainability and Justice in Contemporary Society 

There are several aspects of the traditional environmental ethics of the Yoruba 

people that could be refined and propagated in contemporary society in the 



 

 

continued bid to ensure environmental sustainability and justice. These  include 

the: 

• traditional African metaphysical outlook that construes nature as eco-bio-

communitarian. This recognises and accepts the interdependence and value 

of the peaceful and mutually beneficial co-existence of all the components of 

the natural environment: earth, plants, animals and humans; 

• understanding that nature is not just material but also spiritual, and that there 

exists a unity among everything in nature: living and non-living (ancestors), 

human and non-human, which requires that everything in the natural 

environment should be treated with respect, with due regard given to their 

value and sustainability at all times; 

• traditional environmental ethics of conservation of both natural and human 

resources which is premised on the moral code of not taking more than what 

is actually needed from the environment; 

• traditional understanding that the present generation has a moral 

responsibility to utilise the resources of the natural environment, now at their 

disposal, in ways that would not put future generations at a disadvantage 

because if the previous generation had not utilised the resources of nature 

responsibly, the present generation would not be in any position to benefit 

from them; and 

• indigenous belief that humans are tenants on earth the same way other 

natural and supernatural beings are with the implication that humans do not 

have any justification to lay claim to any superior right over the natural 

environment that would put its other co-tenants at a disadvantage. By 

Yoruba ontology, humans have no right or justification to exploit nature to 

the disadvantage of its non-human component.  



 

 

 

Conclusion 

The lecture clarified the nature of culture and  indigenous culture and also 

examined some of the key aspects of indigenous African culture that are 

relevant to environmental ethics and environmental justice. This is to 

establish that traditional Africans, contrary to prevalent assumptions, are not 

necessarily anthropocentric in their relationship with the natural 

environment. We have also highlighted elements of  indigenous Yoruba 

culture that could be adapted to enhance environmental justice in 

contemporary society. 

 

 

Post-Test 

1. Define culture and indigenous African culture.  

2. Critically examine the view that traditional Africans are anthropocentric 

in their relationship with the environment.  

3. Specify key elements of indigenous Yoruba culture that may be adapted 

in contemporary society in the bid to enhance environmental justice and 

sustainability.  
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