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Abstract  

Environmental Philosophy is a branch of Philosophy.It developed mainly in the twentieth century although its root 

was very ancient. Anthropocentrism and Ecocentrism explain the characteristics of nature-human relationship. The 

aspect of the discussion is very different in the two theories. At the beginning of the Environmental Philosophy, 

Philosophers mainly maintained the anthropocentric view. After some significant criticism, a group of philosopher 

improves their view and take a different perspective. But this Ecocentric view also has some criticisms. In the 

present circumstances, it is important to pick anappropriate view regarding the nature-human relationship. This 

article mainly focuses on to discuss a desirable way to maintain the human-nature relationship. 

Keywords: Environmental Philosophy, Anthropocentrism, Land Ethics, Ecocentrism, Deep 
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1. Introduction 

Anthropocentrism is generally interpreted as a human-centered theory that rejects the intrinsic 

value of non-human organisms and plants on the earth. ‘Intrinsic value is value for its own sake 

and not for the sake of any further end’ (Keller, 2010). In Anthropocentrism, non-human beings 

are treated as slaves of human beings. Their value depends upon the satisfaction of human 

interests. The philosophers, who support the anthropocentric view admits the only instrumental 

value of non-human organisms. ‘Instrumental value is value for some other end’ (Keller, 2010). 

On the other hand, Ecocentrism is a philosophical system which considers the intrinsic value of 

all organisms and natural objects. It thinks that the environment is not valuable in perspective to 

fulfilling human being's desire.‘A non-anthropocentric value theory (or axiology), on the other 

hand, would confer intrinsic value on some non-human beings’ (Callicott, 1984). 

  

2. Objectives of the Study 

The following objectives are considered for discussion- 

1. To define the anthropocentric view of Environmental Philosophy. 

2. To explain the development of Ecocentric view about the environment. 

3. Highlight the limitations of these two theories. 

4. To analyze the importance of these theories in the history of Environmental Philosophy. 
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3. Discussion 

The Anthropocentric view 

In Anthropocentrism, human beings acquired the central place in this Earth. Other non-human 

organisms are subordinate to human beings, and they can simply use as equipment to fulfill 

human desire. The origin of Anthropocentrism is quite ancient. According to the Bible, human 

beings are the deputies of God and for that reason, they may have authority over the earth. The 

quote of the Bible is, ‘Then God said, “Let Us make man in our image, after our likeness, to rule 

over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, and overall the earth itself and 

every creature that crawls upon it”’ (Genesis 26 REB). Later the great Greek philosopher 

Protagoras said, “Man is the Measure of All Things". According to him, human beings are the 

only organism who can set the value of all things in the world. There was a tendency in the 

thought to endow all powers to human beings. Most of the ancient western philosopher’s thought 

was anthropocentric. They believed that other organisms and plants are valuable to fulfill the 

needs of humans. Only human can dominate the world. ‘From Socrates to Sartre, ethics has been 

about humans. This sustained emphasis on human beings for 25 centuries has made moral 

philosophy in the Western tradition thoroughly anthropocentric or “human-centered”’ (Keller, 

2010). 

Critique of Anthropocentrism 

1. Several Environmentalist and Moral Philosophers said anthropocentric view about the 

environment is based on speciesism. It only concerns about human interests and neglects the 

value of other natural organisms. 

2. It is said that Anthropocentrism is an extremist theory. Human advancement and 

protection take the main place in this view. So it cannot overcome the accusation of 

favoritism. 

3. Anthropocentrism wants to protect the environment only for the welfare of human 

interest. There is no place for considering the intrinsic value of nature. 

 

Development of Ecocentric view about the environment 

In 1960 the spirit of Progressivism created a new era in the social and political sphere. It was a 

movement on the civil rights, women rights and peace of the world. This kind of thought has 

made an impact on the relation between human beings and the environment. In 1967 Lynn 

White, a historian wrote the essay 'The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Crisis'. In this essay, he 

emphasized on the non-anthropocentric viewpoint. This essay profoundly impacting on the rising 

of anti-anthropocentric approach towards nature. 

The word ‘ecology’ was coined by the German zoologist Ernst Haeckel, who applied the term 

oekologie to the “relation of the animal both to its organic as well as its inorganic environment.” 

The word comes from the Greek ‘oikos’, meaning “household,” “home,” or “place to live.” 

Thus, ecology deals with the organism and its environment. The concept of environment 

includes both other organisms and physical surroundings. It involves relationships between 

individuals within a population and between individuals of different populations. These 

interactions between individuals, between populations, and between organisms and their 

environment form ecological systems, or ecosystems. Ecology has been defined variously as “the 



International Journal of Research on Social and Natural Sciences Vol. IV Issue 1 Jun 2019 ISSN (Online) 2455-5916 

 

study of the interrelationships of organisms with their environment and each other,” as “the 

economy of nature,” and as “the biology of ecosystems.” (Encyclopædia Britannica).  

In 1970 Progressivist philosophers - Arne Naess, Holmes Rolston, and George Sessions, discuss 

Ecocentrism, a non-anthropocentric theory. But before them, another American philosopher 

Aldo Leopold elaborately explain the non-anthropocentric conception. According to Leopold the 

root of anthropocentric thought implicitly is in the feeling that land is the property which belongs 

to human beings. He admits Ethics as a guiding principle which can develop an obligatory 

attitude in human beings towards nature. All human being is a member of the world community. 

They compete with each other to get a place on this earth. Besides competition, human being's 

ethical views tend them to collaborate with the other organisms. Leopold called it the 'Land 

ethic'. 'The land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of the community to include soils, waters, 

plants, and animals, or collectively: the land' (Leopold, 1949).  

The land ethic changes the place of human beings from conqueror to a general member of the 

land community. It introduces respect for the fellow members and also for the whole community. 

Former defenders of anthropocentrism think human beings as conqueror because they only admit 

the instrumental value of the environment. But according to Leopold, land community is a place 

where every organism has its intrinsic value. He emphasized the conservation of the natural 

world. 'Conservation is a harmony between men and land.' (Leopold, 1949). 

 

Arne Neass’s view 

Arne Naess distinguishes between shallow and deep ecology. The advocates of Shallow ecology 

raises the voice against pollution and resource diminution. Their main objective is to protect the 

interests of human societies of advanced countries. This movement attempts to ensure the 

wellness and prosperity of those societies. Naess considers shallow ecology as an 

anthropocentric theory because it mainly focuses on the benefits of human beings. He called it 

‘man-in environment image’. On the other hand, Naess defines the intrinsic relation between all 

organisms of the earth as ‘total field image’. He said it is necessary to maintain a respectful 

attitude to all forms of life. We are dependent on all organisms of the earth. So, the master and 

slave mentality should be avoided and a collaborative mentality should maintain towards nature. 

According to Naess, the diversity of nature does not mean suppression or exploitation of weak 

organisms. Diversity makes a harmonious mode in the environment. Nature produces new lives 

and guides them to live harmoniously. He advocates ‘live and let live’ principle, rather than 

‘either you or me’ attitude. The latter stance may destroy various forms of life which play several 

significant parts to maintain the ecological balance. In processing the deep ecological movement, 

environmentalists play a great role. According to him, they should maintain an impartial position 

or attitude towards all organisms of the earth. 

Naess called the Deep Ecology movement as an Ecophilosophical movement rather than 

Ecological movement. According to him, the sphere of Ecology is limited, but Philosophy has a 

big province to discuss elaborately about environmental concerns. He said, 'By an ecosophy, I 

mean a philosophy of ecological harmony or equilibrium.' Philosophy is not about discussing 

scientific descriptions and predictions, but it provides prescriptions about a matter. 
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He elaborately describes the Deep Ecology movement's agenda by seven constructive principles 

– 

i. A metaphysic of inter-relatedness. 

ii. An ethos of bio spherical egalitarianism. 

iii. The value of diversity and symbiosis. 

iv. An anti-class posture. 

v. Opposition to pollution and resource depletion. 

vi.  The value of complexity, and 

vii. An emphasis on local autonomy and decentralization. (Mathews, 2001) 

Naess believes in the concept of selfhood. According to him, human beings will be mature when 

they identified their self with the whole creation. Oneself is not identical with body, mind, or 

mind-body union. The essence of self is not fixed, it always seeks to improve itself. Proper 

maturity comes only when we realize the identification between nature and human beings. ‘In 

this way, Naess envisages self-realization as involving the transition not only from ego to social 

self but from social self to ecological self.’(Jamieson, 2001) 

 

The view of Holmes Rolston 

According to Rolston, everything in this world has the value for their own. But human beings 

sometimes admits only the instrumental value of nature. He thinks the root of this attitude 

implicitly lies on the thought that only human beings determined the values of anything in the 

world. Though value is human-generated, it is not human regarding. ‘That ‘n is valuable’ does 

mean that a human, H, takes an interest in n, a natural object, but it need not mean ‘n satisfies 

H’s desire’, since H may take an interest in the trees for what they are in themselves, and not 

merely to satisfy H’s desires.’(Attfield, 1994). Rolston takes an example beautifully. He said, 

‘We humans carry the lamp that lights up value, although we require the fuel that nature 

provides.’ (Attfield, 1994). 

He considers the intrinsic value of animals, organisms, and the whole ecosystem. According to 

Anthropocentric thought, plants are not concerned about their activities, they only have 

functional good. They are not able to judge their own good. But, according to Rolston, the value 

of the trees are objective. It is not discovered or generated by who determined the value. He 

admitted the intrinsic value of the whole ecosystem. For him ‘An ecosystem generates a 

spontaneous order that envelops and produces the richness, beauty, integrity and dynamic 

stability of the component parts. Though these organized interdependencies are loose in 

comparison with the tight connection within an organism, all these metabolisms are as vitally 

linked as are liver and heart. The equilibrating ecosystem is not merely push-pull forces. It is an 

equilibrating of values.’ (Attfield, 1994). Humans are concerned about the demolition or 

destruction of the animals and birds, but they are not concerned about the implicit reason behind 

these incidents. They only try to protect the environment for their own interests, not to protect 

the nature itself. But Rolston believes non-human organisms’ feelings of pain are not distinct 

from human beings. The real meaning of intrinsic value is not associated only with human 

beings, it is associated with the entire environment. 
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George Session’s view 

Another twentieth-century American environmentalist, George Sessions also emphasized on 

ecocentric views to nature. He believes that all organisms of the environment have equal 

essential value. He wrote with Bill Devall, 'all organisms and entities in the ecosphere, as parts of 

the interrelated whole, are equal in intrinsic value.' (Devall & Sessions, 1985). He rejects any 

hierarchies in values of the organisms. He granted every life's value equally. According to him 

hurting nature means hurting ourselves. In the environment everything is interrelated. Sessions 

said, 'The search...is not for environmental ethics but for ecological consciousness.' (Attfield, 

2009) 

 

Criticism of the Ecocentric view 

Many scholars describe deep ecology as a discussion topic of moral philosophy. It is not a 

distinct normative system. They think the concept of deep ecology may arise an inharmonic 

situation. If we consider the equal value of every organism, then it is impossible to sustain the 

existence of human beings. According to Warwick Fox, 'all biota have equal value but the values 

are not equal. There is a difference in "richness of experience"'. 

American social theorist Murray Bookchin draws a qualitative difference between humankind 

and nature. He think the balance of the environment will not only come through the identification 

of human beings with nature. He considers a social aspect of the anthropocentric attitude. 'From 

his evolutionary point of view, we achieve harmony with nature, and save the planet, by allowing 

our own nature the freedom to unfold in its own essential way’ (Mathews, 1998) 

Dale Jamieson also criticizes the Ecocentric view. He describe two problems of the theory. 

‘First, it is not clear what moral concepts we are allowed to have and how we are supposed to use 

them. Second, there is a suspicion that the moral implications of ecocentrism are radically 

unacceptable’ (Jamieson, 2008). 

 

4. Conclusion 

 

In the history of Environmental Philosophy, these two theories widely discussed. In the 

Twentieth century, progressive thinkers reject Anthropocentrism and prefer a modified 

Ecocentric view. Many scholars also criticize this theory, but it is not denied that the theory 

begins a revolution in the thinking of the human-nature relationship. It takes an important 

position in the Environmental discussion. In the present scenario, we realize that only 

anthropocentric attitude may destroy the harmony of the environment. We have to practice a 

more tolerant attitude towards nature. But the two types of theories are principally extremist in 

nature. For this reason, Ecocentrism also meets some notable criticisms. To live, humans have to 

utilize the environment, but it is necessary to remember that humans are not the ruler of the 

earth, they are co-citizens of other organisms. It depends upon the humans how they act with the 

environment. If they take a generous attitude, then only the harmony of nature will be preserved. 
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