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The aim of this thesis is to examine process theology in the light of questions raised by
environmental issues. To facilitate this study, different approaches to the nonhuman
natural world developed in environmental philosophy - in particular in environmental
ethics - are compared with the work of process theologians. The primary focus is on the
systems of A.N.Whitehead and Charles Hartshorne, but John Cobb, Jay McDaniel and
Daniel Dombrowski are also considered.

In Chapter 1, the derivation of value and the formation of ethics in process thinking is
examined, and its ethical methodology and content compared with classical utilitarian-
ism and more recent consequentialist approaches to the nonhuman natural world.
Ensuing problems including justice, replaceability, the identification of value with
experience and the subjectivity of value judgments are considered.

In Chapter 2, process ethics is compared with deontological approaches to environ-
mental ethics which focus on the value of individual organisms and natural objects: in
particular, the work of Paul Taylor. Problems generated by egalitarianism, individualism
and the inability to affirm environmental restitution are examined. The capacity of
process thinking to resist such criticisms is assessed.

Collective consequentialist ethical approaches to the environment, characterized by
Aldo Leopold and J.Baird Callicott, are laid alongside process ethics in Chapter 3. This
raises questions concerning the nature of species and ecosystems, and the use of
metaphors such as organism, community and society to describe them.

The focus moves in Chapter 4 onto a comparison of the metaphysics and ethics of the
Deep Ecology movement with that of process theology. This comparison concentrates

on two main themes: attitudes to 'holism' and to the 'extension and realization of the
self’.

Finally, the question whether process theology should reform itself as a better response
to environmental ethics is examinied. Some suggestions about possible reformation are

proffered, but it is tentatively concluded that process thinking is an inappropriate basis
for environmental philosophy.
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The aim of this thesis is to examine process theology in the light of questions raised by
environmental issues, in particular because of the frequent assertions that process
thinking is peculiarly well equipped to tackle the so-called ecocrisis. To facilitate this
study, different approaches to the nonhuman natural world developed in environmental
philosophy - in particular in environmental ethics - are compared with the work of
process theologians. The primary focus is on the systems of A.N.Whitehead and Charles
Hartshorne, but John Cobb, Jay McDaniel and Daniel Dombrowski are also considered.

The thesis is divided into four main chapters.

Chapter 1 examines the formation of the actual occasion, the fundamental individual
in Whitehead's system. The locus of value in the subjectivity of the actual occasion, and
more particularly in the intensity and harmony of its experience, is established. This
aesthetic value at the level of the actual occasion is distinguished from ethical value
at the human level. Since all valuable experience is ultimately, in a process system,
absorbed into God, the aim of ethical behaviour must be at maximizing total intense and
harmonious experience for God. This totalizing, maximizing approach to ethics
immediately suggests a comparison with utilitarian ethics. Thus similarities between
process ethics and broadly utilitarian systems are considered: first with classical
utilitarianism (in particular with the work of John Stuart Mill) and secondly with more
recent consequentialist approaches, consciously constructed to take the nonhuman
natural world into moral consideration: primarily those of Peter Singer, Donald VanDe
Veer and Robin Attfield. The resemblance between process thinking and broadly
utilitarian ethical systems raises the question whether process thinking is able to sustain
a concept of individual integrity. Specific problems are also generated in the field of

environmental ethics, concerning the replaceability of individual organisms, the
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identification of value with experience, the subjectivity of value judgments and the

aptness of focusing on individual organisms.

In contrast, in Chapter 2, nonconsequentialist ethical approaches to the environment are
considered. These focus attention on the value of individual organisms and natural
objects, and on corresponding human duties to them. Among the ethicists considered
here are Albert Schweitzer, Paul Taylor, Tom Regan and Lawrence Johnson. A major
division between these ethicists viz. whether or not the equality of different kinds of
living organisms should be affirmed is discussed. A number of criticisms made of this
approach to environmental ethics are raised. First, the nonconsequentialist nature of
these ethical approaches makes it impossible for them to uphold the concept of environ-
mental restitution or compensation. Secondly, while those ethicists who affirm the
equality of all living organisms are advocating what is practically absurd, equally, those
who introduce scales of value could be accused of judging nonhuman organisms by human
standards. Thirdly, the individual focus of such approaches leads to their inability to
deal with ecosystems and species as wholes, or to place any value in diversity or rarity
of species, as well as suggesting the need to interfere in wild nature to save individual
lives. The response of process thinking to these issues is then considered. Whitehead's
explanations of the status of different kinds of organisms as 'societies' in process
thinking is examined. This is contrasted with Hartshorne's language of 'organisms' and
'quasi-organisms’'. The value hierarchy established by process thinkers is examined and
contrasted with the approach of nonconsequentialist ethicists. ’I‘he. degree to which
process thinking could withstand the earlier criticisms is assessed. Despite being
consequentialist, it becomes clear that process thinking also could not uphold environ-
mental restitution. Its value hierarchy leaves it open to the accusation of
anthropocentrism (although not of practical absurdity); and, while more ambiguous about
ecosystems and species, it also proves unable to value concepts such as diversity or
rarity. The basis of value in experience also means that process thinking would,
generally, accept interference in wild nature, if by doing so harmonious and intense

experience is increased for God.

This leads into Chapter 3, where process thinking is compared with 'collective'
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environmental ethics. Here value is placed on the wellbeing of ecological groups such
as ecosystems and species. The conceptuality of Aldo Leopold is considered in depth,
in particular his use of the models of 'organism', 'community' and 'flow of energy' to
describe the land and human relations with it. Moving on to questions of value, the
ethics of both Leopold and his major interpreter J.Baird Callicott are examined. Two
possible interpretations of their ethics, standing in tension with one another, are
discussed. In the first, the wild 'biotic community' is the focus of ultimate ethical
concern, more so than any other community or individual. In the second, the wild,
'biotic community' forms the outer ring of a nested series of communities, where
ethical commitment weakens from the centre outward. Each approach generates its own
problems. The former, where the biotic community has moral ascendency, could be
accused of 'environmental fascism'. The latter, where the biotic community is less
significant ethically than either the human community or that containing domestic
animals, could be accused of relegating the nonhuman natural world to ethical
irrelevance. This problem remains unresolved. In addition, the biological accuracy of
Leopold's and Callicott's positions, the situation of domestic animals and the problems
raised by thev subjectivity of Callicott's ethics are also discussed. In response to this, the
status of ecological collectives as 'societies' in process thinking, and the relation of
these 'societies’ to Leopold's models of the land are considered. The fundamentally
different metaphysical and ethical focus of the process system indicates sharp contrasts
with Callicott and Leopold. The co-operative nature of Whitehead's system (reflecting
the persuasive lure of God) means that he finds predation difficult to accept; and even
Hartshorne considers predation to be tragic, in contrast with the positive view of
Callicott and Leopold. Due to the significance of harmonious and intense experience for
value generation in process thinking, the most important organisms for it are those who
have such experience; for Leopold and Callicott, within the biotic community at least,
priority is given to those organisms which best sustain the ecosystem. Further, this
focus on experience prevents process thinking, in the eyes of Callicott and Leopold,
from adequately distinguishing between the domestic and the biotic community.
However, process thinking cannot easily be accused of environmental fascism. Finally,
in this chapter, a brief consideration of the ethics ensuing from James Lovelock's 'Gaia'

hypothesis is undertaken: the ultimate 'ecological collective'. The contrast between an
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ethic of Gaia, the 'Earth organism' and of the process thinking and the 'cosmic
organism’' is stark. The cosmic emphasis of process thinking makes it unable to accept
that the preservation of Gaia (whether for her own sake, or for humanity's) should be
an ultimate concern. Maximization of total harmonious intensity of experience for God

should be the ultimate aim of ethical behaviour.

In Chapter 4, process thinking is compared with the metaphysics and ethics of the deep
ecology movement. In the first instance, the emphasis is on the metaphysics of deep
ecology, an emphasis which is justified in the face of controversy about this issue. Two
key metaphysical concepts of deep ecology are explored: 'holism' and 'the extension and
realization of the self', primarily in the work of Arne Naess and Warwick Fox. The
meaning of 'holism' in deep ecology is examined, and the degree to which it could be
described as 'thoroughgoing' holism. Exactly what deep ecologists understand by the
'extended self' and different possible interpretations of it - primarily physical and
psychological - are examined. The question whether either, or both, of these concepts
are prominent in process thinking is then approached. While process thinking shares
some of the characteristics considered to be holistic, the discreteness of the actual
occasions and the asymmetrical nature of internal relations means that it could only
support a 'restricted' or 'modified' holism. Similarly, while process thinking also
undermines the concept of physically isolated beings and hence supports some kind of
physically extended self, the process emphasis on the actual occasion, which is too
primitive to evince a psychology, means that the concept of a psychologically extended
self is undeveloped. Various problems with both holism and the concept of an extended
and realized self are examined, in particular the adequacy of both approaches as a
foundation of environmental philosophy and as a basis for environmental ethics. The way
in which scientific theory has been used by both deep ecology and process thinking is
questioned; and the argument that anthropocentric and egocentric drives are involved
in protecting the nonhuman natural world because it is part of one's extended self
(either physically or psychologically) is assessed. Process thinking escapes the brunt of
this criticism, because of its modified holism and undeveloped idea of the psychological

extension of the self.



In conclusion, threads from all the preceding chapters are drawn together, and the
adequacy of process thinking' as an environmental philosophy - more particularly as an
environmental ethic -is assessed. There are clearly some issues in environmental ethics
which process thinking, as currently constituted, is unable to address, and others for
which process answers are inadequate. Several responses are possible at this point.
Process thinkers could reaffirm the adequacy of their system as it is; they could reform
it, or they could abandon it. A possible reform in the direction of developing a pluralist
ethics from process metaphysics, which would value more than just the harmonious and
intense experiences of actual occasions is suggested. This would follow the general
movement in environmental ethics towards pluralism, as seen in the work of Christopher
Stone, Peter Wenz and Andrew Brennan. The tentative conclusion, however, is that the
process system should be abandoned as being a fundamentally inappropriate basis to

serve as an environmental philosophy, or on which to build an environmental ethic.

vi






ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

There are several people whom | wish to thank for assistance in completing this thesis:

My supervisor, Rev. Trevor Williams for his extensive help, and also Dr. Paul Fiddes who

supervised me for one term;
Professor Holmes Rolston Il for allowing me to consult his papers and use his library
during my visit to Colorado State University in Spring 1992 and the Queen's College,

Oxford for making it financially possible.

Sue Hamilton for reading and commenting on several chapters; Don Smith for assisting

in times of computer desperation; and my parents for proofreading (among other things)!

viii



"I don't think they play at all fairly" Alice began, in rather

a complaining tone. " And they all quarrel so dreadfully, one
can't hear oneself speak - and they don't seem to have any rules
in particular: at least, if there are, nobody attends to them -
And you've no idea how confusing it is, all the things being

alive..."

(from Alice in Wonderland: Lewis Carroll)
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INTRODUCTION

One theological school in the West claims to have an intellectual

alternative to the errors of classical Western metaphysics which brought

on the alienation of humanity from nature and hence the elco crisis.

Process theology therefore should be listened to with respect.
While Paulos Mar Gregorias follows this remark with substantial reservations about the
metaphysics of process theology, he does not revoke his view that process thinking
offers a metaphysical approach peculiarly equipped to tackle the so-called eco crisis.
In holding this view he is not alone. Prominent North American process theologians, such
as Charles Hartshorne and John Cobb have produced a substantial number of publica-
tions advocating a process approach to environmental issues.2 Very little has been
published which is critical of these claims, or which subjects them to rigorous

3

analysis.” To attempt such an analysis is the purpose of this thesis.

There are various possible ways of approaching such an analysis, but the most fruitful

seemed to be a fundamentally comparative one. This avoided the problems of working

1 Paulos Mar Gregorias p.39 The Human Presence: An Orthodox View of Nature
(Madras, India: The Christian Literature Society 1980).

2 Charles Hartshorne '"The Environmental Results of Technology' in ed. .William
Blackstone Philosophy and Environmental Crisis (Georgia: University of Georgia Press
1974); 'The Rights of the Subhuman World' Environmental Ethics 1 no.1 1979 49-60; 'The
Ethics of Contributionism' ed. Ernest Partridge Responsibilities to Future Generations
(Buffalo, New York: Prometheus Books 1981); John Cobb Is It Too Late? A Theology of
Ecology (London: Faith and Life Series Benzinger, Bruce and Glencoe 1972); 'Ecology,
Ethics, Theology' in Herman E. Daly ed. Towards a Steady State Economy (San
Francisco: W.H.Freeman, 1973) 307-320; 'Christian Existence in a World of Limits’
Environmental Ethics 1 no.2 1979 149-; with Charles Birch The Liberation of Life
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1981); with Herman Daly For the Common
Good (London: Green Print 1989). This is by no means a complete listing.

3 George Sessions is critical of the environmental aspect of process thinking in his
essay 'Western Process Metaphysics (Heraclitus, Whitehead, Spinoza)' in ed. George
Sessions and Bill Devall Deep Ecology (Salt Lake City: Peregrine Books 1985) 236-242.
Some aspects of process thinking are also attacked (although a quasi-process position
is adopted) in Susan Keffer, Sallie King and Steven Kraft 'Process Metaphysics and
Minimalism: Implications for Public Policy' Environmental Ethics 13 no.1 Spring 1991
23-47.



with an unacknowledged standpoint or of judging process thinking against some kind of
absolute standard. Here no absolutes are presumed, but different approaches are
analyzed, and their strengths and weaknesses considered. Even this procedure is
somewhat circular, since the critics of any one position are the advocates of a different
position themselves. Nonetheless, this kind of framework uncovers some interesting
insights into process thinking in general, and its approach to the nonhuman world in

particular.

Since the most extensive and careful work in environmental philosophy and theology has
been produced in environmental ethics, this thesis concentrates primarily on this area.
Three major approaches to environmental ethics are considered as a basis for
comparison with process thinking, approaches which I have labelled individual
consequentialist, individual deontological and collective consequentialist. The arguments
of major representatives of each approach are described and critically examined. The
process approach to ethics, examined in Chapter 1, is laid alongside each of these
positions, to establish whether any similarity exists, and if so, whether process thinking

is open to the same critique.

In the final chapter, process thinking is compared with a philosophical movement which
claims to 'go beyond ethics': that of deep ecology. This seemed an important
comparison, both because deep ecology is an important popular movement in
environmental philosophy, and because of the claims which are made by some deep
ecologists concerning their links with process thinking. In fact, despite statements to
the contrary, the metaphysics and ethics of deep ecology proved to be inseparable, and

raised again many of the questions suggested in earlier chapters.

The critical approach adopted in this thesis towards all the ethical positions examined
leads to the view that, taken in isolation, any one of them - including that of process
thinking - is inadequate. Thus, in conclusion, a movement towards a more pluralistic
position, as is becoming increasingly popular in environmental ethics, is tentatively

endorsed.



This method of approaching process theology and environmental ethics, together with
the space limitations of a doctoral thesis, means that extensive limitations of both
range and content are inevitable. My consideration of process theology and philosophy
is limited to the later philosophical texts of A.N.Whitehead, Charles Hartshorne, and
other process philosophers and theologians, such as John Cobb, Jay McDaniel and Daniel
Dombrowski, who have written in the specific area of process thinking and the
nonhuman natural world. In the knowledge that Whitehead's philosophical ideas were
still crystallizing in 1925 and the years subsequent to this, I have not quoted from his
earlier philosophical writing about issues on which he later changed his mind.4 In the
early part of my thesis, I have drawn on much of the major secondary literature in
process studies. However, in later chapters, I have primarily argued from the basic
process texts themselves. With space limitations, this seemed to be the most effective

way in which to present the process position.

Within environmental ethics, similar omissions have proved unavoidable. The positions
which I have portrayed, and the representatives I have chosen to portray them, are by
no means comprehensive. In particular, I have been guilty of presenting those who have
coherent ethical approaches of their own purely in their role as critics of other
ethicists. This is particularly true of Holmes Rolston and Richard Sylvan (earlier named
Routley). In addition, the views of other environmental ethicists appear in somewhat
truncated form (in particular Lawrence Johnson and Robin Attfield) while important
pluralist ethical approaches such as that of Christopher Stone in Earth and Other Ethics
(New York: Harper and Row 1988) and Andrew Brennan in Thinking about Nature
(London: Routledge 1988) are given room only in the conclusion. This was, again,

primarily due to a lack of space.

Not only are some important process thinkers and environmental ethicists omitted, but
also some subjects. Nowhere, for instance, do I consider in any detail the effect of

different ethical positions, including process ethics, on human population. This is a key

4 For a full analysis of Whitehead's changing views, see Lewis Ford The Emergence
of Whitehead's Metaphysics 1925-1929 (Albany, New York: State University of New
York Press 1984).



issue, on which, I suspect, process thinking might edge towards affirming Derek Parfit's
aptly named 'Repugnant Conclusion'.5 I also do not examine the literature surrounding
the question of 'animal liberation' in great depth, although the moral status of
nonhuman animals is of broad significance to the thesis. More importantly, perhaps,
there is no rigorous analysis of the is/ought problem in environmental ethics. A great

6 To echo Ernest Partridge's remark 'A

deal has already been written on this subject.
library of complex and technical philosophical treatises have been written on that
question. We cannot begin to address it here'.7 Since many of the positions considered
in this thesis are consciously or unconsciously naturalistic (including process thinking,
which one might describe as a kind of expanded naturalism) to address this issue in

acceptable detail would require another thesis. Where the is/ought question is of

particular significance, it is noted in the thesis; otherwise, 1 do not dwell on it.

These limitations aside, this thesis examines process theology in the light of central

5 Derek Parfit Reasons and Persons 351-441 (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1984); see
Robin Attfield's discussion in A Theory of Value and Obligation (London: Croom Helm
1987). Richard Sylvan has also written interestingly in this area: 'People of the Land:
The Ethics of the Population Case' in Overpopulation, resources, environment: focus
Australia Richard Sylvan and David Bennett (Number 15, preprint series in environ-
mental philosophy, Australian National University 1987).

6 Holmes Rolston: 'Is there an Ecological Ethic?' and 'Can and Ought we to follow
Nature?' Philosophy Gone Wild (1979; Buffalo, New York: Prometheus 1989); Tom Regan
'On the Connection between Environmental Science and Environmental Ethics'
Environmental Ethics 2 no.4 1980 363-367; Richard and Val Routley 'Human Chauvinism
and Environmental Ethics' Environmental Philosophy ed. Don Mannison, Michael
McRobbie, Richard Routley (Monograph Series no.2, Australian National University
1980); Ernest Partridge 'Values in Nature: Is Anybody There?' Philosophical Inquiry 8
no.1-2 96-110 and 'Can the Human Ecologist Escape Philosophy?' (Paper for the Centre
for the Study of Values and Social Policy, University of Colorado); Robert Elliot
'"Metaethics and Environmental Ethics' Metaphilosophy 16 no.2/3 July 1985 103-117;
Frank De Roose 'Towards a Non-Axiological Holistic Ethic' Philosophica 39 1987 no.1
77-100; Tom Colwell 'The Ethics of Being Part of Nature' Environmental Ethics 9 no.2
Summer 1987 99-114; J.Baird Callicott 'Hume's Is/Ought Dichotomy and the Relation
of Ecology to Leopold's Land Ethic' In Defense of the Land Ethic (Albany, New York:
State University of New York Press 1989) 117-127. Most book length studies also include
sections on this question.

7 Partridge p.17 'Can the Human Ecologist Escape Philosophy?' op.cit.
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positions in environmental ethics. It is hoped that this investigation will cast some light
on remarks such as those by Paulos Mar Gregorias with which I began. In order to

provide a secure underpinning for this comparison, I now turn to the derivation of value

in process thinking.



CHAPTER 1

PROCESS THEOLOGY, VALUE AND UTILITARIANISM IN ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS

I suggest that you take as a model for your essay on Whitehead's moral
philosophy a well-known treatise on the Snakes of Ireland.

This response, received by Paul Schillp on announcing his intention to write a paper on
Whitehead's moral thinking, is an understandable one. Whitehead's primary concern, in
his later philosophical work, was not moral philosophy, but the construction of a new
metaphysics. It is to this task that his philosophical thinkirig was dedicated, and he
never attempted to construct an ethical system. Ethics were, in this sense, secondary

to his purpose.

Despite this, a clear evaluative structure flows from Whitehead's process metaphysics,
a structure developed by other process thinkers, in particular Charles Hartshorne. In this
chapter, I will consider the way in which value is generated in process thinking, initially
by focusing on the formation of the 'actual occasion' or 'entity' in Whitehead's system.
From this micro-level, I will move on to consider the human, macro-level of ethics
which is supported by this process understanding of value. Resemblances between this
ethical system and that of utilitarian ethical systems will be considered: first the
utilitarianism of J.S.Mill, and secondly the more recent consequentialist systems
consciously constructed to take the nonhuman world into moral consideration. These
similarities raise the question whether process thinking is open to the same criticisms
as utilitarianism, and in particular whether it shares with utilitarian systems an inability
to come to terms with many of the problems generated by environmental ethics. This
examination will provide a foundation for the comparison of process thinking with other

approaches to environmental ethics in Chapters 2 and 3.

7 Paul Schillp p.593 The Philosophy of A.N. Whitehead (1941; New York: Tudor Press
1951).



THE ACTUAL OCCASION

The 'actual occasion', or 'actual entity', is the fundamental component of Whitehead's
system, and of all process systems that originate in a Whiteheadian context.1 As

Whitehead states:

'Actual entities'...are the final real things of which the world is made up.
There is no going behind actual entities to find anything more real.

Everything which is actual in the universe is an actual occasion or is composed from
them. Describing actual occasions is, however, more difficult. Whitehead's first
description of them in Process and Reality is as 'drops of experience, complex and

interdependent' 3

In characterizing actual occasions as 'drops' Whitehead uses language directly dependent
on that of William James.4 It is, nonetheless, a peculiarly apt expression for his own
position. The word 'drop' first suggests the spatial extension which actual occasions

possess: 'Every actuality in the temporal world is to be credited with a spatial volume

1 Whitehead uses these terms synonymously, and there is no convention for using one
rather than the other. I have, however, opted to use the term 'actual occasion'
throughout rather than 'actual entity.' This is both to avoid confusion with 'God' (whom
Whitehead describes as an actual entity, rather than an actual occasion) and also
because 'occasion' emphasises more strongly its transitory nature.

2 Whitehead p.18 Process and Reality: An Essay in Cosmology (PR). First published
UK 1929 (Cambridge University Press), US 1929 (Macmillan). Edition quoted here: The
Corrected Edition ed. David Ray Griffin and Donald W. Sherburne (New York: The Free
Press, Macmillan 1978). All references are to the Corrected Edition.

3 ibid.

4 william James: ch.10 Some Problems in Philosophy (London: Longmans 1911).
Lewis Ford points out that Whitehead had developed his epochal theory of time before
he came across James' description of experience 'growing by buds or drops of
perception' in J.S.Bixler Religion in the Philosophy of William James (Boston: Marshall
Jones Company 1926). Ford: p.52, 64 The Emergence of Whitehead's Metaphysics 1925-
1929 op.cit.



for its perspective standpoint'.5 Secondly, it indicates a degree of discreteness, of self-
completion. This is central to Whitehead's system, but should not be misinterpreted. An
actual occasion is discrete as far as its contemporary occasions are concerned;
'contemporary events happen in causal independence of one another’.6 Time is atomic,

being composed from distinguishable and extended drops.7

This does not mean that any
single actual occasion is unaffected by past actual occasions; they are vital to its
formation. A third suggestion conveyed by the image of a 'drop' is that of constant

process and growth, up to a point of fullness:

Each actual thing is only to be understood in terms of its becoming and
perishing. There is no halt in which the actuality is its static self,
accidently played upon by qualifications derived from the shift of
circumstances. The converse is the truth.8

However, this statement also requires careful qualification. The fact that the actual
occasion is a process does not, for Whitehead, mean that it is divisible, that at any point
it has a past, present or future. To understand this requires a closer examination of the

nature of the actual occasion.

Actual occasions are, Whitehead argues, drops of experience. At the most fundamental
level of the universe, then, is subjectivity or experience. This assertion forms part of
Whitehead's case against dualism, and a rejection of the Cartesian view that the human

9

mind is the only location of subjectivity in the created world.” Human experience is

not radically different from the rest of the natural world; it rather reflects the way

S PR 68.
6 PR 61.

7 The 'emergence of temporal atomicity' in Whitehead's thinking seems to have
happened quite late in his philosophical career. Lewis Ford p.51 - 65 op.cit.

8 Whitehead Adventures of Ideas (AOI) (1933; Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Pelican
1948).

9 Indeed, to press the contrast further, Descartes also held that the human mind,
where subjectivity was exclusively located, was unextended; he correlates extension
with lack of subjectivity. Descartes: Sixth Meditation (1641).

8



that the world actually is.10 Indeed, at root, Whitehead derives his concept of actual
occasions from his understanding of human experience. Human experience is a very
selective manifestation of the general experience of actual occasions. 'Consciousness’
Whitehead remarks 'is the crown of experience, only occasionally attained, not its
necessary base'.} ] Consciousness is a narrowing and a focusing, a highlighting of
particular areas of experience, to the exclusion of more general experience. Actual

occasions themselves, while they have subjectivity, have no consciousness.12

An actual occasion has no existence outside its own becoming. Being is becoming. Once
an occasion is no longer in the process of coming to be, it has perished. There is 'no halt -

in which the actuality is its static self'; or, as A.H.Johnson puts it:

All you have are the processes of growth towards actual entityhood and
the demise of actual entities. In a sense you don't have an actual entity
as such, because you never catch one complete. It is either coming or
going - never here.

Thus it is essential to consider the constituents and the development of actual occasions

in order to understand them.

There are four vital components which make any actual occasion what it is: temporally

preceding actual occasions which have now perished; eternal objects; the initial aim

10 In this subjectivization of the natural world, Whitehead is following a
longstanding Continental philosophical tradition. Eagleton's comments about Hegel's
system 'modelling Nature itself after the freely self-generative subject, thus grounding
that subject in a world whose structure it shares', could equally be made of Whitehead.
Eagleton p.131 The Ideology of the Aesthetic (Oxford: Basil Blackwell 1990). The term
'subjectivization' of nature is to be preferred to 'personalization of nature' adopted by
James Carpenter to describe Whitehead's system. James Carpenter p.105 Nature and
Grace (New York: Crossroad 1988).

11 pr 267.

12 For a detailed explanation, see John Cobb p.29f A Christian Natural Theology
(ACNT) (London: Lutterworth Press 1965).

I3 A.H.Johnson p.35 Whitehead and his Philosophy (Lanham, Maryland: University
Press of America 1983).



provided by the primordial nature of God; and the subjectivity of the actual occasion

itself. I will take each of these constituents singly.

Each actual occasion comes to be in the cradle of other, perished actual occasions.
These perished occasions provide objective data which the currently actualizing actual
occasion can incorporate into itself. The actualizing occasion is said to feel or prehend
these perished actual occasions. However, it is not obliged to absorb all of them into
itself. It may negatively prehend an objectified actual occasion, which means that it
may exclude it. Every actualizing (or, in Whitehead's preferred term, concrescing)
occasion prehends, either positively or negatively, every preceding actual occasion in
the universe: 'An actual entity has a perfectly definite bond with every item in the
Universe'.14 However, most of these are felt 'vaguely', providing a kind of background
for the concrescing occasion. The feeling of a perished actual occasion by a concrescing
one is described by Whitehead as a 'physical' feeling or prehension. This contrasts with

the feeling of an eternal object, which Whitehead describes as a 'conceptual' prehension.

Eternal objects provide a second kind of data for the actual occasion. Whitehead
describes them as 'pure potentials for the determination of fact'.15 They are abstract
potentials for things which might be actualized: colours or shapes for instance. It is
impossible to avoid a comparison between eternal objects and Platonic forms, but there
are crucial differences between them. For Plato, it is thé Form which is really real,
while for Whitehead and process thinkers in general, it is the actual which is really real,
and the abstract eternal object is dependent on the actual for instantiation. As Pols
points out, eternal objects ingress (into the actual world) and are meant to ingress; they
do not, like Platonic Forms, have a life of their own.16 By its very nature, an actual
occasion may only actualize some of the total array of eternal objects: for instance, it

cannot actualize two different colours simultaneously. The context in which the actual

14 pR 41.

15 pr 22.

16 Edward Pols p.7 Whitehead's Metaphysics (Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern
Illinois University Press 1967).
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occasion comes to birth also limits the eternal objects it may actualize. Only certain
eternal objects are relevant to any one actual occasion: the colour spectrum is not
relevant to an actual occasion which forms part of something transparent. Relevant and
compatible eternal objects, however, together with the array of perishing actual
occasions which surround the concrescing actual occasion, constitute two of the factors

involved in the creation of the actual entity.

It is important to notice that Whitehead's concept of eternal objects is not accepted by
all process thinkers. Hartshorne, for example, considers that eternal objects are
regrettably Platonic, commenting: 'l do not believe that a determinate colour is
something haunting reality from eternity, as it were, begging for instantiation, nor that
God primordially envisages a set of such qualities'.17 Rather than these 'eternal
universals, independent of time' Hartshorne suggests, following the philosopher Peirce,
that all specific qualities are emergent and time dependent. He comments 'Something
like this blue can occur over and over again, but not precisely this blue. Particular

qualities in their absolute definiteness are irreducibly relational and historical'.18

Consideration of the aim of the actual occasion is a complex and difficult one in process
studies, as many of Whitehead's interpreters agree.19 Whitehead himself is not
entirely clear exactly what role he considers the aim of the occasion to play. He
certainly speaks of an initial aim supplied by the primordial nature of God to the actual
occasion. To make sense of this, of course, it is vital to consider briefly Whitehead's

understanding of God.

17 cspMm s9.
18 cspMm 64.

19 ACNT 153; Pols p.42 op.cit; Ross p.74 Perspective in Whitehead's Metaphysics
(Albany, New York: State University of New York Press 1983) are just some examples
of this.
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It has been argued that a theistic underpinning is unnecessary to Whitehead's
system.20 It is certainly true that the concept of God elaborated in Process and
Reality is a relatively late development.21 Nonetheless, it would be very difficult to
contend that Whitehead's system - in particular its value structure - could be

maintained in the form which it takes in Process and Reality, without God.

In Process and Reality, God is presented as dipolar, with two aspects, a primordial
nature and a consequent nature. The primordial nature is 'free, complete, primordial,
eternal, actually deficient and unconscious'.22 It is abstract and conceptual, 'the
unlimited conceptual realization of the absolute wealth of potentiality'.23 While the
primordial nature of God does not create eternal objects ('his nature requires them in

'),24 it orders them according to their relevance

the same degree that they require him
to each concrescing actual occasion. As another perspective on the same activity, the
primordial nature acts as a lure to each actual occasion, that it should concresce in
accordance with the ordering presented to it by God. This will become clearer when the

initial aim is examined.

The consequent nature of God, in contrast, is 'determined, incomplete, consequent,
'everlasting', fully actual and conscious'; 'the objectification of the world in God'.??
In the consequent nature God feels the world and is affected by it. Every new occasion
adds to the consequent nature; hence this aspect of God, in contrast with the primordial

nature, is always incomplete, always growing and changing. Thus the experiences of the

20 Cobb 'The 'Whitehead Without God' debate: A Critique' Process Studies 1 no.2
1972 91-100; Donald Sherburne 'The Whitehead Without God' Debate: A Rejoinder'
Process Studies 1 no.2 1972 101-124.

21 See Ford op.cit. p.101f for detail on the way in which Whitehead's concept of God
may have developed.

22 pR 345,
23 PR 343.
24 pR 9257.
25 pR 345.
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actual occasions in the world become part of God, and, while their immediate
subjectivity has perished, they are preserved, or 'saved' objectively within the

consequent nature of God.26

The extent to which Whitehead intends to integrate the primordial and consequent
natures of God is somewhat unclear. He does comment that the consequent side of God
is integrated with the primordial side.27 Randall Morris, adopting this interpretation,
argues that the 'consequent nature of God is better understood as the unity of God's
conceptual vision and physical feelings' rather than the physical feelings alone.28 This
question will not be further pursued here, although it does have one important

implication for this study, as will become clear later.

Returning, then, to the initial aim of the actual occasion, it is the abstract, primordial

nature of God which supplies this to the actual occasion. The initial aim:

determines the initial gradations of relevance of eternal objects for
conceptual feeling; and constitutes the autonomous subject in its primary
phase of feelings with its initial conceptual valuations [that is, of eternal
objects] and with its initial physical purposes.

This passage also introduces the fourth element in the formation of the actual occasion
which is, in fact, inseparable from the initial aim: the subjectivity of the actual
occasion itself. The initial aim presents to the actual occasion a range of possibilities

which it may choose to actualize. This initial aim is taken over by the subjective aim

26 PR 356. Marjorie Suchoki in her book The End of Evil (Albany New York: State
University of New York Press 1988) argues the possibility from a process perspective
of the retention of the subjectivity of the actual occasions in the consequent nature of
God. The maintenance of such a position requires a considerable development from
Whitehead, and will not be further considered here.

27 pR 345.

28 Randall Morris p.30-31 Process and Politics: Towards a Political Theology based
on the thought of A.N.Whitehead and C.Hartshorne (D.Phil thesis: Oxford University
1986).

29 pR 24a4.
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of the concrescing occasion itself, which, ultimately, makes what was potential become
concrete and real. Thus, the initial aim of God, which grades the actual occasions,
together with the actual world of perished actual occasions, 'jointly constitute the

character of the creativity for the initial phase of the novel concrescence'.30

The subjectivity of the actual occasion finally makes potentiality actual. Characteristic
of the actual occasion is its freedom, or autonomy. Ultimately, the decision about self-
actualization is freely made by the concrescing occasion, within its necessary
contextual constraints.31 It is important that the initial aim provided by the primor-
dial nature of God, luring the occasion on to actualization, is seen as persuasive, rather
than coercive. The occasion is never obliged to concresce in any particular way; it is

a 'self-creating creature'. 3%

Whitehead speaks of the phases of the actual occasion, internal stages in its

self-actualization. This is problematic, since as we have seen, he insists that an actual
occasion is indivisible. It appears that the phases of the occasion occur, in some sense,
outside time; that the discrete occasion is what time is, what time is made from, as an
indivisible whole.33 Whitehead describes these phases as the conforma(l phase and the
supplemental phase. The conformal phase of the actual occasion is composed from
physical feelings of initial data: it can be called the physical pole of the actual
occasion. These feelings are largely repetition of the data already existing in the world;
the physical pole 'conforms' to the past. In contrast, the supplemental phase is
composed from conceptual feelings of eternal objects; it can be called the mental pole
of the actual occasion. It is here that originality or novelty can be generated, where
new eternal objects are combined with physical feelings from already existing data to

produce a new whole. Thus, the subjective aim of the actual occasion selects a

30 pRr 245,

31 As Whitehead comments 'no actual entity can rise beyond what the actual world
as a datum from its standpoint - its actual world - allows it to be'. PR 83.

32 pR 85.
33 This problem is tackled with great lucidity by Pols, p.42ff op.cit.
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combination of physical and conceptual feelings in order to generate its own, complete,
subjectivity. Different actual occasions, however, coming to be in different contexts,
have widely variant emphases on the physical and mental poles. The stronger the mental
pole, the greater the degree of novelty possible; the stronger the physical pole, the

more the occasion repeats, or conforms to, what already exists.

This examination of physical and mental poles, and degrees of novelty and repetition,

leads inevitably to a consideration of the value generated by an actual occasion.
Value and the Actual Occasion

Whitehead's metaphysical system is a teleological one, and this teleology forms a
backdrop to the concretion of each actual occasion with its own telos. Since each actual
occasion contributes to God's consequent nature, the way in which it actualizes itself
has an effect on God. God's aim in the Universe is at the 'fulfilment of his own
being'.34 Thus, the lure of God tries to persuade each occasion to actualize itself in
the way which best fulfils God's being. That which fulfils God's being is the ultimately
valuable, since it is enjoyed by God and preserved in God's consequent nature. 1t is thus

necessary to consider what actually does fulfil God's being.

At the most fundamental level, what is actual is valuable, and since actuality is
exclusively composed from actual occasions, just by existing, actual occasions generate
value and contribute to God's being. As Whitehead comments: 'Value is inherent in
actuality itself'.35 The locus of this value is the subjectivity or experience of the
actual occasions. To exist, in Whitehead's system, is to have some kind of self-

enjoyment and thus, self-valuation:

...we see at once that the element of value, of being valuable, of having
value in itself, of being an end to itself, of being something which is for

34 pRr 105.

35 A.N.Whitehead p.100 Religion in the Making (RIM) (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press 1926).
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its own sake, must not be omitted in any account of an event as the most
concrete actual something. Value is a word I use for the intrinsic reality
of an event.

The location of value is in, and only in, actual occasions; it has no existence outside or
abstracted from them, and it is present in each of them. However, value is not equally
present in all actual occasions. The amount of value generated is largely dependent on

the strength of the mental pole or supplementary phase.

As we have seen, the physical pole, or conformal phase, of the actual occasion largely
repeats the data which already exists in the world around it. In some occasions, the
physical pole is extremely strong, outweighing the weak mental pole. Such occasions fail
to integrate new eternal objects into their experience. Other occasions have a strong
mental pole, with conceptual, as well as physical feelings, and integrate new eternal
objects into their actualization to make a new synthesis. As a general rule, the

occasions with a strong mental pole are more valuable.

However, caution is needed in explanation here. It is not because the synthesis achieved
by occasions with a strong mental pole is new that it is valuable. Originality or novelty
is not in itself valuable; it is an instrument to the achievement of another goal. As

expressed by Lynn Belaief:

The introduction of novelty is the necessary condition for promoting
creative advance: it is good if it is ultimately able to promote a higher
typeSQ/f order...Novelty may promote or destroy order; it may be good or
bad.

A similar view is expressed by Pols:

36 Whitehead p.117 Science and the Modern World (SMW) (1925; Harmondworth,
Middlesex: 1938).

37 Lynn Belaief p.128 Towards a Whiteheadian Ethics (Lanham, Maryland: University
Press of America 1984)
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While it is true that novelty is a necessary condition for the heightening
of intensity, it is not true that each novelty is a sufficient condition for
the heightening of intensity.

Several alternative sources of value are expressed here: the creative advance, a higher
type of order, and intensity. These bring out the essential understanding of value in
Whitehead's system. Novelty is essential for change to happen; without novelty, there
would be only repetition. However, novelty is necessary but not sufficient for creative
advance. The aim of advance is greater 'satisfaction' which is expressed by Whitehead
as intensity of experience: 'the end is concerned with the gradations of intensity in the
satisfactions of actual occasions'.39 The more intense the experience, the more it is

valued by the actual occasion, and hence by God.

However, as is suggested by the expression 'higher type of order', to stop here would
be to be oversimplistic. It is not pure intensity which is of value. Intensity must be
ordered, rather than chaotic. Chaotic or disordered intensity is intensity generated by
conflicts or incompatibilities within the feeling of an actual occasion, generated when
an occasion prehends conflicting perished actual occasions. Ordered or harmonized
intensity is composed from contrasts, rather than conflicts. An actual occasion which
produces a high level of ordered intensity is described by Whitehead as 'beautiful'. Other
occasions, however, produce intense but unharmonious experience (aesthetic destruction)
or harmonious but unintense experience (triviality). An intense experience which lacks
harmony is described by Whitehead as 'the feeling of evil in the most general sense,
namely physical pain and mental evil, such as sorrow, horror, dislike'.40 Conversely,
a harmonious experience which lacks intensity is described as 'the loss of the higher

experience in favour of the lower experience'.41 In humans, triviality can be described

38 Pols, p.67 op.cit.
Y PR 83.
40 p01 295.
41 riM 95.
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as 'degradation - the comparison of what is with what might have been'.42

It will be clear from this description of value that it is aesthetic, rather than ethical.
Ethical value is, in process thinking, a subset of aesthetic value. 'All order is therefore
aesthetic order, and the moral order is merely certain aspects of the aesthetic
order'.43 Aesthetic value is generated from harmony and intensity of experience;
ethical value is defined, by Hartshorne, as 'not the value of experiences themselves, but
rather the instrumental value of acting so as to increase the intrinsic value of future
experiences of those of others than oneself ' 44 Ethical acts, (only possible at the level
of the human being, rather than the actual occasion which lacks consciousness) are those
which generate the greatest aesthetic value overall. This may mean the sacrifice of
some present harmonious intensity, in order to generate greater harmonious intensity
in the future; the renunciation of some aesthetic value now, in order to generate more

total aesthetic value.

At the level of actual occasions, where to speak of 'ethics' is inappropriate, the initial
aim provided by the primordial nature of God takes into account what one might call
the 'ethical interest'. That is to say, the initial aim points towards the best possible
actualization for that occasion - a 'patterned intensity of feeling arising from adjusted
contrasts' - in the light of the effect of such an actualization on other, future

occasions.?? As Cobb expresses it:

The initial aim is always that aim at the ideal harmony possible for that
occasion. It is the aim at a balance between the intensity of that
occasion's experience and its contribution beyond itself.

42 p1M 97.
43 RIM 105.

44 Charles Hartshorne p.10 Omnipotence and Other Theological Mistakes (Albany,
New York: State University of New York Press 1984).

45 pR 244.

46 ACNT 128.
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This does not mean that the occasion is determined by the initial aim. Some
indeterminations are always present, to be decided by the freedom of the actual
occasion. But even so, it is clear that actual occasions do not always actualize in
accordance with the initial aim; that is to say, not every actual occasion produces
maximum harmonious intensity, taking into account the effect on future occasions. This
is because the subjective aim of the actual occasion, into which the initial aim is

absorbed can, through the phases of the occasion, modify the initial aim.

This, however, generates its own difficulty, aptly summarized by Randall Morris:

The freedom of the actual entity would appear to reside in the ability of
the actual entity to modify its initial aim, to make some specific aim its
own. However, since the initial aim includes a specific ideal, which is
God's ideal for that occasion, the data and location of which the actual
entity initially conforms to, must we not conclude that any modification
is, in fact, degradation?

Presenting the initial aim as a range of possibilities may be intended to solve this
difficulty, but as Morris correctly suggests, one of the possibilities must produce
maximum harmonious intensity, and so must be preferred over others as the specific
ideal for that occasion. Thus the concept of a range of possibility within the initial aim
just pushes the problem one step back. The conclusion which can be drawn from this -
of some significance to this thesis - is that the greatest fulfilment possible for the
actual occasion is to conform to the aim presented to it by God: that is, to so act that
maximum total harmonious and rich experience is generated for the consequent nature
of God, despite the possible sacrifice of harmonious and intense experience which this
might ehtail for the occasion itself. Thus, if the occasion either concresces more
trivially or more disharmoniously than it was possible for it; or if it chooses its own
maximal harmonious and intense experience at the expense of future experience, it has
failed to generate maximum possible value in the world. That less value is created does
not, of course, mean that the occasion behaves unethically; ethics is only possible where

experience becomes conscious, in humans and conceivably a few other mammal species.

47 Morris p.23 op.cit.
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This value shortfall is, in a sense, the forerunner of ethics in the same way as the
subjectivity of the actual occasion is the forerunner of consciousness. Ethics is the
supreme and most developed form known of the decisions about concretion taken by the

actual occasion.

Consideration of process ethics moves from the micro-level of value generation by
actual occasions to the macro-level of the human being. In process thinking, human
beings, like all other living and non-living objects, are societies of actual occasions.
Together with some other mammals, they are marked by the peculiarly powerful mental
poles of their constitutive actual occasions. This means that they have a high potential

for the generation of harmonious and intense experience.

This high value potential of human beings, together with their ability to make ethical
decisions, is of central importance in this study. But whether on a micro- or a macro-
level, the ultimate aim is still to generate maximum harmonious and intense experience
for the consequent nature of God. The ethical system engendered by such an approach

will be considered in the following section.

PROCESS THINKING AND UTILITARIANISM

God's purpose in the creative advance is the evocation of intensities.48

This quotation makes very clear the teleological nature of a process system. The
primordial nature of God acts in the world, luring the concrescing actual occasions on
to ever greater levels of harmony and intensity. These actual occasions, when they are
complete, are absorbed into the consequent nature of God. Thus God, by acting in this
persuasive manner in the world, lures it towards 'depth of satisfaction as an intermedi-

ate step towards the fulfilment of his own being'.49 The consequent nature of God is

48 pr 105.
49 ipid.
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thus 'ever enlarging itself' to integrate all the actual occasions that have ever
existed.50 Process thinking, then, subscribes to a contributory theory of value: all
value generated by the harmony and intensity of the actual occasions contributes to

God's consequent nature.

From this, certain characteristics of process ethics emerge. Since process as a
metaphysical system is teleological, so also is process ethics. Ethical behaviour
consciously conforms with God's aim at harmonious intensity. Thus, process ethics is
consequentialist: what matters, ethicélly, is the production of harmony and intensity of
experience. In addition, process is a maximizing ethical system. Since all value produced
is absorbed into God's consequent nature - one might say that this aspect of God
corresponds to the sum of all valuable experience - the more value which is generated
by actual occasions, the more fulfilment is possible for God's being. The ultimate aim
of ethical behaviour is maximum total value for the consequent nature of God. Of
course, as Hartshorne makes clear, God's consequent nature can never be wholly

fulfilled: 'It can reach no final maximum, but is endlessly capable of increase';51 it

is, as Whitehead indicates, always 'incomplete'.52

In possessing the characteristics of consequentialism and maximizing value, process
ethics is, in structure at least, similar to many utilitarian approaches, in particular
classical utilitarianism.53 This is hardly surprising, since utilitarianism itself may be

described as a type of process philosophy. What is important for utilitarianism is

90 pR 349.

>l Hartshorne p.310 'The Aesthetic Matrix of Value'(AMV) Creative Synthesis and
Philosophic Method (London:SCM 1970).

52 pR 345,

53 Process ethics, like the majority of utilitarian systems, is totalizing, as well as
maximizing. Some utilitarian systems - in particular those developed with the ethical
consideration of future generations in mind -aim at highest average, rather than highest
total utility overall. This is still a maximizing approach. Process is, however, clearly a
totalizing approach, since the consequent nature of God integrates and consists of all
experience. 1 will only be discussing similarly total approaches in this thesis.
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changes in states of affairs, that is to say, the process, rather than things in themselves.

This is, Bernard Williams comments, due to the consequentialist nature of utilitarianism:

I take it to be the central idea of consequentialism that the only kind of
thing that has intrinsic value is states of affairs, and that anything else
that has value has it because it conduces to some intrinsically valuable
state of affairs.5

It is the consequences of an action which are morally relevant, rather than intrinsic or
absolute rights or wrongs which exist independently of the consequences (as in a
deontological ethics). Many utilitarian systems also aim at maximizing value or utility -
however it might be defined - by achieving the best balance of good consequences over

bad.

Thus many utilitarian and process approaches to ethics share several crucial methodo-
logical characteristics: those of consequentialism and value maximization. Obviously,
there are also important metaphysical differences, primarily that process is a theistic
system. In fact, the presence of the consequent nature of God constituting the sum of
experiences gives process thinking an anchor for its ethical perspective which is lacked
by utilitarians, where locating a 'general good' is somewhat problematic (since there is
nothing which corresponds to the sum of experience). A second metaphysical difference
is the central role of the actual occasion in process thinking: human beings, and other
sentient organisms, rather than being the primary individuals, are complex societies of
actual occasions. Value is, then, in process thinking, focused on the actual occasions of
which human beings (and, indeed, everything which exists) are composed. However,
despite their deeply divergent metaphysical frameworks, process thinking and some

forms of utilitarianism at least, share an ethical affinity.

o4 Bernard Williams p.83 'A Critique of Utilitarianism' in J.C.C.Smart and Bernard
Williams Utilitarianism: For and Against (Cambridge:Cambridge University Press 1973).
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Process Thinking and Mill's Utilitarianism

Mill's utilitarianism is, as is well known, based on pleasure and pain.55 Value (which,
as a consequentialist, Mill locates in 'states-of-affairs' rather than 'things-in-
themselves') is experiential, relating to the states of feeling in organisms which have
this capacity. Here, Mill differs from some forms of consequentialism, which are not
experience-centred (for instance, that of Robin Attfield, as will become evident in the
next section). Mill's locus of value in experience is, of course, congenial to the process
understanding of value, as relating to the subjective feelings of concrescing actual
occasions. At first sight, however, Mill's focus on pleasure and pain seems very different

from the process value criteria of harmony and intensity of experience.

Mill's understanding of pleasure and pain is considerably more complex than this initial
comparison would suggest, and more complex too than that of his utilitarian
predecessor, Bentham. Mill differentiates between different qualities of pleasure, as
well as quantities of it; and these qualities closely resemble process concepts of

valuable experience. As Mill comments in Utilitarianism:

It is indisputable that the being whose capacities of enjoyment are low,
has the greatest chance of having them fully satisfied; and a highly
endowed being will always feel that any happiness which he can look for,
as the world is constituted, is imperfect. But he can learn to bear the
imperfections, if they are at all bearable; and they will not make him

55 An important division between utilitarians, which I do not intend to examine in
detail in this thesis is that between act-utilitarians and rule-utilitarians. They differ as
to how to achieve the best consequences, whether by considering the effects of each
individual action or by acting according to a rule which everyone should follow in
similar circumstances. Process thinking naturally tends towards act-utilitarianismrather
than rule- utilitarianism. The emphasis on change and flow makes the formation of any
moral rules, even those based on consequences, very difficult. The individual situation
of each actual occasion as it comes to be is the focus of value. It would, nonetheless
still be possible to argue for a rule-utilitarian position in process thinking, since it could
be argued that the best overall consequences for the consequent nature of God could be
thus achieved. There is some dispute as to whether Mill should be classified a rule- or
an act-utilitarian, although this is, in essence, an anachronistic question. The former
position has been argued (eg by Anthony Quinton in Utilitarian Ethics London: Macmillan
1973); but some evidence suggests otherwise.
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envy the being who is indeed unconscious of the imperfections, but only
because he feels not at all the good which those imperfections qualify. It
is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a gig satisfied; better to
be a Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied...?

The broadening of the concept of pleasure here in Mill brings it very near to the process
idea of harmony and intensity of experience. The contentment of a pig, or of a fool, is
like a harmonious experience which lacks intensity; it is of less value than an experience
with a greater degree of intensity, even if it lacks the same amount of harmony. Mill
also considers that value is lost if a less rich, or less intense way of life is adopted,
through electing to take the 'nearer good'. This is identical to the process concept of
triviality, where the most intense experience possible is not actualized, and hence
generates less value than it might otherwise have done. Whitehead, for instance,

comments that:

Good people of narrow sympathies are apt to be unfeeling and unprogress-
ive, enjoying their egotistical goodness. Their case, on a higher level, is
analogous to that of a man completely degraded to a hog.5

Mill and Whitehead thus consider intense, complex experiences to be of more value than
simple, trivial experiences. Mill argues for this as a matter of human preference: we
would all prefer an intense, even if dissatisfying experience to a trivial, satisfying one;
we would all rather be a sad Socrates than a happy fool. While issuing in the same
conclusion, Whitehead's reasoning here is rather different; while it may be true that the
generation of more intense experience may be preferred by human beings, its ultimate

importance is the contribution which it makes to the consequent nature of God.

The similarity between Mill and Whitehead has passed largely unnoticed in process
writing. Indeed, John Cobb, one of Whitehead's most widely known interpreters, attacks
utilitarianism vehemently in A Christian Natural Theology. Equating utilitarianism, it

seems, with a simple, Benthamite position, Cobb rejects its ethical approach:

56 John Stuart Mill p.260 Utilitarianism (1861; Glasgow: Fontana 1979).
>T RIM 96.
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An old example [of the case against it] is that many of us would prefer to
share with Socrates an experience of pain than to share with a pig the
experience of contentment...Values must be correlated with reflective
preferences, or assertions about them are meaningless and arbitrary.58

In fact, Cobb is here making the same objection as Mill to Benthamite utilitarianism:
Bentham's calculus of pleasure and pain is an oversimple one, failing to take into
account, for instance, the more profound experiences which would be preferred after
thought rather than immediate and thoughtless pleasures. Mill most definitely thinks,
like Cobb, that to be have more complex experience is a better state, even if this brings
more dissatisfaction.s9 Paul Custodio Bube, in his consideration of value in Cobb,
comments that Cobb is 'ironically borrowing from John Stuart Mill's version of
hedonism' by using Mill's very example of a pig and Socrates.GO But if Cobb is
borrowing this example, he is doing so unconsciously (he does not appear to realize that
this example comes from Mill). The real irony is that, despite his attack on utilitarian-

ism, by a different system, Cobb has come up with something very close to it.

The similarity of process thinking - in particular of Hartshorne's approach - to Mill's
understanding of pleasure and pain has been argued by John Moskop and stimulated a

response by Thomas Nairn.61 Their exchange is of considerable interest to this study.

Moskop likens process thinking to Mill's utilitarianism in a broader context than purely

that of his complex understanding of the qualities of pleasure. He suggests five key

8 ACNT 101.
59 John Stuart Mill p.260 Utilitarianism op.cit.

60 paul Custodio Bube p.47 Ethics in John Cobb's Process Theology (Scholar's Press,
Atlaqta, Georgia: The American Academy of Religion Series No.62 1988).

61 John Moskop '"Mill and Hartshorne' Process Studies 10 no.1 1980 p.18-33; Thomas
Nairn 'Hartshorne and Utilitarianism: A Response to Moskop' Process Studies 17 no.3
1988. The similarity is also noticed in passing by Randall Morris, who comments
'Morality consists in the maximization of experience. Each philosopher provides his own
version of the principle of utility' Morris, p.124-126 op.cit.
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theses on which Mill and Hartshorne agree. Three of these: that the aim of ethical
behaviour is to further the good; that the good is experiential and that there are morally
significant differences of quality between experiences, have already been proposed. A
fourth, that the experience of all sentient beings is morally considerable, will be
considered in the following section. His fifth thesis, however, seems to be a profound
misunderstanding of the process position, and perhaps represents an attempt to read

Hartshorne through inappropriately Mill-coloured spectacles. Moskop's thesis here reads:

experience is valuable in so far as it exhibits a balance between two poles
(which Mill calls 'tranquillity' and 'excitement' and Hartshorne calls
'harmony' and 'intensity').

Yet tranquillity and excitement for Mill are not the same as intensity and harmony for
Hartshorne. Tranquillity and excitement are, first, of limited significance to Mill, being
merely one of the ways in which he elaborates the concepts of pain and pleasure.
Harmony and intensity are, however, of crucial importance to process thinking. More
importantly, Moskop accurately describes tranquillity and excitement as 'poles' for Mill:
people oscillate between them, and one is a preparation for the other. A pleasurable life
would be composed from both tranquil and exciting experiences. But it is clear that they
are mutually preclusive experiences. It is impossible to be both tranquil and excited
simultaneously. The two are at different ends of one scale. However, this is not true of

63 as he

harmony and intensity in process thought. In the papers which Moskop cites,
points out, Hartshorne discusses the nature of contrast and intensity, and even goes so
far as to say: 'It is an aesthetic principle that intensity of experience depends on
contrast'.54 But Moskop seems to have confused contrast with conflict. It would only
be the case that intensity is on the other end of the scale from harmony if intensity

meant conflict. But intensity should be, as Whitehead makes clear, an ordered state not

62 Moskop p.18 op.cit.

63 AMV and 'Beyond Enlightened Self-Interest: A Metaphysics of Ethics' (BSI) Ethics
84 no.3 April 1974 210-216.

64 ggr 215.
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one of conflict.65 It is possible to have an intense and harmonious experience at the
same time, although this is uncommon because a greater capacity for intensity makes
conflict more likely. But it does not necessitate it. It is perfectly possible for Socrates
to be satisfied and hence to have an intense and harmonious experience which would be
of more value than an intense but non-harmonious experience. The aim, in process
thinking, is to maximize both harmony and intensity as much as possible. Thus, Moskop
is mistaken to argue that both Mill and Hartshorne 'recognize the importance of a
balance between simple, harmonious experiences (tranquillity) and more complex or
intense experiences (excitement)'.66 In fact, only Mill recognizes this balance. For
Hartshorne, the 'balance' is that of an experience which neither has intensity but lacks
harmony (the sad Socrates) nor one which has harmony but lacks intensity (the happy
fool). The more intensely harmonious, or harmoniously intense, an experiénce is, the
better. Certainly, there is no virtue for Hartshorne in oscillating between the two

positions.

Moskop also comments that excitement and tranquillity are not used by Mill as
synonyms for higher and lower pleasures. Yet a process thinker does consider that a
more intense experience is a higher one. A very intense experience with very little
harmony is valued far more than a very harmonious experience with very little
intensity.67 So an unhappy Socrates (intense but not harmonious experience) is of
much more value than a happy pig (harmonious, but not intense experience). Thus they
do not act as value balances for one another in the way that tranquillity and excitement

do.

While this comparison between Mill and Hartshorne pushes the resemblance between

65 pR 115.
66 Moskop p.23 op.cit.

67 In opposition to this, Cobb does say that '...great strength accompanied by serious
discord may be inferior to a simple and placid harmony'. ACNT 102. This is, however
not backed up elsewhere in his own work, or in other process thinkers where a
discordant intense experience seems to be of more value than a trivial harmonious one.
Indeed, this appears to be the whole point of the Socrates/pig analogy.

27



them too far, it does not destroy Moskop's underlying contention. In many respects, both
of structure and of content, process ethical thinking does resemble the utilitarianism

of John Stuart Mill.
Nairn and the Problem of Justice

Thomas Nairn, in his article responding to Moskop's argument, makes several criticisms
of the view that process thinking is closely related to Mill, or indeed to hedonistic
utilitarianism in general. His initial remarks concern the metaphysical divide between
process thinking and utilitarianism - in particular, the theistic nature of the process
system. However, as we have seen, the acknowledgement of a different metaphysical
foundation does not mean that there can be no ethical similarity between the two

positions.

Nairn's more substantial criticism concerns the question of justice in process and
utilitarian ethics. His fundamental argument is that, if process ethics behave like
utilitarianism, and God is at the root of ethics, then God must be behaving, or wanting
others to behave, in a utilitarian way. This, for Nairn, is a violation of his own, as well
as Hartshorne's concept of God. He comments: 'An unjust God, however,...would be
unloving, and therefore would not be God at all'.68

Fundamental to this criticism is Nairn's belief that utilitarianism is an unjust ethical
system. If God were to behave in the way in which Moskop describes - a way akin to
utilitarianism - than God would be unjust.69 Since God cannot be unjust, either
Moskop's interpretation of Hartshorne, or Hartshorne himself, must be wrong. Nairn
chooses to defend Hartshorne against Moskop, and to argue therefore that process ethics

does not support a utilitarian position.

68 Nairn, op.cit. p.175.

69 Mill himself, of course, deals with just this problem and argues that a moral God
'must fulfil the requirements of utility to a supreme degree'. Mill, p.273 op.cit.
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Lying behind this accusation that utilitarianism is unjust is Nairn's understanding of
utilitarianism as a maximizing value system. We have already seen that process thinking
can be accurately so characterized. Some philosophers have expressed doubts as to
whether Mill himself intended to be thus understood. Sprigge, for instance, suggests
that, by distinguishing different qualities of pleasure and pain, Mill may have understood
them to be incommensurable.70 Such value incommensurability could make summing
pleasures impossible. If this is a correct interpretation of Mill, then he differs in this
respect from process thinking, and indeed from most utilitarian approaches, which do
aim at the best overall consequences or production of maximum utility, (however utility
may be understood). It is this very aggregative, maximizing nature of utilitarianism
which leaves it open to the criticism that it is unjust. Since process ethics adopt the
same maximizing methodology, one would expect process thinking to be vulnerable to
the same justice critique. After all, as Hartshorne comments: 'to be ethical is to seek

aesthetic optimization of experience for the community'.-i1

It is essential to have some kind of definition of what is meant by justice in this
context. In general, justice concerns that which is fair or impartial, usually when making
decisions about the treatment of individuals, or arbitrating in a situation of conflict.
However, when the 'problem of justice' in both utilitarian and process thought is being
considered, a slightly more precise understanding is usually in mind: that of the limits
of what one may do to someone else, the issue of personal inviolability, equity and
rights. Bernard Williams describes justice in this sense as 'respect for the integrity of
the individual'._/'2 Both process thinkers and utilitarians have been accused of failing
to réspect this integrity and putting no ultimate limits on what may be done- to create
more utility or harmony and intensity of experience. J.L.Mackie, for instance, argues

that:

70 T.L.S.Sprigge p.18 The Rational Foundations of Ethics (1988; London: Routledge
1990).

"1 Bs1 214.
72 smart and Williams p.108 op.cit.
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On a utilitarian view, transferring a satisfaction from one person to
another, while preserving its magnitude, makes no morally significant
difference.

In other words, so long as the same amount of pleasure74

is generated, the distribution
is immaterial. Thus an action may cause some individuals acute suffering, but if their
suffering is outweighed by the much increased happiness of others, then the action is
morally justifiable - indeed, desirable. Similarly, it could be argued that in a process
ethical system an action which trivializes or deharmonizes the experience of some
individuals, but which, overall, increases harmonious and intense total experience is
morally desirable. Yet such behaviour appears to be unjust. In other words, utili-
tarianism and process thought can allow, or even provide a moral imperative for, acts
which seem to be unjust or reprehensible to someone who accepts an idea of personal

inviolability. Tom Regan, a critic of utilitarianism, argues that utilitarianism treats

individuals as:

mere receptacles of what has positive value (pleasure) or negative value
(pain). They have no value of their own; what has value is what they
contain.

As an analogy for this, he describes individual organisms as cups, containing either
sweet or bitter liquids (pleasures and pains). The aim of moral decisions must be to
achieve the best aggregative balance of sweet and bitter between the cups, involving
redistribution or the breaking of cups if necessary. The cups in themselves are not of
value; the value is in the balance of sweet and bitter that they contain. What matters
is the best possible distribution of the liquids between the cups - even if some end up

without any liquid at all.

73 J.L.Mackie 'Rights, Utility and Universalization' R.G.Frey (ed.) Utility and Rights
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell 1985).

7 Pleasure should be taken here in the broadest possible sense, that is, to
incorporate satisfaction.

75 Tom Regan p.209 The Case for Animal Rights (CAR) (London: Routledge 1984).
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This picture also gives a powerful expression of process ethical thought. However, while
in Regan's terms, utilitarians accept the existence of cups, but do not value them,
process thought would not accept the existence of the cups at all. There are no
individuals outside their experiences who feel pleasures and pains or preference
satisfactions; there are only the experiences themselves, grouped into societies of
actual occasions, but with no sort of cup containing them. The individual is the sum of
his/her experiences, and although in humans and some other animals there is a unifying
centre, it is the individual actual occasions constituting them which ultimately have

value.

This creates a more fluid approach than even utilitarianism can countenance. The idea
of the discrete individual is secondary to the interrelating processes which constitute
existence. Max Stackhouse, for instance, describes process as a philosophy where
concrete entities are dissolved into a web of relationships.76 As he goes on to

comment, this throws up great problems for process thought:

There is a 'thinginess' about life that does not easily dissolve into its
relationships; there is a reality about a self - a Socrates or Jesus, a John
Smith or Jane Doe - that is not easily accounted for by appealing to a
"synthesis of a multiplicity of relations"’

It is this lack of 'thinginess', which is the fundamental cause of unease concerning
process attitudes to justice. As Henry Clark argues, process thought, on this count,
becomes unable to 'productively address the issues of personal inviolability, equity and

rights'.78

Process thinkers have attempted to defend themselves against this attack. Paul

76 The parallels between process philosophy and so-called deep ecology are very
striking at this point. This will be further examined in Chapter 4.

7T Max Stackhouse p.108 'The Perils of Process: A Response to Sturm' in Cobb and
Schroeder (eds.) Process Philosophy and Social Thought (Chicago: Centre for the Scientific
Study of Religion 1981).

78 Henry W. Clark p.136 'Process Thought and Justice' Cobb and Schroeder op.cit.
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Custodio Bube, for example, in his consideration of the ethics of John Cobb, argues that
process thinkers do have a concept of rights and a belief in personal inviolability.79
In support of this contention, he turns to Cobb's conception of the soul: the close unity
of the actual occasions composing the human individual. This uniquely integrated soul,
Bube claims, provides a process basis for human rights. A human is irreplaceable;80
no other human individual can have identical rich experience, and therefore each human
is more than just part of a wider web of experiences. Bube thus describes human individ-
uals as inviolable, although he later qualifies this by commenting that Cobb himself

81(

would not consider inviolability to be absolute.®” (In fact, to my knowledge, Cobb does

not use the word at all).82

There is little to substantiate Bube's claim. The unity of the human soul, Bube says,
comes from its high degree of order and originality. This could equally well be expressed
as its potential for rich experience, since it is composed from ordered (harmonious)
originality (which is significant not in itself, but because it allows the creation of new
intensities, rather than the rep‘etition of past experiences). In other words, the individual
human soul is important becausé of the potential experiences associated with it, rather
than the experience being important because of the individual soul. For process thinkers,
human lives are therefore usually inviolable because of the harmony and intensity, or
richness, of experience of which the individual is capable. However, in a situation where
violating a human life would maximize total richness of experience, it is the richness
of experience, rather than the inviolability of life, which has priority. This seems to be
a clear ethical principle of process thinking, and Bube, by repeatedly using language to
suggest the opposite, obscures the issue. Even Bube repeats that the realization of
maximal beauty is the aim of God, and thus should be the aim of all life. This statement

is without caveat, and clearly stands in tension with inviolability.

7 Bube, p.119 op.cit.
80 The question of replaceability is one to which I shall return in the next section.
81 Bube p.139 op.cit.

82 Cobb also explicitly denies that human life is sacred or of infinite value:p.166
The Liberation of Life (LL) op.cit.
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While Bube's use of language is ambiguous, that of Cobb, about whom he is writing, is
much more unequivocal. Cobb also speaks of rights, but rejects any 'absolutist
arguments' for them.83 He concludes: 'There are no absolutes here. There is the
general principle - to act so as to maximize value in general...‘,84 and again: 'The
ethical requirement isv that we provide circumstances which promote richness of

feeling'.85

Cobb repeatedly asserts the primacy of maximizing rich (that is, harmonious and
intense) experience as the fundamental ethical principle. Of course, this usually
corresponds with what is best for an individual human being. But where there is conflict,
it is the promotion of richness of experience at which, according to process thinking,
ethical decisions should aim. In the face of this, Bube's argument that the unity of the

human soul is such that it is inviolable is little supported in the rest of process writing.

We can now return to Nairn's contention that Hartshorne's process ethics cannot be
utilitarian, since this would make God unjust. His statement in itself begs a question,
since Nairn is working with the dogmatic assumption -from outside the process system -
that God must be just in the sense of protecting personal inviolability and rights.
Coming with this assumption, if he wishes to defend Hartshorne as a theologian, he has
to assert that process ethics does not resemble utilitarianism and look for evidence for
this. In doing so, he sidesteps the real ethical questions, and charges Moskop with
ignoring or even opposing views with which Moskop does not in fact quarrel. For
instance, Moskop has no argument with Nairn over the location of value in God, nor with
the idea that God suffers with the occasioné that make up the world and appreciates all

individuals. It is,.in fact, Nairn who avoids confronting the important ethical issues

83 LL 175. Rights language is frequently used in process ethical writing, particularly
among those who write on 'animal rights'. However, to anticipate some of the
conclusions of chapter 2, rights can always be overridden if harmony and intensity of
experience are thereby increased. This echoes Mill's understanding of rights, where
rights are based on utility. Mill p.309 op.cit.

8411 174.
85 1L 205.
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which are raised by his own work.

Nairn himself argues that 'the aim of ethics is not the balancing of interests, but rather
the creating of a more harmonious world as a gift for God'.86 Although this is a
rather partial definition (since Nairn has neglected to mention intensity, which is more
significant) it is essentially a process one, and one with which Moskop would not quibble.
There has been no suggestion that the purpose of process ethics is to balance interests;
this is not essentially a process position at all. Nairn's alternative, 'to create a more
harmonious world', includes the maximizing element 'more', and is far closer to a
process ethic. Moskop's concern, however, is in how this rather vague aim translates in
practice, that is to say, when conflicts arise, as they inevitably do in a world where
there is freedom. Nairn accepts that such conflicts requiring ethical solutions must
happen.87 At this point he introduces Hartshorne's concept of tragedy (also used by
Bube). It is not God's will that any individual should suffer, and when they do, it is a
tragedy for the individual, and also for God, who shares in the suffering. Again, this
seems to be a perspective that Moskop would not contest. That God shares in suffering,
and that suffering is tragic, is a contention put forward by all process theologians (and
a large number of others besides). However, this does not help in answering the
question: How should one behave morally in a situation of conflict? How should one
make ethical decisions? The only answer to this question which can be drawn from
Nairn's paper is that since God 'is not indifferent to any suffering but in fact shares in
all' one should act so as to minimize suffering i.e. in a directly (negative) utilitarian

way'!

At root, the problem seems to be Nairn's much stronger understanding of the centrality
of the individual human being (or other organism) than that which process thinking can
countenance. It is not that God wishes the weal of one and the woe of another, but
rather that God wishes to generate maximum value or richness of experience from the

inevitable conflicts of existence, and that ethical behaviour is action according to this

86 Nairn, op.cit. p.173.
87 Nairn, op.cit. p.175.
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end. If this means woe to some actual occasions or societies of actual occasions, overall
it is still for the best - an outcome which again sounds utilitarian. Nairn's argument,
while developing the theistic element, has failed to change the basic conclusion: that
process ethics behaves in an aggregative, maximizing way, and in this respect resembles
many utilitarian approaches; that both are vulnerable to a justice critique; that the
process understanding of an individual is even less well defined than that of utilitarian-

ism.

One further important point remains to be made here about the human (or animal)
individual. While this analysis may undercut the substantiality of organismic individu-
ality, it is not intended to deny the importance of individuals such as human beings in
the process system. Human beings, and some other animals, are described as
'monarchies’' in a process system: that is to say, they have a dominant or presiding
actual occasion which generates a degree of unity and control among the actual
occasions which actualize within its sphere of influence. This contrasts with other
societies of actual occasions, 'democracies', which lack such co-ordination and which
have no controlling centre. The closeness and co-operation of monarchical societies
allows for the generation of much more valuable experience than could be a characteris-
tic of the more disparate democracy or possible for the individual actual occasion if it
were outside the society. In this sense, the whole is more than the sum of its parts,
since as a whole it is capable of generating far more rich experience than its parts.
However, this does not mean that a whole, such as a human being, is more valuable than
its experiences: that is to say, there is nothing outside those experiences, no cup as
Regan would describe it. Nonetheless, monarchical societies - human beings, and some
higher animals - generate the most harmonious and intense, rich and valuable experience
known in the Universe (other than that of the consequent nature of God). These
monarchical societies of actual occasions are thus the most important components of
the process system. It is for this reason that I have called process thinking an individual
consequentialist system: its focus is on the experience of individual organisms. This is
not intended to be an absolute label; indeed, process thinking, in the context of
environmental ethics as will become clear later, is less individualist in focus than the

(broadly) utilitarian approaches to be considered in the next section. However, it stands
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in contrast with the collective consequentialist ethical systems to be considered in

Chapter 4.

In summary, then, despite metaphysical dissonance, process ethics is consequentialist,
maximizing and totalizing and to this extent resembles many utilitarian approaches. As
with Mill, value is exclusively experiential and supremely located in complexity and
profundity. Thus the quality of experience, as well as its quantity, is of significance,
although in process thinking this does not make different experiences incommensurable.
Individual higher animals, in both hedonistic utilitarianism and process thinking are the
primary generators of such value. The similarities of process thinking to utilitarianism
open process ethics to some traditional criticisms of utilitarianism: in particular to the
charge of injustice. In the less traditional field of environmental ethics, however, new
problems with the process position arise, which I will begin to examine in the following

section.

INDIVIDUAL CONSEQUENTIALISM AND NONHUMANS

From Bentham to the present day, utilitarian philosophers have, to a greater or lesser
degree, extended ethical concern to nonhuman animals. It was Bentham, after all, who

wrote the famous words:

It may one day come to be recognised that the number of the legs, the
villosity of the skin, or the termination of the os sacrum are reasons
equally insufficient for abandoning a sensitive being to the same fate...
The question is not, Can they reason? nor Can they talk? but, Can they
suffer?

Admittedly, in the past, many hedonistic utilitarian philosophers have omitted the
pleasures and pains of animals. That this cannot be logically supported is increasingly

acknowledged even by utilitarian philosophers who formerly ignored the position of

88 Jeremy Bentham p.411-2 Ch.17 'An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and
Legislation' William Hamson (ed.) 1823 ed. A Fragment on Government and an
Introduction to The Principles of Morals and Legislation (Oxford: Basil Blackwell 1943).
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nonhuman animals. J.C.C. Smart, for example, who previously allowed nonhuman

n89

animals only parenthetic moral wort has, subsequently revised his views:

I now think that the 'perhaps' of all sentient beings should be much more
uncompromising. It is a merit of utilitarianism, with its stress on
happiness and unhappiness, that lower animals must be considered along
with human beings so that they are not debarred from full and direct
consideration because they are not 'rational'.go

Alongside hedonistic utilitarianism, such as that of Bentham and Smart, other individual
consequentialist approaches have also insisted that the consequences of human actions
for nonhumans should be taken into account when making ethical decisions. In this
section, three such approaches will be examined: those of Peter Singer, Donald VanDe
Veer and Robin Attfield. Process thinking will be compared to these approaches, with

a view to clarifying it and its accompanying strengths and weaknesses.
Hedonistic and Preference Utilitarianism: Peter Singer

Peter Singer's Animal Liberation: Towards an End to Man's Inhumanity to Animals
(London: Jonathan Cape 1976) was his initial presentation of a hedonistic utAilitarian
position advocating the inclusion of nonhuman animals. This initial view was
subsequently developed in a number of articles, most prominently in his Practical Ethics
(OUP 1979) and his article 'Killing Humans and Killing Animals' Inquiry 22 1979. His
developed position is a (perhaps unhappy) coalition of hedonistic and preference

utilitarianism, which can be described as a three—tier9 1 ethical system.

89 'the only reason for performing an action A rather than alternative action B is
that doing A will make mankind (or, perhaps, all sentient beings)
happier than will doing B.' Smart and Williams op.cit. p.30.

90 J.C.C.Smart p.283 'Utilitarianism and Generalized Benevolence' Essays
Metaphysical and Moral (Oxford: Basil Blackwell 1987).

91 Attfield calls this a "two-level’ theory p.171 Ethics of Environmental Concern
(EEC) (Oxford: Basil Blackwell 1983); but I wish to draw attention to the third level, or
tier, because of its contrast with process thinking - and, indeed, with Attfield himself.
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Fundamental to Singer's hedonistic utilitarianism, as indeed it must be, is the capacity
of an organism to have subjective experience. It is this capacity which allows it to feel
pleasure or pain, and hence to have valuable experiences. Value, or at least intrinsic
value, is identified with pleasurable subjective experiences; having such experiences
means that an organism should be taken into account when moral decisions are being
made. In Singer's terms, the organism is 'morally considerable'. The capacity to have
painful or pleasurable experiences also means that an organism has interests; such a
capacity is in fact a 'prerequisite for having interests at all'.92 An organism which
can feel pain has an interest in avoiding it; an organism which can feel pleasure has an

interest in sustaining or increasing it.

This presentation of utilifarianism in terms of interests, rather than directly as
pleasures and pains, broadens Singer's scope. He can give consideration to interests
which would not normally fall directly under the narrow categories of simple pleasure
and pain. However, as he points out, this does not substantially change his position.
Mill's broad sense of pleasure would encompass most of what Singer wishes to consider

by interests.g3

Only those organisms which can have subjective experiences, and hence can have
interests, are, for Singer, morally considerable. Where 'a being is not capable of
suffering, or of enjoyment, there is nothing to be taken into account'.94 This gener-
ates a boundary, beyond which moral behaviour is inapplicable. Into this category fall
mollusca, insects, plants and nonliving objects, natural or artificial. They have no
experiences, and hence no interests. This constitutes the 'third tier' in Singer's ethical

system: those individuals and objects which lack moral considerability.

92 Singer p.27 Animal Liberation (AL) (1976; St Albans: Paladin Books, Granada
1977).

93 Singer p.13 Practical Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1979)

94 AL 175.
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In Animal Liberation the only boundary which Singer created in his system was that
between morally considerable, sentient organisms and morally inconsiderable, insentient
organisms and objects. All morally considerable animals, including humans, have,

according to Singer, an equal interest in avoiding pain and in generating pleasure:

The interests of every being affected by an action are to be taken into
accounts, and given the same weight as the like interests of any other
being.

However, even on Singer's earlier and simpler account, this does not mean that if, for
example, an amount of suffering must be inflicted on either a nonhuman animal or a
human being, there is no moral difference between the two. While this may be the case
inasmuch as the suffering alone is concerned, other interests may be affected. Human
beings have extra interests not possessed by nonhuman animals which would make the
infliction of the pain on a human being worse. A human may, for instance, anticipate
pain, or subsequently remember it vividly, which means that the same amount of pain
may generate greater bad experience for a human being than a nonhuman animal.
Similarly, other human beings, or human society as a whole, may be affected by human
suffering in a way which would not be the case for a nonhuman animal. Thus it may be
preferable, overall, to inflict suffering on a nonhuman animal than on an adult human
being. Given these conditions, however, a human being with a severe mental handicap,
or a baby, may not have the same 'protection by side-effects' (such as anticipation or
memory) as an adult human being. It would be preferable to inflict suffering on a baby
than an adult, and indeed, there are circumstances where it would be better to inflict
suffering on a baby than an adult nonhuman mammal, such as a chimpanzee. It is the
interests of the organism which are morally relevant, rather than its species. This allows

Singer to avoid being charged with the word he popularized himself: speciesism.

However, Singer later acknowledges that this position, being a kind of expanded
classical hedonistic utilitarian one, is seriously flawed. Hedonistic utilitarianism focuses

on the value of experiences, rather than on the organism which has them. The aim of

95 AL 25.
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ethical behaviour is to maximize pleasurable experience. This not only has the
consequence, as we saw earlier, of ignoring the distribution of such experiences; it also
carries the suggestion that if an organism can be painlessly killed (so as not to produce
painful experience) and replaced, by an organism that would not otherwise have existed,
with the same or greater level of pleasurable experience, this would be morally
acceptable. Thus hedonistic utilitarianism seems to support a 'replaceability' hypothesis,
where organisms can be substituted for one another. Human beings are not excluded
from this position, although possible negative 'side-effects' are greatest in the human
case (such as anticipation, grief and disturbance in the community which can generate

offsetting negative experiences). But this is by no means guaranteed.

As Singer realizes, his interest utilitarianism, based very heavily on pleasurable and
painful experience, is also open to this interpretation. His awareness of the problem of
'replaceability’ leads him to adopt a form of preference utilitarianism, which he 'adds-
on' to his hedonistic utilitarianism.96 Thus, in more recent writing, Singer divides the
'morally considerable' into two groups: the conscious and the self-conscious. The
conscious (the second tier) are organisms which have pleasurable and painful
experiences, but have no self-awareness, no conception of themselves as persisting into
the future, and hence no preference to go on living. They are purely the sums of their

experiences:

This kind of being is, in a sense, impersonal...in killing it, one does it no
personal wrong, although one does reduce the quantity of happiness in the
universe. But this wrong, if it is wrong, can be counterbalanced by
brin%i_/pg into existence a similar being which will live an equally happy
life.

Thus they are replaceable; as Frey puts it, they can be replenished, as a glass of water,

once drunk, can be refilled.98

96 Frey calls this, rather insultingly, the 'preference utilitarian hat in Singer's
cupboard' p.162 R.G.Frey Rights, Killing and Suffering (Oxford: Basil Blackwell 1983).

97 Singer p.102 Practical Ethics op.cit.
98 Frey p.161 op.cit.
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This is not the case with the first tier, or 'self-conscious' organisms. Self-conscious
organisms have conceptions of themselves as individuals who endure through time. They
have desires and preferences about the future, primarily the preference to go on living.

These preferences are morally significant in preference utilitarianism, which:

...takes into account the preferences of all affected by an action and
weighs them according to the strength of preference under certain condi-
tions of knowledge and reflection. Preference utilitarians count the killing
of a being with a preference for continued life as worse than the killing
of a being with no such preference.

Thus preference utilitarianism acts, for Singer, as a kind of ringfence to guard self-
conscious organisms - normal adult human beings, and adult 'higher' mammals such as
primates and whales - against painless destruction and replacement. Their awareness of
their own individuality and their preference to go on living gives them a moral

significance not available to those who are sentient, but not self-conscious.

Singer has developed a hybrid utilitarianism which provides different levels of moral
considerability for different kinds of sentient organisms. This assists him in making
ethical decisions where interests conflict. The problem of resolving conflicts also

occupies VanDe Veer.
Two-Factor Egalitarianism: Donald VanDe Veer

Both stimulated and concerned by Singer's account in Animal Liberation, VanDe Veer
attempted to develop a more discriminating and detailed account of the relative
weighting of human and nonhuman animals when making moral decisions - which he calls
a 'theory of interspecific justice'.loO Alarmed both by accounts that failed to take
nonhuman animals into consideration at all, and equally by those which claimed to be
strongly egalitarian, VanDe Veer proposed a kind of middle way, which he called 'Two-

Factor Egalitarianism’.

99 Peter Singer p.152 'Killing Humans and Killing Animals' op.cit.
100 ponald vanDe Veer p.52 'Interspecific Justice' Inquiry 22 1979.
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Like Singer, VanDe Veer's position is not far removed from classical hedonistic
utilitarianism. The ability to feel pleasure or pain and hence to have interests gives an
animal moral considerability. The difficulty, however, is to make decisions when the
interests of different sentient individuals, in particular human and nonhuman animals,
conflict. In contrast with Singer, however, VanDe Veer does not turn to the problem of
painless killing and replaceability, and adopt a principle of adjudication based on
whether or not sentient animals have preferences. Indeed, VanDe Veer misses the force
of this difficulty, commenting that 'generally, when it is in some creature's interest not
to suffer, it is also in its interest not to die (and hence not to be killed.)'.lo1 This

assumption, as was clear from Singer's account, is by no means a secure one.

VanDe Veer instead develops a discriminatory principle based on 'psychological' or
'mental' capacities. Thus although like Singer, VanDe Veer has a relatively clear
demarcation of moral considerability (the ability to feel pleasure or pain) he does not
have two clear categories above this, but rather a grading of superior and inferior

psychological capacities.

Alongside this discriminatory principle, VanDe Veer also distinguishes between different
categories of interests: basic, serious and peripheral. A creature has a 'basic' interest
in something which is essential for its survival, a 'serious’ interest in something which
'although it can survive without it, is difficult or costly (to its wellbeing) to do so' and
a 'peripheral' interest in something which it is of only mild significance to its

welfare.lo2

Thus, VanDe Veer grades both organisms and interests. The more serious the interest
and the more psychologically complex the organism, the stronger the positive weighting.
This leads to several clear-cut conclusions. If, for instance, conflicting interests are of
equal weight, the psychologically more complex organism takes priority. A basic

interest will always trump a peripheral interest, however psychologically complex the

10T jpiq.
102 yanDe veer p.26 op.cit.
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organism with the peripheral interest may be. However, the situation is less straight-
forward where the serious interest of a psychologically superior organism conflicts with
the basic interest of a less complex one. Under such circumstances, VanDe Veer thinks
that the psychologically more complex organism should have priority, and the basic

interest should be sacrificed to the serious one.

The aim of VanDe Veer's discriminatory principles - as Peter Singer's - is to achieve
maximum total utility.lo3 The subordination of peripheral to basic interests and of
psychologically inferior to psychologically superior organisms is aimed at achieving this
end. The more psychologically sophisticated an animal, according to VanDe Veer, the
better the experience produced; the more basic the interest, the more satisfaction in
having it met. Failure to acknowledge VanDe Veer's principles, then, at least in a broad
sense, will result in a loss of total utility. If one were to be, in VanDe Veer's terms, a
'radical speciesist', holding it to be morally acceptable to inflict suffering on nonhuman
animals for a trifling reason, a loss in total utility would result. The small gain in human
utility would be vastly outweighed by the loss to suffering nonhuman animals. Similarly,
the 'species egalitarian' position which would treat members of all species equally,
'blatantly ignores relevant differences' and by doing so fails to maximize the utility
which would be gained by a positive weighting to the psychologically more com-

plex.lo4

Thus, VanDe Veer elaborates a position in many essentials similar to that of Singer.
Unlike Singer, however, he integrates the two tiers of moral considerability into one
scale of psychological complexity and categorizes interests into different degrees of
significance. He thus provides a more detailed account of the prioritization involved in

making moral decisions. In this respect, Attfield is even more meticulous.

103 VanDe Veer p.59 op.cit.

104 yanDe veer p.57 op.cit.
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Robin Attfield: Practice-Consequentialism

Attfield acknowledges a considerable philosophical debt both to Singer and to VanDe
Veer. This debt is, however, more obvious in his earlier book The Ethics of Environ-
mental Concern than in his later articles and A Theory of Value and Obligation (Croom
Helm 1987). In some respects Attfield also resembles the individualist deontological
philosophers who will be considered in the next chapter. Indeed, occasionally, especially
in his earlier work, he sounds confusingly like them. This is particularly acute in his

understanding of intrinsic value.

As was made clear earlier in this chapter, consequentialist ethical systems consider it
to be 'states of affairs' rather than things or organisms which have intrinsic value.
Ethical behaviour is aimed at securing the best state of affairs, whatever the 'best' may
be interpreted as in a particular system. Attfield, however, in The Ethics of Environ-
mental Concern frequently claims that it is organisms which have intrinsic value. This

is a view alien to consequentialist ethics, a point noticed by Paul Taylor:

Attfield's arguments are marred by a failure to distinguish the concept of
'intrinsic value' from 'inherent worth'. The utilitarianism Attfield
espouses is not seen to be logically incompatible with the principle that
each organism has inherent worth as an individual, a principle he also
appears to hold.lO5

Attfield seems more aware of this difficulty in his later work, where he stresses that
it is states of affairs rather than organisms which have intrinsic value:

I in fact hold that it is not objects as such which are of intrinsic value,
but rather their states, activities and/or experiences. Beings can therefore

105 Paul Taylor p.270 Respect for Nature (RN) (Princeton: Princeton University
Press 1986). The force of this comment is lost without an understanding of Taylor's
definitions of 'intrinsic value' and 'inherent worth', which I shall discuss at more length
in the next chapter. In summary, intrinsic value is, for Taylor, experienced value, a
positive experience; inherent worth is unexperienced value, ascribed to any living
organism which has a good of its own.
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106 (Italics mine.)

be bearers of intrinsic value.
What state of affairs does Attfield consider to be intrinsically valuable? Here he
diverges significantly from both Singer and VanDe Veer, and indeed from hedonistic
utilitarianism in general.lo7 For both Singer and VanDe Veer, intrinsic value is
experiential. The ability to experience is the prerequisite for having interests or

preferences, and hence for moral considerability.

However, Attfield severs this exclusive link between experience and value, an
uncoupling of central importance in environmental ethics. He extends moral
considerability beyond the boundary of sentience or experience, thus rendering some
items in Singer's 'third tier' morally considerable. Hedonistic utilitarianism is rejected
as being 'severely impoverished and defective'.lo8 Attfield argues that intrinsic
value is located in the state of flourishing, of exercising the basic capacities of a
species, and in order to do this, of having basic needs met. An organism which has the

capacity to develop and flourish has an interest in doing so.

It is clear from this description that such categories do not apply only to human beings

or even to sentient organisms, but to all organisms that can be said to have a wellbeing

106 Robin Attfield p.63 'Deep Ecology and Intrinsic Value: A Reply to Andrew
Dobson' Cogito Spring 1990.

107 Sumner, in his review of EEC comments that Attfield's position is a 'slight
modification' of classical utilitarianism, rather than a divergence from it. Like classical
utilitarianism, Sumner argues, Attfield is individual-based and value-maximizing.
Although the realization of capacities advocated by Attfield is not the same as
maximizing greatest happiness, Sumner suggests that Mill's more sophisticated
understanding of happiness 'consists of something like the exercise of essential human
powers'. Attfield, replying to Sumner, accepts that this may be so, but comments: 'It
seems better to make this explicit in a value theory rather than to rely on its tacit
inclusion'. Wayne Sumner 'Review of Attfield' Environmental Ethics 8 no.1 Spring 1986
p.77-82; Attfield p.201 EEC 2nd Ed. (not in 1st Ed.) (Athens: University of Georgia Press
1991).

108 Robin Attfield p.32 A Theory of Value and Obligation (TVO) op.cit.
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- that is, all living organisrns.m9 All organisms, regardless of their sentience, can
be bearers of intrinsic value. Plants, insects and bacteria, for instance, have a wellbeing
and can flourish. Inanimate objects, however, which have none of these capacities,

cannot generate intrinsic value and are still morally inconsiderable.

This position makes the development of interspecific priority principles vital. The
greater the number of organisms admitted to moral considerability, the greater the
potential for conflict and the need, in a consequentialist system, to establish which

behaviour will produce the best overall consequences.

Attfield, especially in The Ethics of Environmental Concern, is clearly impressed by
VanDe Veer's Two-Factor Egalitarianism. VanDe Veer's failure to take insentient
organisms into account, and his willingness to sacrifice basic interests to serious ones
where psychologically more complex organisms are concerned is, however, questioned.

Attfield initially concludes that:

...it has to be understood that creatures with capacities for more valuable
forms of life receive priority over others onli' where the ability to
exercise those capacities is genuinely at stake.1 0

This would, Attfield argues, prevent the argument that eating meat from factory farms
is a case where a serious interest of a psychologically superior organism conflicts with
a basic interest of a psychologically inferior organism, and hence takes priority. Not
eating meat (unless it is a necessity for survival) does not threaten the capacities of

'superior' organisms and hence cannot be justified on this principle.

In A Theory of Value and Obligation, Attfield develops a much more sophisticated set

of priority principles which are intended to govern interhuman relationships, as well as

109 VanDe Veer hints at such a position, but fails to develop it, by commenting that
even protozoa have a wellbeing and something which is in their interest. VanDe Veer
p.58 op.cit.

HO0pEc 177.
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human/nonhuman ones. It is the latter, however, with which I am particularly concerned.
This schema still resembles VanDe Veer's, although Attfield introduces a considerable
number of new elements. Like VanDe Veer, Attfield retains a sliding scale of
psychological complexity and hence the amount of intrinsic value which can be
generated. Humans are at the top of such a scale, with varying degrees of psychological
complexity in sentient animals beneath. Plants and insentient organisms fall below this.
The intrinsic value generated by an individual plant is close to negligible. Large groups
of plants, such as forests, may have greater value (although a forest is not distinctly

valuable as a whole, but only as a collection of individual trees).

The second part of Attfield's weighting process is a scale of significance for needs and
wants, resembling VanDe Veer's emphasis on interests. Attfield divides needs into
'survival' needs and 'basic' needs, where the former normally has priority. (Under
exceptional conditions - if survival would be literally staying alive but without
opportunity to flourish or develop essential capacities - this might not apply). Beyond
needs are wants and preferences, over which basic needs have priority. In addition,
Attfield adds the category of the length of time the satisfaction of a need or want could
last: the longer the time, the greater the total utility to be derived from it. Thus,
Attfield's weighting system, like VanDe Veer's, gives priority to the basic and survival
needs of the most sophisticated organisms over those of less sophisticated organisms,
but basic needs of less sophisticated organisms have priority over wants or preferences
of the more sophisticated. This system, Attfield claims, can 'bring about an optimal
balance of intrinsically valuable states of affairs over intrinsically undesirable

ones'.111

There is one further important point to be made about Attfield's position as developed
in A Theory of Value and Obligation. He describes his system as 'practice-
consequentialism' - a form of rule-utilitarianism. There are, Attfield contends 'various

practices which make for or would make for, a much better world than would be

111 1vo gs.
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possible either in their absence or through alternative practices'.112 Practices such
as promise keeping should be followed in each case, even where the results in that
particular instance may be less optimal than they would have been had the promise been
broken. Overall, the belief that promises will be kept will generate a climate of trust,
for instance, in society, and hence lead to better total consequences. In this respect,

Attfield differs from the act-utilitarianism of Singer and VanDe Veer.
PROBLEMS WITH INDIVIDUAL CONSEQUENTIALISM IN ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS

The difficulties faced by individual consequentialist ethics when applied to the
nonhuman world are myriad; in a sense, it is the function of this thesis to demonstrate
this, as embodied in the specialized form of process thinking. Many specific areas which
such an ethic finds difficult to accommodate, such as predation, wilderness, species,
ecosystems and differing treatments for wild and domestic animals, will be explored in
later chapters, and will be passed by at this point. The focus here will be on several
more general issues, which are, one might say, foundational problems, from which the
more specific difficulties stem. Three main areas will be examined here, falling under
the broad headings of 'Experience and Value', 'Replaceability' and 'Subjectivity of

Relative judgements'.
Experience and Value

They pick a quality that is concéded to be normally possessed by humans;
they make it the basis for a ca%acity of rights, then they find it 'writ
large' beyond the human pale.11 '

Although rights are not at issue here (Rodman's attack is directed at Stone, a rights
advocate, as well as at Singer) the process described above is an important one. A
central objection to an individual consequentialist basis for environmental ethics focuses

on its assignation of intrinsic value to qualities supremely possessed by humans. This

12 1vo 107.
113 John Rodman p.93 'The Liberation of Nature?' Inquiry 20 1977.
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objection is, however, unevenly aimed at Singer, VanDe Veer and Attfield, each of whom

have different emphases in this context.

For Singer, the capacity to feel pleasure and pain, and so to have interests, together
with, on a higher level, the ability to have preferences, both bestows moral
considerability and degrees of moral significance. VanDe Veer, like Singer, takes
sentience as the basic requirement for moral considerability, and uses psychological
complexity to differentiate degrees above this. Both take as a premise that intrinsic
value must be experienced value: pleasurable subjective experiences, preferences and
psychological complexity are all value-generating factors. Since.experience, for both
Singer and VanDe Veer at least, is confined to animals, and reasonably sophisticated
ones at that, such criteria render all nonsentient living beings - and collectives, such as
ecosystems - morally inconsiderable. The only value status they can have is instrumental
value, to fulfil the needs, satisfy the preferences or give complex and pleasurable

experiences to sentient animals.

In addition, those nonhuman animals which are morally considerable (on the basis of
their ability to experience) are further ranked according to other human qualities
(psychological complexity, preference-having). Nonhuman animals are thus implicitly -
and frequently, explicitly - categorized with so-called 'marg.inal humans' - those humans
who lack some of the abilities of normal human adults. VanDe Veer, for instance, uses
a 'bright chimpanzee' and a 'retarded Downs Syndrome child' in order to make a value
comparison. Rodman finds this categorization unacceptable, putting his argument with

characteristic force:

Is this then, the new enlightenment - to see nonhuman animals as
imbeciles, wilderness as a human vegetable? ... It is perhaps analogous to
regarding women as defective men who lack penises, or humans as
defective sea mammals who lack sonar capacity....

At the heart of this criticism is the contention that individual consequentialism of this

114 Rodman p.94 op.cit.
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kind fails to accept nonhuman animals on their own terms, judging them by inappropri-
ate, human-centred standards. Of particular concern is the exclusive link of intrinsic
value with experience, and the consequent inability of VanDe Veer and Singer to value

anything other than organisms with nervous systems and subjective experiences.

Both Singer and VanDe Veer are aware that this criticism may be levelled at their work.

VanDe Veer comments:

Two-Factor Egalitarianism is not anthropocentric in the way that a view
is if it regards species membership in homo sapiens as relevant per se...if
others were to claim that Two-Factor Egalitarianism is also invidious and
arbitrary in its "psychocentric" emphasis, reasons need to be stated other
than tgat it takes species membership per se as relevant; for it does
not.

VanDe Veer is surely suggesting here that, while his position is not speciesist, it may
well be called anthropocentric because it is geared to valuing the psyche. While human
qualities, rather than species membership, are the indicators of value, value is still

measured on a human-biased scale.

Singer, similarly, is aware of the accusation of anthropocentrism. He contends, however,
that the connection of sentience and moral considerability is not arbitrary, but rather
the only sensible position to adopt. It is not because human qualities are better than
nonhuman ones, but because it makes no sense to argue that a nonsentient being can be
treated badly. Since a nonsentient being cannot feel, nothing can matter to it, and
consequently it is impossible to behave either morally or immorally towards it. This
debate is a central one in environmental ethics, and one which spans the divide between
deontologists and consequentialists. Tom Regan, for example, in many ways vehemently
opposed to Singer, puts forward a similar view concerning moral considerability in The
Case for Animal Rights. Others, both deontologists and consequentialists, reject the link
between experience and value, and some between any quality particularly possessed by

humans and value.

115 VanDe Veer p.61 op.cit.
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Robin Attfield, for instance, as we have seen, does not insist that all value must be
experienced. Thus he is not vulnerable to accusations of anthropocentrism in this way.
Nonetheless, like VanDe Veer, Attfield does argue that complex psychological
capabilities generate more intrinsic value. Thus, although his criterion for moral
considerability is not the ability to experience, the more human-like psychologically a
nonhuman is, the more intrinsic value it can generate. Indeed, some environmental
ethicists would still argue that Attfield's presentation is thoroughly anthropocentric. His
concern with flourishing and fulfilment of capacities, while not uniquely human
characteristics, are ones which humans do supremely possess (and ones valued highly,
in theory at least, in Western 'democracies’'). In addition, Attfield focuses exclusively
on individuals. Ecological systems, or species, can have no value other than that
generated by the flourishing and fulfilment of an individual's capacities. There is no
place for collective value (which will be examined in Chapter 3). It is only individuals,
who are, by their very individuality, like humans, who can have moral considerability.
Thus, even Attfield, who does not consider that all value must be experienced, has also

been accused of a human bias in his ethical approach.
Replaceability

There must always be the possibility of replaceability, or the substitution of one
individual for another, in ethical systems aimed at the maximization of total value.
Singer's acceptance of the principle of replaceability for lower organisms which are
merely 'sums of their experiences' makes explicit this implicit characteristic of total
utilitarianism. However, Singer attempts to limit replaceability to the second tier of
moral considerability, and to exclude the first tier. This has been questioned by both

Michael Lockwood1 16 and R.G.F rey.117 As Lockwood comments:

He seems not to notice that a preference utilitarianism (sic) will support
this thesis only if it is formulated in such a way as to render preferences
themselves non-replaceable, in the sense that the frustration of one

116Michael Lockwood 'Killing and the Preference for Life' Inquiry 22 1979 157-170.
117 Frey, op.cit.
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preference (or set of preferences) cannot be morally counterbalanced by
the creation of another {)ll'eference or set of preferences which would not
otherwise have existed. 8

Lockwood does not find a satisfactory solution to this problem, which is acute. If Singer
is advocating, as he seems to be, preference maximization, he cannot contend that the
preference to go on living is ultimately inviolable. The individual's preference to live
could be frustrated if the strength of other preferences for the individual's death were
greater. Frey puts this more bluntly by suggesting it could equally well be argued from
Singer's position that providing a new life was created with an equal preference for life

as the individual to be killed, killing could be justified.119

This argument, without further development, is enough for some critics to describe
Singer's utilitarian position as morally unacceptable. However, the implications of such
a position even for the second ethical tier, the conscious but not self-conscious, are

worth examining.

As part of his campaign not to be 'speciesist' Singer points out that his category of
those without the preference to go on living is not restricted to the nonhuman. Babies,
people with mental handicaps and those in comas, for example, are also in this position.
The inexorable conclusion of this is that they, too, are replaceable; indeed, Singer gives
an example of this with 'defective infants' being allowed painlessly to die, if the parents
are prepared to try again for a non-defective one. However, as Lockwood rightfully
points out, this actually applies also to 'mormal' babies, presumably justifying the
widespread practice of infanticide of female babies when they are born, to try again for
the preferred boy. Replaceability also applies to those animals which are considered not
to have a preference to go on living. Lockwood makes this point powerfully by imagining

the existence of a fictional service which he entitles 'Disposapup Ltd.'.120 In brief,

118 Lockwood, op.cit. p.160.
119 Tom Regan also examines this argument: CAR 208-211.
120 Lockwood op.cit. p.168.
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Lockwood supposes that families like the happy, playful nature of puppies, but that they
are not so enthusiastic about fully grown dogs. He also supposes that they take an
annual holiday each year, perhaps abroad, where it is inconvenient to take the puppy -
or dog as it now is. A company, 'Disposapup Ltd.', is set up to remove and painlessly kill
each dog when the family goes away, and they return from their holiday to another,
happy playful puppy. He argues that Singer's ethical position makes this morally

acceptable.

There is no apparent way in which Singer can resist this argument. Neither, it seems,
can VanDe Veer, who is, in this respect, in a very similar position to Singer (although
appearing unaware of the possibility of replaceability). Like Singer, VanDe Veer
advocates maximization of total utility, where utility is measured by the satisfaction
of interests, the more psychologically complex, the better. Since interests are
totalizable, there is no reason why one interest should not be replaced by another, if it
would not otherwise have existed, provided that 'side-effects' such as 'dread of

impending disaster' do not create counteracting disutilities.121

Attfield, however, is in a slightly different position, both in his rejection of the
exclusive link between intrinsic value and experience, and in his practice-, rather than
act-utilitarianism. Like Singer and VanDe Veer, however, he is a totalizing -
consequentialist, aiming at the generation of maximum total intrinsic value. It is not
experiences which are totalled, but rather degrees of fulfilment of species-specific
characteristics for the maximum length of time. However,, this difference does not
exclude him from the possibility of replaceability. As a consequentialist, it is not
organisms themselves which are valuable. The value lies in the states of affairs which
are generated by organisms. As with Singer and VanDe Veer, it must then be true for
Attfield that, providing total value remains the same, which individual generates the
value is irrelevant. Thus, it is inevitable that, within Attfield's system, one organism
is replaceable by another. The killing of an organism would, of course, prevent it from

flourishing and fulfilling its capacities; but the creation of a new organism which would

121 VanDe Veer op.cit.69.
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not otherwise have existed, with the same opportunity to flourish and fulfil its capabil-

ities, replaces the lost value.

It would seem possible, however, that Attfield's practice-consequentialism might
constrain replaceability in a way impossible for act-utilitarianism. We have already seen
that Attfield advocates, for example, keeping promises even where in the specific
instance more immediate value might be generated by breaking them. Greater overall
value, he contends, would result from the higher level of trust in the community when
promises are kept, than would result from the mistrust when there is an expectation
that promises will be broken. In similar vein, Attfield could argue that greater total
value for society would be generated by not killing individuals and replacing them, even
though total value might remain the same or even increase on some occasions (for
instance by killing a handicapped baby in order to try for a nonhandicapped one). The
security which humans might derive from the knowledge that neither they nor their
offspring would be painlessly killed and replaced would override the benefit gained from

the specific occasions where total value might be increased by doing so.

This practice-consequentialist argument, however, is centrally flawed, at least in the

context of the treatment of nonhumans. Attfield makes it quite clear that:

Practice-consequentialism does not call on agents to consider whether
each and every action, whether important or trivial, should become part
of a social practice, but rather to adhere to optimific practices which are
already in force, and also to comply with ones of whose adoption by the
relevant agents there is a significant prospect.1

While not replacing human beings is an 'optimific practice' already in force for human
beings - in the Western world at least - this is not true of attitudes to nonhumans. While
Lockwood's 'Disposapup’ example may shock, this is largely because of the status of
dogs as pets, rather than any widespread belief that the idea of replacing animals is

repugnant. In fact, a policy of replaceability of nonhuman individuals is widely accepted,

122 1vo 110.
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both for domestic and many wild animals. Nonhuman animals are frequently described
as 'resources' or 'stocks' which, unlike coal and oil, can be replaced or replenished. They
are renewable. The widely held nature of this belief makes it unlikely that the
nonreplaceability of nonhumans would ever become a 'social-practice' and hence fails
to be supported by practice-consequentialism. It is doubtful in any case whether the
replaceability or otherwise of nonhumans would generate optimific feelings of security
in the human community. Replacing nonhumans would not, after all, pose a threat to

human individuals. As Regan comments of Bentham in a similar context:

Since humans can have no serious worry that the employees in the nation's
slaughterhouses...will any day now turn to slaughtering human beings, our
knowing that these animals are killed will not cause 'the slightest
inquietude' in our breast. 123

Thus, Attfield's position, like that of VanDe Veer and Singer, is also open to the
criticism that he would allow replaceability, although his practice-consequentialism may
protect humans from such a fate. That a sentient organism can in this way be replaced
by another is an implication of individual consequentialist ethics which many

environmental ethicists find unacceptable.
The Subjectivity of Relative Judgments

There is a very good reason why we should be suffered to eat such of
them als we like to eat; we are the better for it, and they are none the
worse.

While Bentham is much lauded for his remarks on the moral considerability of animals
(quoted earlier) he himself was not a vegetarian. This fact causes Singer to comment

that Bentham 'flinched’ at changing his diet; that he had 'lowered his normal standards

123 CAR 205.
124 Bentham, quoted without footnote reference by Singer AL 213.
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of argument' and 'turned his face away from the ugly reality'.125 Singer considers
Bentham to be inconsistent at this point, to have failed to prosecute his argument to
its logical practical conclusions. But Bentham's argument is, in fact, quite logical. He
argues that the slaughter of animals for food gives humans greater pleasure than it
gives nonhumans pain (because, he continues, their slaughter is speedy, less painful than
death in the wild, and they do not have the facility to dread it). Thus, killing nonhuman

animals for food maximizes utility and is entirely consistent with Bentham's principles.

Singer's objection to Bentham, then, is based not on the principle of maximizing utility,
but rather on a different evaluation of the relative experiences of human and nonhuman
animals. Bentham rates the pleasure humans gain from eating meat highly; Singer
considers it to be merely a 'gustatory preference' a 'taste for a particular kind of
food'.126 For Bentham, the gain to humans outweighs the loss to animals; for Singer,
the loss to animals outweighs the gain to humans. In VanDe Veer's terms, Bentham
considers meat eating to be a serious human interest, which outweighs the basic
interests of nonhuman animals, while Singer regards it as a peripheral interest, over

which the basic interests of animals have moral priority.

This raises the crucial question, for both Singer and VanDe Veer, of how relative value
judgments can be made. Is it possible to compare human gustatory pleasures with the
suffering of animals? How can one compare a nonhuman animal with a Down's syndrome

child? VanDe Veer acknowledges this difficulty, but fails to address it:

Most evident, the principle [Two-Factor Egalitarianism] is vague. There
is no precise way of determining which interests are basic, which serious
and which are more peripheral, and how to rank interests precisely.
Similarly, no adequate account has been offered of how to determine
levels of psychological complexity.127

125 A1 213,
126 A1 164.

127 yanDe Veer p.62 op.cit.
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This vagueness surely undermines the detail of his position. Are meat eating, cosmetic
testing and sport hunting serious or peripheral interests? The answers to these questions
are surely subjective, and thus cannot be definitive. However, this lack of certainty
means that, depending upon how one judges pleasure and pain, 'everything is permitted’.

Rodman notices this problem:

The location of value in the subjective experiences of sentient entities
allows for no small amount of subjectivity in our moral appraisals, since
our judgment about the inner experience of others is either inferential,
utilizing a criteria of evidence (the presence of a nervous system, the
exhibition of what we acknowledge as pain behaviour, etc) or sympathetic,
depending on our imaginative/emotional capacity<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>