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It is frequently argued that the root of our current environmental crisis lies in our homocentrism – our belief  that nothing in the universe has intrinsic value except mankind. It is our vanity which leads us to think that we alone have intrinsic worth and that the rest of nature can be exploited and ravaged for our benefit. Pride, fuelled by our scientific and technological triumphs, is the true cause of our disastrous approach to the environment. Until we conquer our Pride, abandon homocentrism, and adopt a biocentric attitude towards nature, in which we recognize the intrinsic value of all living things, the environmental crisis will always be with us. Acquiring the appropriate humility to do this will not be an easy task because homocentrism is so deeply entrenched in western culture, which currently possesses world dominance. For example, Judeo-Christian morality which informs western culture is essentially homocentric, as is western moral philosophy.

My paper offers a critical analysis of his standard critique of homocentrism. Intuitively one might think that Idealism would be the natural ally of biocentrism because both support holistic views of nature. However I argue, using an Idealist approach to virtue ethics,  that the concepts of homocentrism, biocentrism, and pride are more complex than this critique implies. I suggest that we need to distinguish between true and false pride and rational and irrational pride before we can determine if homocentrism necessarily involves the sin of pride.

I conclude that false pride is certainly part of the problem, as the biocentrics

maintain, but nevertheless a homocentric viewpoint is unavoidable in both theory and practice. When properly developed homocentrism does not imply false pride and hence is not incompatible with Idealism or antithetical to nature.
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1. Homocentric and Biocentric Ethics

One of the central debates among thinkers developing an environmental ethics is whether it should be homocentric ( man-centered ) or biocentric 

( nature – centered ). 

See: Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac, Oxford U Press, New York, 1949. Lynn White, “ The Historic Roots of our Ecological Crisis”, Science, March 1987. John Passmore, Man’s Responsibility for Nature, London, 1974. 

Both agree that the environment ought to be protected from the ravages of mankind, but they provide different theoretical justifications for the obligation. The homocentric argues that nature ought to be protected because of the benefits nature provides for mankind. On this view nature possesses only instrumental value, because it is a means for the survival and flourishing of mankind, which alone possesses intrinsic value. The homocentric argues that if we take a long range viewpoint the interests of nature and mankind will coincide. To squander our resources is imprudent; hence we all have a moral obligation to protect the environment. If we can control our imprudence, selfishness and greed, both man and nature will flourish.

The biocentrics, on the other hand, hold that nature as a whole possesses intrinsic value, hence nature ought to be protected for its own sake and not merely for the long range interests of mankind.  On this view mankind is seen as  integral to nature, as part of an interdependent ecological system which includes animals, plants and all living things. Within this system each part is seen as equally valuable.. The biocentric argues that you can’t abstract one part of the system, set it apart, and claim it is intrinsically valuable, while the rest is only instrumentally valuable. The biocentric believes that the root cause of our current environmental crisis is our homocentric attitude towards nature. Unless we abandon this repressive and exploitive attitude towards nature we will never solve the current environmental crisis.
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Acquiring the appropriate humility to achieve this change of attitude will not be an easy task according to the biocentrics, because they believe that  homocentricism is so deeply entrenched in western culture.  The biocentrics argue, for example,  that the Judeo – Christian religious tradition which informs western culture is essentially homocentric. That tradition teaches that God made humans in his own image. Humans are set apart from nature because they are spiritual beings possessing souls which are destined for eternal life. Animals and plants do not have souls so they are of little importance in the larger scheme of things when compared to humans. Its God’s will that humankind should have dominion over nature and use it for their own benefit. There is some evidence to support the biocentrics view. They point out that scripture often expresses a homocentric attitude. 

As the Bible says:

“ So God created man in his own image; male and female he created them. God blessed them and said to them: Be fruitful and increase, fill the earth and subdue it, rule over the fish in the sea. The birds of heaven, and every living thing that moves upon the earth.” ( The New English Bible, Oxford/ Cambridge 1970, Genesis, p.2 )

The biocentrics also believe that homocentricism is deeply entrenched in western moral philosophy. According to the biocentrics all of  the best developed , intellectually attractive western ethical theories are basically homocentric. Again there is some evidence which supports the biocentric claim.

Kantianism  certainly appears to be homocentric. Kantians hold that humans are set apart from nature because they are moral agents – creatures who possess rationality and freedom of choice. Because they are moral agents humans possess intrinsic value. Animals and plants do not have freedom of choice. They are not moral agents , hence they do not have intrinsic value. The first principle of Kantian ethics – the principle of respect for persons : always treat persons (moral agents) as ends – in – themselves and never merely as a means - does not apply to animals or plants  because they are not persons (moral agents). They do not have standing in a Kantian moral universe. As Kant says:
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“ Beings whose existence depends not on our will, but on nature, have nonetheless, if they are non-rational beings, only relative value as means and are consequently called things. Rational beings , on the other hand, are called persons because their nature already marks them out as ends - in – themselves.”  ( Kant, The Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, Translation H.J. Paton, Harper & Row, 1964 p.96 )

Contractarianism  also appears to be homocentric. Contractarians hold that morality can be justified by appeal to a hypothetical social contract agreed to by rational egoists (humans) pursuing their own self-interest. Only humans (rational egoists) could be involved in this social contract because only humans are capable of making contracts. Animals and plants , because they cannot enter into contracts or make promises, would not have standing in a Hobbsian moral universe.

See: Hobbes, Leviathan (1651). edited by C. B. MacPherson, Pelican Books, 1972.  Also Don MacNiven, Ethical Theory, T.V. Ontario, 1982, pp. 19-21.

Utilitarians may appear to have a more favourable attitude towards nature than the Kantians or the Hobbesians, since they hold that pleasure/happiness is the sole intrinsic good their moral universe expands to cover the whole of sentient existence. So animals, if not plants, would be included. According to the biocentrics utilitarianism becomes homocentric in practice. The utilitarians see humans as rational pleasure seekers, hence in cases of conflict with nature humans will put their own interests first. Ultimately it is impossible to protect nature by appealing to long range human interests. 
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The case of  the snail darter ( a small three inch fish of the perch family) illustrates the concerns of the biocentric. Environmental activists in the U.S.A. tried in the late 70’s to halt the Tellico Dam project on the Tennessee River in order to save the snail darter which was an endangered species. They failed to halt the project because there was no way to show that the loss of a rare species of perch would be equal to the human loss if the dam were not built.

See: B. G. Norton, “ Environmental Ethics and non-human rights” Environmental Ethics, Spring 1982 pp. 18-19

Intuitively one might think that Idealism would be the natural ally of biocentrism because both support holistic views of nature, but even idealism which recognizes that non-human existence is intrinsically valuable cannot escape the western cultural bias of homocentrism. F.H. Bradley, for example, holds that flora and fauna can be objects of duties but not subjects of rights. 

“ To have rights is not merely to be the object with respect to witch commands ( positive or prohibitory ) are addressed to others. If that were so, inanimate matter would have rights; the very dirt in the road would have a right to be taken up or let be – and this is barbarous.  … This answers the question. Has a beast rights? He is the object of duties, not the subject of rights.” (F.H. Bradley, Ethical Studies, Oxford, 1876/ 1989, p. 207/8)

To have rights an existence must be able to consciously recognize moral duties/rights and not just be their object. Animals and plants are not capable of reaching this level of awareness, hence they cannot be full participants in an idealist moral world.

According to the biocentric, homocentrism has turned western man into a self-centered vain creature that thinks that nothing else in the universe has                                                 

value except humans. Once we assume that mankind has a special place and purpose in the universe then it follows automatically that humans will be the most valuable beings in the universe and everything else will exist for their sake. It is our vanity which leads us to make the extravagant claim that we 
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alone in the universe possess intrinsic value. Pride fueled by our scientific and technological triumphs( perhaps even more than by greed, imprudence and theological conceit) is the true cause of our disastrous approach to our environment. Until we conquer our pride, abandon homocentrism and adopt a biocentric approach to nature, in which we recognize the intrinsic value of all living things, the environmental crisis will always be with us.

2. Homocentrism and the Sin of Pride

In order to assess the biocentric’s critique of homocentrism several things need to be done. First we need to determine the nature of pride, whether it is a virtue or a vice, and what relation it has, if any, to homocentrism. 

Other things which need to be done before the assessment would be complete include assessing the claims that western culture is essentially homocentric, that the Judeo-Christian theology/ morality is essentially homocentric, whether western moral philosophy ( including Kantianism, Contractariansm, Utilitarianism, and Idealism) is essentially homocentric.

All of these claims can be reasonably questioned but in this paper I will concentrate on the nature of pride and its relations with homocentrism. Perhaps we can consider some of other requirements during the discussion period.

For example, Kantianism appears to be a clearly articulated form of homocentrism but the other theories are more difficult to label homocentric straight away. 

Utilitarians, because they hold that pleasure is the sole intrinsic good, must logically expand their moral universe to include the whole of sentient existence. More properly they should be named zoocentric ( animal-centred) rather than homocentric. In theory Utilitarianism might not be homocentric but it may turn out to be homocentric in practice. (See Mill and Singer)
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Idealists are capable of developing beyond simple homocentrism. As moral agents mature their moral universe expands to include not only flora and fauna but the whole of creation. More properly they should be named Geocentric( earth-centered) or cosmocentric ( universe –centered).

See my Bradley’s Moral Psychology, Mellen Press, New York, 1987, p.240.

And modern contract theorists might have a richer moral world.. Animals, possibly plants, could have standing in a Rawlsian moral universe , if they could slip in under the veil of ignorance.  

See John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, Harvard U. 1971

It should also be noted that pride is considered a vice in the Judeo-Christian moral tradition. In fact it is one of the seven deadly sins, perhaps even the most deadly. The biocentrics appear to be unwittingly using Judeo-Christian values to attack Judeo-Christian culture – an odd procedure.

See, for example: Standford M Lyman, The seven Deadly Sins, St. Martain’s New York, 1978, Pride, pp. 136-183.

In any case the biocentric critique of homocentrism assumes that pride is a vice. This claim may appear self-evident, but it is not. It makes sense to contradict it – to say that pride is a virtue.  There are no necessary moral truths, hence the claim that pride is a vice needs to be defended. The biocentrics do not do this, nor do they provide a methodology for establishing whether an attitude is a virtue or a vice. 

For the purposes of this paper I will adopt an idealist definition of virtue and vice and an idealist methodology for establishing whether an attitude is a virtue or a vice. An idealist might define virtue as a structure of personality which facilitates healthy personal growth and the growth of healthy social relations. A vice as a structure of personality which inhibits healthy personal growth and inhibits the growth of healthy social relations.

See my Bradley’s Moral Psychology, 1987. See also, A. MacIntyre, After Virtue,  Notre Dame, 19
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Methodologically the idealists argue that a claim like “courage is a virtue” or “pride is a vice”, is neither purely a-priori or emperical. Rather they are universal prescriptions which contains both a-priori and emperical elements. Making moral judgements about intrinsic value is part of a complex process of creating the basic moral systems we intend to live by. Judgements of intrinsic value give expression to our fundamental values.

For the idealist moral thought parallels scientific thought  in this – we have to start with an a-priori assumption to get the process going. We cannot just go out and start blindly searching for scientific truth, as the simple minded empericist would have us do. Methodologically we must begin with a hypothesis or theory (the a-priori) and test it against our observations and/or laboratory experiments (the emperical). 

Nor can we just go out and  start blindly searching for moral wisdom. We must begin with a moral principle or system of moral principles – like the utilitarian principle of utility or the Kantian principle of respect for persons or the Judeo/ Christian principle of respect for life – and develop our moral thinking and conduct in accordance with them. Only in concert with lived experience can we determine whether a principle is satisfactory or not or whether a personality trait, like courage or pride will facilitate or inhibit healthy personal growth and the growth of healthy social relationships.

In practical reasoning there is a dialectical relationship holding between moral principles and lived experience which helps us develop and enrich our moral attitudes – or alter or abandon them if required. We learn, for example, that courage is more than merely overcoming our fears in the face of danger. We recognize that rashness or recklessness is not courage but foolishness or imprudence. When we recognize this our understanding of courage, fear and danger matures, it becomes richer and more reasonably balanced and we can cope better with fear and danger.
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Using this idealist definition of virtue and vice and idealist methodology for determining when a personality structure is to be considered a virtue or a vice. We now need to look at the nature of pride to determine whether it is a virtue or a vice. 

The analysis which follows owes much to the work of Philippe Foot, Elizabeth Andscombe and to my own previous work on the subject. So we have to go over some familiar ground.

See: P. Foot, Virtues and Vices, Oxford, 1978 pp.110-131; G.E.M. Anscombe, Intentions, Oxford, 1957; C.D. MacNiven. “Weak and Strong Descriptivism in Ethics” Mind, 1972.

Pride, like all attitudes, is, I would argue, necessarily related to a set of appropriate beliefs. To say “I am proud of saving the seals from the commercial hunt” implies (1) I believe that saving the seals was a difficult feat to accomplish and (2) that saving the seals was a good thing to do. To say “ I am proud of saving the seals but I actually think that groups like Greenpeace, and people like Bridgit Bardot are ignorant busybodies who should stay home and mind their own business. It is wrong to save the seals at the expense of the local Newfoundlanders who are robbed of their livelihood. Besides I love wearing seal skin caps especially those made from baby seals.” This is to talk rubbish- to be insincere/ self deceptive / irrational or all of these

The attitude of pride is clearly connected to a set of specific beliefs about the world. All attitude contain a cognitive element and are not merely emotive. They are related to the way we perceive the world. However it is the way we perceive the world that is important and not the world as it actually is.                                                 

If pride were directly attached to the world as it actually is, then we would be unable to explain the infinite number of things we are capable of feeling proud of. Like the person who was proud that aliens had whisked him off in a flying saucer and conducted damaging and disfiguring medical experiments on him.
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Nor would we be able to distinguish between rational and irrational pride.   

Some people feel proud of receiving honours they do not deserve. “ I am proud of my civic citation even though I know I don’t deserve it. It was Green Peace not me who saved the seals.” At this point we know that something has gone wrong , although we may deceive ourselves about it.

Our feelings have become disassociated from their appropriate beliefs. They no longer make sense to us or others and they are seen as irrational. It is like saying “ I know that ordinary house flies are not dangerous, but still I fear them.”

More importantly, for environmental ethics, we would not be able to distinguish between  false pride ( vanity/self-deception ) and true pride 

( self- respect/ self-esteem). If someone sincerely believes that they are responsible for saving the seals when they were not, they could correctly describe their attitude as one of pride, but it would be false pride. 

Or if they sincerely believed that saving the seals was a good thing, when it was not. Perhaps saving the seals would destroy the ecological balance in the North Atlantic in unsuspected ways and in the end the seals would we wiped out and the cod fishing industry would disappear. They could correctly describe their attitude as one of pride but again it would be false pride. To deflate their pride we can show them that what they did was either shameful or mistaken; certainly not anything to be proud of. To justify their pride it must be the case that (1) they were responsible or largely responsible for saving the seals and (2) that saving the seals was a good thing to do.                                                      

Pride  then can be rational or irrational and it can be true or false. 
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Is pride then a virtue or a vice? I want to defend the following two propositions with respect to pride.

(1) False Pride (Vanity) is both a social and a personal vice.

(2) True Pride (Self-Respect) is both a social and a personal virtue                                                  

False Pride (Vanity) is a social vice. False Pride (Vanity) is a personality structure which inhibits (stunts) healthy inter-personal and social relationships. The conceited, the arrogant, the pretentious – all have difficulty entering into inter-personal/ social relationships because their self centeredness prevents them from giving proper respect to others. They tend to treat others merely as a means to their own ends and not as ends-in-themselves – as persons possessing intrinsic value.

A society permeated with false Pride (Vanity) is a troubled society because false pride inhibits the co-operative projects any society needs to be fruitful/ successful. A society which is heavily oriented towards radical individualism (the self is ontologically independent of society) and competition – as  many western societies are – will likely have false pride as one of its pathologies – and will find it difficult to undertake great co-operative projects which inform great societies. 

False Pride (Vanity) is a personal vice. False Pride (Vanity) is a personality structure which inhibits effective action and stunt healthy personal growth. The person governed by false pride – the arrogant, the conceited; the presumptuous, the pretentious – is either disguising or compensating for low self-esteem/ a poor self-image or is living in a fool’s paradise full of false self-images. In any case their self-deception or their ignorance will undermine the effectiveness of their conduct and stunt healthy personal growth. Proper self-esteem is essential to adequate performance and healthy growth. Teachers know well that low self-esteem always inhibits intellectual performance and growth. Students who have poor self-images do poorly on examinations and have difficulty learning. How can teachers teach their students and not destroy their self-esteem since teaching requires them to criticize their work. To accomplish this is to have mastered the art of teaching. 
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True Pride is a social virtue. True Pride (Self-Respect), on the other hand, is a personality structure which facilitates inter-personal and social relationships. The person who possesses self-respect and a proper self-image finds it much easier to enter into meaningful inter-personal relationships because they can treat others as ends-in-themselves – as persons who posses intrinsic value. They respect others as they respect themselves. Self-respect and respect for others are mutually conditioned. Someone who possesses self-respect is also capable of caring for others because they are able to care for themselves. Self-love and love of others are also mutually conditioned. 

A society permeated with True Pride (Self-respect) will find it easier to undertake and achieve the co-operative projects that a successful and fruitful society requires. Western societies need to rediscover the values of respect for others and love of others – to lay less stress on competitive individualism and more stress on co-operation – to establish a better balance between co-operation and competitiveness. Competition , of course, is not all bad. After all self-respect is something we need to develop and testing ourselves against others in fair competition is on way to do this, as we do in athletics. And free-market economies, when properly controlled appear to make societies prosperous. Still not all social institutions should be dominated by the free market model if they are to produce the social goods they were designed to produce. Institutions of learning, medicine, law and parliament come to mind.

True Pride (Self-Respect) is a personal virtue. True Pride (Self-Respect) is a personality structure which also facilitates effective action and personal growth. The person who possesses True Pride – self-respect, self-confidence, personal dignity – who in general has a good self-image performs well and grows personally. Self-esteem , based on a true perception of our achievements, our potential and their value, appears to be a necessary condition for effective action and personal growth. Again the students who have true pride in themselves perform better and learn well.
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3. Conclusions

The biocentric, we saw, believes that the source of human  pride is their belief in the special and privileged position they hold in the universe. The easiest way to prick a person’s pride is to show that this belief is groundless- that his pride is false. The biocentric argue that humans, if you look at them from the general perspective of living things, has no more importance than any other species of living things. As Hume noted, they can be killed by the bite of a mosquito. ( David Hume. “On Suicide”, Of The Standard of Taste, Bobbs Merrill, 1965, p. 155)

Or as Bertrand Russell noted – they live on a minor planet of a non-descript sun in an ordinary galaxy in a vast universe of galaxies – so why should they think they are so important. ( Bertrand Russell, Religion and Science, Oxford,  pp. 21-25.) 

For the homocentric both Hume’s and Russell’s observations, although correct, are irrelevant. They do not prove that human pride is false. What the homocentric claim is that humans have a special place in the universe because they are moral agents. The fact that they can be killed by a bug bite or live in an obscure corner of the universe does not falsify this. Animals and plants are not moral agents because they cannot , for example, enter into contracts or make promises. 

Homocentrics then are essentially right. Only mankind ( so far as we know) is capable of creating systems of moral values- of taking charge of their moral universe. They have the capacity to be creative in morality and to take responsibility for their conduct- things even higher animals cannot do. We do not try animals for murder because we believe they are not morally responsible for their actions.

The homocentrics do however, exaggerate the difference between humans and animals. Higher animals do possess many of the characteristics which mark the moral agent. They can feel shame and guilt and they display affection towards each other and to members of other species.
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They are also capable of courage, self-sacrifice, and they can display spite, selfishness, and cowardice. And they are intelligent- especially at adapting means to ends. They can bring about good and bad consequences, and hence do good and harm. They are, if you like, proto moral agents. But they are not potential moral  agents like human children are. They will, so far as we know, never be able to create systems of morality by assenting to and acting on prescriptions of intrinsic value. The differences may ultimately be only a matter of degree not kind, but nevertheless they are fundamental.

The homocentric claim that mankind, because they are moral agent, have a special place in the universe is true. But does this claim imply that only mankind has intrinsic value as some homocentrics believe. ( Kant for example).The answer is clearly no. What follows is that humans are centers of moral creativity.  They can create / recognize systems of morality and act in accordance with them. This is what is wrong with the standard homocenrtic. They do not see that it is not inconsistent to hold both that man is unique in being a moral agent and that non-human nature possesses intrinsic value and hence we have direct and not merely indirect obligations to nature. Nature after all is unique in it’s own way. 

What is wrong with the biocentric is that he believes it is necessary to deny mankind its special place in the universe in order to develop an adequate environmental ethic. The truth appears to be just the opposite. If we deny mankind’s moral creativity we couldn’t even consider developing a proper moral attitude towards nature. Accepting mankind’s special place in the moral universe does not lead to moral solipsism – the view that only mankind can have standing in the moral universe, nor does it automatically 

involve False Pride.

Nor does moral solipsism and False Pride follow if we recognize that mankind is self-centered in other ways. It is probably true that mankind can only interpret nature from a human perspective. This would follow from the idealist claim that all reasoning ( including moral reasoning) includes an a-priori or theoretical element. But wouldn’t this claim also imply that our perception of nature would be fundamentally biased? It is certainly true that mankind invents theories of value through which they interpret themselves and nature. 
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Homocentricism and biocentricism are after all products of human thought. If this is the case – can humans ever escape their bias and judge nature impartially? The answer is clearly yes. 

Moral principles like scientific hypotheses can be tested against lived experience. Hence our moral perspectives although always personal are not necessarily biased. Moral theories, although personal, do not prevent us from attaining objectivity. In fact without theories, principles and hypotheses no real moral wisdom or scientific knowledge could be achieved.

A homocentric viewpoint then seems unavoidable, certainly for the idealist, but that viewpoint is not necessarily biased against nature or mankind. We are free to adopt moral viewpoints which assign intrinsic value to both humans and nature or which assign intrinsic value only to mankind and instrumental value to nature, or which assign intrinsic value to nature as a whole and only instrumental value to mankind.

The fact that humans have a special place in the universe because they are moral agents does not entail that only they possess intrinsic value, nor False Pride. Being moral agents does confer on us an intrinsic value which we do not have to earn, but we cannot take true pride in ourselves unless we use our moral agency to promote virtue and goodness and this would surely include recognizing that nature as well as mankind possesses intrinsic value. 

